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IT MAY not be Cold War 2.0, but Russia’s aggression in Ukraine has
clearly transformed the global system. It has revitalised the West-
ern alliance and forced it to gather its diplomatic, military and eco-
nomic power in response to the most serious threat to internation-
al order and peace since the end of the Cold War.

Indeed, the West has demonstrated a remarkable sense of unity
in the face of Russia’s attack on Ukraine, reacting swiftly and effec-
tively to what Russian president Vladimir Putin had expected to be
awalk in the park.

In addition to inflicting enormous economic pain on Russia
through targeted and punishing sanctions, the United States and
its North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO) allies have provided
military assistance to Ukraine that has contributed to its success
thus far in defending its capital Kiev and in pushing back Russian
troops from other areas.

Moreover, not only have Russia’s efforts to generate disunity
among the Western allies failed. The invasion has in fact enhanced
the status of NATO, with Finland and Sweden edging closer to join
the military organisation and Britain offering the two countries se-
curity assurances against the Russian threat. 

But it’s clearly too early for the West to declare victory in what
could become a prolonged and costly conflict during which Russia
will test the solidarity and resolve of the alliance, and continue to
create rifts among its members.

In fact, with the war grinding on and the sanctions on Russia im-
pacting on the entire global economy in the form of supply chain
pressures and rising energy and food prices, there are signs of a
certain restiveness among governments and publics, that some
observers describe as “Ukraine fatigue”.

Hence with Hungary refusing to sign on to an embargo on Rus-
sian oil and growing discontent in Germany over the costs of the
ban, the European Union (EU) is finding it more difficult to impose
it. 

At the same time, there are indications that the Americans and
the Europeans disagree over the alliance’s long-term strategy with
regards to the conflict with Russia.

While Washington is intent on increasing the military and eco-
nomic pressures on Russia and weakening its ability to threaten its
neighbours, France and other governments believe that Russia’s
interests would have to be accommodated as part of an agreement
to end the war. And Turkey, a member of NATO, has expressed res-
ervations about Sweden and Finland joining the military grouping.

Yet despite rising energy and food prices, which have been ag-
gravated by the war, there are no signs of political fatigue in Wash-
ington. And the American public, according to opinion polls, sup-
ports the Ukrainian people in their defence against Russian ag-
gression.

If anything, President Joe Biden’s goal of continuing to increase
the military and economic pressure on President Putin enjoys
wide bipartisan support on Capitol Hill, where the House of Repre-
sentatives voted 368 to 57 last week in favour of a US$40 billion aid
package for Ukraine.

There is no doubt that Putin is hoping the West would tire before
Russia does, and that the growing costs of the war, including rising
energy costs, food shortages and surging inflation, would erode
Western determination and allow him to achieve his goals in Uk-
raine. The US and its allies need to stay steadfast and ensure that
the Russian leader be proven wrong.

E D I T O R I A L

Russia tests the
West’s resolve

IT’S worth exploring how blockchain tech-
nology can modernise the real estate in-
dustry. Blockchain can be used to facilitate
transfer of title to immovable property (re-
al estate) as it allows for faster and cheaper
property transactions with far reduced pa-
perwork. There is also a possibility of auto-
mated testamentary transfers of property
pursuant to wills.

This is not a far-fetched proposition. A
central coordinating entity, the Smart Na-
tion and Digital Government Group, was
set up under the Prime Minister’s Office in
May 2017 to accelerate the process of inte-
grating online transactions between citi-
zens and government. The Government
Technology Agency (GovTech) has also de-
signed tools that leverage blockchain tech-
nology to enable the distribution and usage
of decentralised, tamper-proof records. 

Recently, the Immigration and Check-
points Authority announced that it would
no longer issue physical birth and death
certificates from May 29 this year as part of
the government’s attempt to streamline
and digitise services for Singaporeans. 

The process of tokenisation 

Asset tokenisation is the process of digita-
lising the ownership rights to an asset and
then breaking it up into fractions, or securi-
ty tokens, using blockchain technology.
Each token represents a proportion of the
digitised asset, which could, in this case, be
a piece of real estate.

Asset-backed tokens are different from
digital payment tokens such as cryptocur-
rencies, which are used for payments and
can be speculative in nature.

Unlike non-fungible tokens (NFT) --
which represent verifiable ownership of a
single unique asset, such as an art piece
that cannot be replaced by another -- secu-
rity tokens are fungible, meaning every to-
ken is interchangeable with other tokens of
the same asset.

Given steep property prices, tokenising
real estate would lower the barrier to entry
for property ownership. This would pro-
vide lower income households the oppor-
tunity to purchase, own, and invest in
property which they may otherwise not
have. 

Tokenisation allows huge potential to
improve the management of real estate in-
vestments and securities. 

There are a few major concerns, includ-
ing dealing with the lack of familiarity in
the technology, overcoming regulatory
burdens, and implementing measures to
safeguard ownership. 

In the digital space, jurisdictional issues
may also surface. For instance, it may be
difficult to ascertain where the buyer is lo-
cated or whether the buyer meets the eligi-
bility requirements to purchase the proper-
ty. 

The volatility and uncertainty around
cryptocurrencies add to the scepticism. 

But it may be argued that the situation is
different for real estate tokens as the value
of these tokens can be derived from tangi-
ble real estate assets. This would allow for
better regulation around distribution and
ownership. 

Digitising documentation
In order for blockchain real estate transfers
to occur, a number of conveyancing docu-
ments would need to be digitised so that
they can be attached to a blockchain to re-
cord the various transactions, such as the
option to purchase, instrument of transfer,
stamp duty certificate, title deeds, and no-
tice of transfer to the property tax depart-
ment of the Inland Revenue Authority of
Singapore (IRAS). 

The Singapore Land Authority (SLA) is
the statutory body that registers any
change of ownership and issues a new title
deed in respect of a property. In the con-
veyancing process, various filings have to
be made with the SLA. 

In addition, stamp duty would need to
be paid to IRAS and a notice of transfer
lodged with it. Hence, to digitise the real es-
tate transfer process using blockchain,
these processes have to be integrated with
both IRAS and SLA. 

SLA also validates the contents of both
the soft and hard copies of the transfer in-
strument. This involves both an online and
offline process. The development of an al-
ternative method of validation would be re-
quired to remove the offline portion and to
entirely digitise the validation process. 

In real estate transfers that are complex,
such as those involving charges, mortgag-
es and other encumbrances, further inte-
grations with other entities such as banks
and the Central Providend Fund Board
would be required. If the property con-
cerned is a Housing and Development
Board property, then this would also in-
volve the HDB. 

Property rights as NFTs 

There is a strong case to be made for rein-
venting the conveyancing process with
blockchain technology to make it easier for
property transfers. However, it would take
some time for changes like these to be im-
plemented at the national level. Hence, an-
other possibility would be to “mint” proper-
ty rights as a NFT. 

On 10 February 2022, a blockchain-fo-
cussed real estate company, Propy, sold a
NFT of a 2,164 square foot property in Flor-
ida for around 210 Ether, which was worth
some US$653,000. This was the first US
transaction where the ownership of the re-
al estate asset was minted as an NFT and
then sold on the blockchain.

At present, most land registries globally
are not currently integrated on the block-
chain. As such, it is not possible to tokenise
physical land directly from the land regis-
try. Instead, an intermediary to hold the
property is required. Token holders will
most likely own an interest in a company
that is the owner of the property.

The Florida property had a similar struc-
ture. Ownership in the property was trans-
ferred by the seller into a limited liability
company (LLC) that was incorporated by
Propy, and then ownership of that LLC was
minted on the blockchain as an NFT. The
NFT was then put up for auction to bidders
that were pre-approved and vetted by Pro-
py. 

Prior to the auction, the LLC owned the
property. Ownership of the LLC was repre-
sented through the NFT. The NFT was own-
ed by the seller. After the auction was com-
plete, the ownership of the LLC, represent-
ed through the NFT, was automatically
transferred on the blockchain to the suc-
cessful bidder. The seller then received a
payment of cryptocurrency in their wallet. 

The due diligence for the real estate
transaction, such as title insurance and in-
spections, was completed by Propy prior to
the transaction.

There are a number of benefits. Firstly,
tokenisation of real estate ownership
would allow for sales of interests in real es-
tate on the secondary market. Secondly, it
would automate real estate transactions.
Thirdly, it would reduce transactions costs.
Fourthly, smart contracts can automate
property development terms and leasing
agreements. Fifthly, fractionalised NFTs
can represent partial ownership in physical
property. 

Thus, blockchain technology has the
potential to automate the real estate trans-
fer process for a faster, easier and more se-
cure conveyancing experience. 

To recap, in order to tokenise physical
land directly from the land registry and
permit blockchain transfers of property,
the SLA, as Singapore’s land title regulator,
must recognise a title transfer on the block-
chain. In addition, there must be integra-
tion with the various relevant agencies, and
digitisation of all conveyancing docu-
ments, for this to happen. 

The writer is lecturer of law at the
Singapore University of Social Sciences and
of counsel at RHTLaw Asia LLP.
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The technology can potentially facilitate real estate transactions for a faster, easier and more secure
transfer process. BY BEN CHESTER CHEONG
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with blockchain 

By Helmut K Anheier
A COMMENTARY by philosopher Jürgen
Habermas has triggered one of Germany’s
most ferocious political debates in dec-
ades, on the question of how the country
should position itself in the widening Rus-
sian-Ukrainian war. 

Chancellor Olaf Scholz has been subject
to a barrage of open letters, each signed by
hundreds of leading public figures. Some
take a hawkish position, advocating more
forceful and active engagement on Uk-
raine’s behalf; others are dovish, pushing
for a settlement that would let Russia claim
some kind of victory and spare Europe
from a widening and prolonged conflict.

As a widely pacifist country, Germany is
neither familiar nor comfortable with the
assumptions, red lines, and nagging ques-
tions that such debates entail. Long-ig-
nored issues of national and European se-
curity have suddenly come to the fore. 

In the commentary that started the de-
bate, Habermas contrasts the immediate
reaction of Germany’s political class and
media to Russian aggression with that of a
more perplexed and unsure public. Ger-

mans are sharply divided about the Bun-
destag’s decision to deliver heavy weap-
ons to Ukraine, as well as on the question
of whether the current sanctions go far
enough.

This lack of consensus poses many di-
lemmas for Scholz. After all, it was his own
party, the Social Democrats, that long
championed constructive engagement
(Ostpolitik) with the Soviet Union and then
Russia – an approach that sadly led former
Chancellor Gerhard Schröder of the SPD to
become one of Russian President Vladimir
Putin’s hired hands. Acknowledging that
five decades of Ostpolitik left a difficult
legacy, Habermas defended Scholz against
the charge that he has been too cautious in
confronting Putin.

Is the new chancellor aping his prede-
cessor, Angela Merkel, by trying to strad-
dle the fence? No, Habermas argues.
Scholz is correct to adopt a measured ap-
proach:

“The demands of innocently oppressed
Ukraine, which quickly turns the political
misjudgments and wrong decisions of pre-
vious federal governments into moral

blackmail, are as understandable as the
emotions, the sympathy, and the need to
help … And yet I am irritated by the self-
confidence with which the morally indig-
nant accusers in Germany criticise a reflec-
tive and cautious federal government.”

The references to “moral blackmail” and
“indignant accusers” provoked responses
from doves and hawks, respectively. In the
first of the open letters that followed, Alice
Schwarzer, Germany’s leading women’s
rights activist, and her co-signatories call
for halting weapons deliveries to Ukraine. 

While acknowledging that “there is a
fundamental political and moral duty not
to back down from aggressive violence
without resistance”, they want Germany to
push for a compromise acceptable to all
parties, even if it means giving Putin a vic-
tory of sorts. Otherwise, Germany is “ac-
cepting a manifest risk of this war escalat-
ing into a nuclear conflict”.

Another open letter offering the oppo-
site view soon followed. Issued in German
and English, it was drafted by Ralf Fücks, a
former Green Party politician and past
head of the Heinrich Böll Foundation who

now leads the think tank Liberal Modern-
ity. Fücks and his co-signatories urge
Scholz quickly to “provide Ukraine with all
available weapons it needs to repel the
Russian invasion; to impose an embargo
on Russian energy exports in order to de-
prive the regime of the financial means for
war; and to give Ukraine a binding pros-
pect of joining the European Union”. All
this is necessary, they argue, to ensure Eu-
rope’s own security and to prevent addi-
tional crimes against humanity.

Whereas one side contends that a “bad
peace” (rewarding the aggressor) is better
than continued war, the other side argues
that a “good war” (punishing the aggressor)
is the only way to ensure a “stable peace”.
While the United States, the United King-
dom, and France have faced this dilemma
in the past (recall British Prime Minister Ne-
ville Chamberlain’s appeasement of Hitler
in 1938), Germany is not used to address-
ing such moral quandaries.

Since the open letters appeared, the de-
bate has grown more intense. Tempers
have flared, positions have hardened, and
Habermas’s effort to encourage a mea-

sured discussion has come to seem futile.
Though Germany has a rich debating cul-
ture, it has also avoided debating certain
issues for too long. The population is
proud of its liberal democracy and pacifist
political culture and has generally seen no
need to question these institutions.

Despite its ferocity, Germany’s Ukraine
debate also offers reassurance, because it
is taking place in the political mainstream
rather than on the fringes. While there are
clear differences across political parties,
there is also substantial support for each
camp within each. 

Both letter writers, Schwarzer and
Fücks, were once part of Germany’s coun-
terculture but now find themselves at the
centre of the political action. They have
done the country a great service by forcing
Germans to consider the implications of
political commitments that are finally be-
ing put to the test. PROJECT SYNDICATE

The writer, adjunct professor of social
welfare at UCLA’s Luskin School of Public
Affairs, is professor of sociology at the
Hertie School of Governance in Berlin.
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