
Kindly remember that  
these monthly circulars are 
for educational purposes 
only and should not be 
taken as advice.  All views 
shared within them are 
Australian Standfirst views and 
do not represent any other 
organisation or individual 
(unless cited accordingly). 

First Quarter (Q1)
 2021 Edition

australianstandfirst.com

GLOBAL INVESTOR CIRCULAR

Australian Philanthropy & Non-Profits
In The Era Of Crypto-Currencies & Tokens:

Empowering The Underinvested By New Means

01

Australian Philanthropy and Not For Profits (“NFP’s”) [distinct from Non-Profits] 
will always continue to fall behind and remain underfunded for the simple fact 
that the Australian body politic continues to confound philanthropy with that 
of charity; an important but singular subset which is not one and the same.

• Cite:- Philanthropy Challenges For Americans and Australians, 12 February 
2020

• Cite:- US Donor-Advised Funds (DAFs), 15 August 2018

Because of this, self-anointed peak bodies, intermediaries, media and State 
actors continue to struggle with the entire eleemosynary sector and worse still, 
have as of mid-2020 allowed Governmental actors to consider “Regtech” as 
‘causa removens prohibens’ (a method of removing obstacles).

[Regtech, a portmanteau for regulatory technology, consists of groups who 
employ cloud or edge computing technology through software-as-a-service 
(SaaS) to help NFP’s comply with regulations efficiently]

• Cite:- Philanthropists Tire Of Bureaucratic Tangles, 27 February 2016

• Cite:- Australian Philanthropy Finds Purpose, 5 July 2014

With no elegant solution in sight and vectors of suspicions multiplying both 
ways (suspicions of out-of-touch regulators, suspicions of grant recipients’ 
misappropriations), important initiatives come to standstills or dead stops. 

• Cite:- Australian Government, Treasury, “Unlawful activity - changes to the 
governance standards for registered charities”, Exposure Draft, 14 March 2021

• Cite:- (Australian) Charities Act, 2013

Ironically, this step towards Regtech comes at the exact same time the coequal 
State actors announce a slew of measures intended to reduce fundraising red 
tape for NFP’s, with the release of working papers on proposed cross-border 
recognition models.
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• Cite:- Reduction Of Unnecessary Regulatory Obligations On The Australian 
NFP Sector, ACNC, September 2020

• Cite:- Proposed Cross-border Recognition Model For Charitable Fundraisers, 
Charitable Fundraising National Working Group, August 2020

All in all, this cannot avoid the appearance of hyperbureacracy and window-
dressing and as always bears a degree of extra curial punishment for those 
on the front lines genuinely persevering whilst playing by all of the legal and 
moral rules expected of them.

As witnessed in other spheres, technology presents new opportunities for 
those underinvested by society, opening up parallel ecosystems denominated 
in cryptocurrencies, digital currencies and Non-Fungible Tokens (“NFT’s”).

With an incumbent degree of cyber sophistication required, international 
Non-Profit and philanthropic communities are rapidly beginning to explore 
the opportunities and risks associated with the applications and implications 
of blockchain, cryptocurrencies and interestingly NFT’s for altruistic aid, 
recipient’s rightful privacy (in contrast to unlawful activity) and dissemination 
of help towards societies most needy.

• Visit:- Not-For-Profit Law (Australia), Just Connect, #FixFundraising

In practice, this new augmentation opens Australian philanthropy to two 
interesting areas: one where the possibility of moving largess onto blockchains 
for tracking purposes and secondly, the broader possible impact of combining 
blockchain payment systems with social networks, thereby truly democratising 
altruism and charitable support. 

In rebuke of allegations that these ecosystems could or would circumvent 
law enforcement and the intelligence communities, there is evidence these 
technologies can leverage transparency, data validation, verification and 
security offered by blockchain technologies.

Industries including food, agriculture, energy and airline are already examples 
of those deploying these technologies for practical use and case points where 
blockchain has provided transparency in the ‘Track and Trace’ process; many 
of us already witness this in our daily lives when we receive ethically sourced 
produce at restaurants which was tracked as sustainably sourced produce from 
the field to the table via consumer verifiable receipts.

Blockchain could provide efficient information validation with publicly available 
information which eliminate expensive third-party validation services, such as 
background checks to verify education, a gift recipient DGR status and can be 
stored on a blockchain which any NFP could instantly verify.

• Cite:- A New Era Dawning For Generous Investors, 13 December 2016

• Cite:- Philanthropists Stifled As They Seek Blended Finance, 30 April 2016

Blockchain can also be used to validate the timing of an event leading to 
potential broad-based application, such as contract signing times would be 
one example but there are many applications for technology that records the 
time that an event occurred in a verifiable way, especially in environmental, 
conservation and human services philanthropy.
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• Cite:- Rich Philanthropists Halted At Border By Tax System, 4 April 2015

• Cite:- Philanthropy And The Franking Credit Debate, 26 February 2019

Blockchain’s ability to create new digital economies potentially impacting 
many if not all industries, is rooted in the transfer of value and digitisation of 
assets reducing the friction of moving as well as tracking information; timely 
information, or lack thereof is as much a hex to Australian philanthropy as is 
pecunious funding.

Regulators acting as intermediaries between entities are likely to be the first to 
experience disruption and Regtech will not help adjust fundamental processes 
for resources being allocated more efficiently across these new ecosystems.

The most interesting development though in toto has been the rapid ascent 
of and Non-Fungible Tokens or NFT’s, in the creative arts, music and Non-Profit 
sectors. 

A NFT is a unit of data on a digital ledger called a blockchain, where each NFT 
can represent a unique digital item, and thus they are not interchangeable.

These digital assets are one of one, as opposed to cryptocurrencies that are one 
of many and thus applying a technology that enables digital bearer instruments 
to things like art, music and collectibles makes a lot of sense and is arguably 
even more intuitive than applying it to fiat money.

An NFT’s meaning is the registration of a digital object’s “ownership” on a 
blockchain.

The token is “non-fungible” because it represents a unique object and is itself 
unique.

In art and music thus far, it has allowed artists to gain a more significant slice of 
their revenue sales but of much greater interest and relevance to the NFP sector, 
it allows artisans to continue to have a digital link with their work, receiving 
future annuities, digital receipts of utility and frankly, openness, accountability 
and transparency. 

NFT’s also enable experimentation, because a digital token can represent 
many things at once; they allow musicians to sell albums with a concert ticket 
embedded inside, enable art markets where the original artist gets a cut of 
every subsequent resale, lets the NBA sell in-game moments and for influential 
people to sell individual tweets, enable virtual worlds where you can buy your 
own virtual plot of land and sports teams to engage with their fans in new 
ways and facilitate the creation of transparent marketplaces for pretty much 
anything, including index funds made up of digital art. 

Whilst still requiring recognition that society is still learning about how these 
assets behave relative to traditional environs, the mainstream consensus on 
Bitcoin and Ethereum remains a work in progress.

• Cite:- Is Investing in Bitcoin Really A Good Idea? Question Marks Remain, 1 
November 2017

• Cite:- Quality Control Is Crucial When Impact Investing, 10 October 2015

To start, it is important to recognise the difference between digital currencies 
and cryptocurrencies – cryptocurrency is a type of digital currency but not all 
digital currencies are cryptocurrencies.

Digital currency is simply a currency that only exists virtually – there is no 
physical paper or coin backing it.
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Cryptocurrency, however, takes the concept of digital currency one step 
further, employing blockchain technology and a decentralised ledger, which 
effectively means that no single authority controls the network.

Part of what has made cryptocurrency so attractive in recent years has been 
this lack of centralisation and oversight, as these currencies are regulated by the 
community that uses them, rather than a governing body like a central bank.

Cite:- ‘End The Fed’, 24 September 2019

At the same time, individuals continue to embrace cryptocurrencies like Bitcoin 
due to a fear that reckless government spending and elevated levels of debt 
will eventually render traditional fiat currencies worthless.

While this is possible in a world of debt monetisation, it does not necessarily 
seem probable; as such, one should continue to view cryptocurrencies as 
speculative investments.

Notwithstanding, for NFP’s to be able to exchange cryptocurrencies, deploy 
a blockchain network of their own and draft a so-called “white-paper” for 
their very own blockchain-based proposal, opens up avenues to speak to 
philanthropists and benefactors directly and opportunity to argue one’s cause 
undeviatingly.

It is still too early to stand outside these innovative events and pronounce final 
judgement on their lasting value but to disregard technological developments 
in cyber-finance as not operating in good faith on the basis of being new and 
different fails to look through to the governing dynamics of what parses the 
precept of philanthropy from charity in the first order and in boring the biblical 
analogy, charity gives a man a fish whereas philanthropy, teaches, empowers 
and then capacitates one to fish for themselves.

Blockchain technology, crypto-currencies and tokens opens up immediate and 
practical applications for smart contracts, permissioned ledgers and innovative 
philanthropic initiatives and it may be timely to take pause and ensure that 
all applied Regtech empowers whilst protects the underinvested in lieu of 
repression for the sake of maintaining the present state of affairs.

Yours,  
Stirling R. Larkin  
CIO, Australian Standfirst  
Asset Management
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