
At the intersection of finance and 
technology, there is a considerable  
focus on distributed ledger technology 

– or blockchain.
Opening a panel discussion entitled 

‘Disruptors, Technology and Innovation’, Tim 
Pyecroft, head of cash management for global 
corporates at Barclays, commented that for 
all the groundswell of media attention that 
has happened around this innovation, a 
consensus of its benefits and potential is hard 
to reach. Many corporates are still trying to 
work out where blockchain might fit into 
their businesses. The benefits to treasurers, 
its potential to disrupt the financial system 
and its wider uses are not apparent, however.

The session began with a poll; the audience 
was asked whether it considers blockchain 
technology to be revolutionary. The ‘don’t 
knows’ took 63% of the vote, with 27% saying 
yes and 10% saying no.

Pyecroft drew parallels with the advent  
of the internet in the early 1990s. Businesses 
knew that they would need an online 

presence and, at the time, commentators 
believed that the internet had the capacity 
to disrupt the fundamentals of business. 
That disruption to these fundamentals 
(for example, the need to deliver optimal 
quality and service to customers at the right 
price, how, when and where they want it) 
did not come about in the way expected. 
Importantly, the addition of online channels 
to a business model were far from enough  
to guarantee success. “[Similarly] blockchain 
is a very exciting technology that needs to  
be used in the right way to realise the right 
real-world benefits,” he said.

He went on to set out a basic definition: 
a distributed, secure database. Distributed 
on all nodes in the network, the blockchain 
can be accessed by permitted parties. 
Transactions are stored in blocks, which  
are added (chained) to the blockchain.

“It’s the mechanic that Bitcoin uses. 
Looking at Bitcoin, what [blockchain]  
does is allow the movement of value between 
counterparties without having the need 
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to trust, because that trust is built into the 
mechanism. You don’t need a central third 
party to provide that,” Pyecroft said.

Exploring whether or not blockchain will 
be a force for good or evil prompted lively 
discussion. John Rowland, executive director 
at communications and public affairs agency 
Cicero, remarked that, while it may be 
tempting to ascribe a moral value to new 
technology, blockchain has positive potential 
commercially. “I think it could improve a lot 
of very ‘stodgy’, but important things, such 
as land registries, clearance and settlement 
– things that people don’t generally know 
or care much about, as long as they work 
efficiently,” he said.

Clive Cooke, securities executive at 
business recovery professionals R3, said that 
change would not be immediate, but that  
the commercial world stands to benefit. 

One concept we will hear more of is 
the ‘smart contract’, he said. Lawyers and 
accountants would act as coders in this 
new scenario. For a transaction to occur, 



the buyer, seller, custodian or anyone 
associated with that transaction would 
receive the record at the same time, rather 
than keeping their own records. “When two 
parties enter into a transaction together, the 
accountant/lawyer/coder inputs into the 
blockchain what the event you’ve all agreed 
on, is,” Cooke said. “This event will occur 
automatically. Transparency will increase, 
and that’s always got to be a good thing.”

Colin Tyler, CEO of the ACT, said that 
blockchain brings the opportunity to share 
and authenticate all information – not just 
financial and transactional data. “If you  
want to make sure that people believe in  
the authenticity of the product that you’re 
selling and that it’s getting to the right 
consumer or right part of the business, 
blockchain or distributed ledger technology 
coming down the track will do exactly that 
for you,” he said.

When it comes to blockchain’s potential  
to alter that financial landscape, the 
panellists agreed that we are unlikely to see 
overnight change. Change is nonetheless 
inevitable. Cooke pointed out that one of 
the aspects of this innovation is its capacity 
to move a secured database from within 
organisations to the level of the marketplace 
itself, a feature that should create efficiency 
and cost savings. “Not only that, but the 

settlement cycle for individual products 
should be shortened so that transactions 
can take place in a much quicker timeframe. 
And that has implications on the regulatory 
capital that banks have to carry,” he said.

Rowland said regulation and oversight 
of the financial sector would be enhanced. 
Blockchain allows quite granular access 
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to data, which would enable regulators to 
look more closely at what’s going on in the 
markets. Added to that was the regulatory 
pressure on the fund-management industry, 
for instance, to drive down costs for 
customers. “Industries like that are looking at 
every stage in the intermediary chain to look 
at where they can drive down costs,” he said.

While many businesses are investigating 
the potential benefits of blockchain, the 
possibilities for treasurers remain an under-
explored area. There may well be benefits 
specific to treasury around liquidity and 
markets, Rowland said, particularly under 
stressed conditions. “If you need to know 
what your position is and how quickly you 
can provide liquidity to your company or to 
the market – that’s incredibly important and 
I think blockchain potentially does that.”

Any advances that banks make in reducing 
trading costs via blockchain-type innovations 
will also benefit treasurers, he suggested. “If 
we can cut billions of dollars out of trading 
costs, that can only be a good thing.” 

Blockchain will be disruptive to business, 
said Tyler, and treasurers need to ask 
themselves: could they hold a five-minute 
conversation with their CEO and CFO on 
its impact on business strategy as well as 
financial strategy? “The early adopters, the 
ones who are thinking this through, will 

realise you could actually get a business 
model out of the back of the changes coming 
down the track. Smart treasurers will be 
looking at this on a slightly longer horizon. 
We usually say: fund early and fund long. 
This is think early and think long,” he said.

Ben Zevenbergen, research assistant at 
Oxford Internet Institute, warned that most 

of the individuals working on blockchain 
applications have a lack of understanding of 
the financial world. “They’re against it; they’d 
rather not have a financial world. And that’s 
a recipe for failure,” he said. That makes this 
moment an interesting one for treasurers to 
join not just the debate around distributed 
ledger technology, but also its development. 

“Speak to the technologists and the 
financial world. I’d really encourage people  
to get involved now,” he said. “Don’t wait a 
year, because that’s a year of development 
that you’re not going to get back.” 

FOUR CORE ASPECTS  
OF BLOCKCHAIN

Data immutability – a blockchain 
provides a complete record 
of transactions over time, 
guaranteed by previous blocks  
of data that are chained together.

Systems resilience and speed  
– blockchain has the potential  
for real-time movement  
and settlement.

Transparency and consensus on 
data – data around transactions  
is shared and agreed.

Business Logic – the ability 
to embed automated  
business logic.

“If we can cut billions of dollars out of trading 
costs, that can only be a good thing”




