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Topics 

1. Scope of Work and Approach 

2. Digital Currency Definition 

3. Need for Standard to Accommodate 
Digital Currency  

4. Key Issues Related to Modifying the 
4217 Standard 

5. Recommendations 
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Scope of Work and Approach 
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Scope of Work and Approach 
• Digital currencies are an emerging topic with wide-

ranging impact and implications across disciplines 
• SC 7 established Study Group (SG1) in 2015 to determine 

if there is international demand sufficient to revise ISO 
4217 standard to incorporate digital currency within the 
standard including: 
—Digital currencies with fiat authority 
—Digital currencies without fiat authority 

• SG1 assessed related issues including security concerns 
and underlying technology vis-à-vis need for ISO TC 68 
standards 
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Scope of Work and Approach 
• SG1 met through recurring conference calls from 

10/2015 – 3/2016 and endorsed report via email 
vote in 3/2016 

• Conducted survey to assess demand to revise ISO 
4217 standard to incorporate digital currency within 
the standard   

• SG1 participants included experts from SC 7 
members and liaisons as well as from ISO 4217 
Maintenance Agency; nine countries represented 
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Definition of Digital Currency 
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Digital Currency Definition 
ISO 4217 Standard References: 
• Currency:  Medium of exchange of value, defined by 

reference to the geographical location of the 
authorities responsible for it 

• Funds:  Monetary resources associated with a 
currency 

• Maintenance Agency:  Currently allows creation of 
new currency codes upon approval of monetary 
authorities and World Bank 
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Digital Currency Definition 
Study Group 1 Definitions: 
• Currency: “Medium of exchange of value” encompassing 

conventional currencies and decentralized, virtual and digital 
mediums of exchange: 
— Fiat Currency – currency with geographically-located central bank 

or institutional sponsor 
— Non-fiat Currency – currency without recognized monetary 

authority, including decentralized, virtual and digital mediums 
— Monetary Authority – central bank or institution that issues 

currency and is recognized/verifiable by World Bank  
— Digital currency – currency as electronic representations of value 

with various implementations from decentralized stores of value 
on shared ledgers to existing currencies that are centrally issued 
through digital means (fiat-backed digital currency)  
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Need for Standard to 
Accommodate Digital Currency  
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Need for Standard 
Summary of Market Data: 
• 100,000 daily transactions in non-fiat digital currency 

(and growing) 
• Growth in purchases of goods/services and in exchanges 

of non-fiat currency for fiat currency via conventional 
and emerging exchanges 

• Market cap in billions of dollars – exceeds value of some 
established fiat currencies 

• Value and level of trade largely emerged in last five years 
• Several hundred non-fiat digital currencies exist but over 

80% of value and trading volume associated with Bitcoin.   
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Need for Standard 
Summary of Survey Data: 
• 1/3 reported demand for digital currency codes, requests to accommodate 

digital currency denominations and need for standards 
• Majority expected demand for standard to increase in next 3 – 5 years 
• Participation/interest in digital currency limited to certain 

communities/Bitcoin focused 
• Non-fiat based digital currency has not shown longevity yet, so not 

appropriate for application of ISO 4217 codes 
• Certain communities, e.g., trading exchanges, can not ignore non-fiat 

based currencies as they are traded today 
• Multiple pseudo-CCY (three-letter) codes are already in use for 

designating these non-fiat currencies like Bitcoin – i.e., emerging in ad-hoc 
fashion 

• Ancillary technology (e.g., blockchain) with application beyond digital 
currency also warrants study for applicability of standards  
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Need for Standard 
• In marketplace, non-fiat digital currencies are a store of 

value, a medium of exchange, and a payment system 
• Kick-started with distribution of open source Bitcoin 

software in 2009 
• Largest in value/volume, Bitcoin uses a public record of 

digitally signed transactions to control creation and 
transfer of Bitcoin 
—Operates without trusted central party 
—Relies on distributed mathematical verification by a network  
—Maintains privacy by transferring between relatively 

anonymous addresses 
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Need for Standard 
 
 

• Total Bitcoin value YE 2015:  $6.5 Billion USD 
• Total value of next 99 of top 100 “crypto” 

currencies:  $1.7 Billion USD  (March 2016) 
• Total value of US money supply (M1) YE 2015:  

$3,090 Billion 
Sources: Quandl, coinmarketcap.com; blockchain.info, mapofcoins.com 
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• Hundreds of non-fiat digital 
currencies have been created since 
2011 and some are already defunct, 
suggesting a lack of permanence 

# of  Non-Fiat Digital Currencies 
(including defunct) 
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Need for Standard  
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“When many of the 
players in payments 
talk about the power 
of Bitcoin these 
days, they aren’t 
talking about bitcoin 
at all but about the 
blockchain” 

Source: letstalkpayments.com, pymnts.com 



Key Issues Related to 
Modifying 4217 Standard  
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Key Issue: Authority 
• 4217 Standard relies on World Bank verification of monetary 

authority that issues currency (fiat-backed)  
— This process cannot be applied to currencies that have no 

central authority or when the issuing authority is not a 
recognized national/geographic institution, e.g., Bitcoin  

• From 4217 Standard: 
A.4  Conditions for code allocation 
A.4.1  Currency codes 
A.4.1.1  The need for a currency code shall be evidenced by a substantiated 
application, which may be submitted from any source. 
A.4.1.2  Confirmation of the existence of the currency shall be obtained by a 
Central Bank or by the institution responsible for the currency. Any changes 
are verified by the World Bank. 
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Key Issue: Structure 
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Entity Currency Alphabetic 
Code 

Numeric 
Code 

Minor Unit 

GERMANY  Euro EUR ¹ 978 2 

UNITED STATES US Dollar 
US Dollar (Same day)  
US Dollar (Next day)  

USD 
USS 
USN 

840 ³ 
998 
997 

2 
2 
2 

UNITED KINGDOM Pound Sterling GB²P 826 2 

²ISO 3166-1:2006, Codes for the representation of names of countries and their 
subdivisions 
³Derived from United Nations Standard Country or Area Code 

¹Derived from the name of the major currency unit or fund 

“CCY” 

• 3-digit currency code structure limits ability of 4217 to accommodate potentially 
large number of non-fiat digital currencies – i.e., more than 500 

• Changing 4217 code structure – broad implications and very costly 



Key Issue: Structure 
From 4217 Standard: 

5.1    Alphabetic  Code   
5.1.1 The first two characters of the currency code in this International Standard provide a 
code unique to the currency authority to which it is assigned.  
5.1.2 The third character of the alphabetic code is an indicator, preferably mnemonic, derived 
from the name of the major currency unit or fund. 
5.1.3 Where the currency is not associated with a single geographical entity as described in 
ISO 3166-1, a specially allocated alpha-2 code will be used to describe the currency authority. 
This code will be allocated by the Maintenance Agency from within the user-assigned range of 
codes XA to XZ specified in ISO 3166-1:2006, 8.1.3. The character following X will be a 
mnemonic, where possible, derived from the name of the geographical area concerned. 
5.1.4    Alpha-3 codes that have been assigned at any time shall not be re-used. 

5.2    Numeric Code 
The numeric currency code is derived, where possible, from the United Nations Standard 
Country or Area Code. Additional codes to meet special requirements and in respect of funds 
will be allocated as necessary from within the user-assigned range of codes 950 to 998. Funds 
codes are allocated in descending order, commencing at 998. 
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Key Issue: Legality 
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Source: Bitlegal.io:  Green = “Permissive”;  Yellow = “Contentious”;  Red = “Hostile”;  Blue = “Unknown” 

Legal status of non-fiat digital currency varies among counties 



Key Issue: Fiat Vs. Non-Fiat 

Fiat Digital Currency  

• Can be accommodated by 
existing 4217 Standard 
without change 

• Standard is scheduled for 
next revision in 2018 – no 
need to accelerate for fiat 
digital currency 

  

Non-Fiat Digital Currency 
• Risk that non-fiat digital 

currencies will use non-ISO 
pseudo-identifiers in lieu of 
ISO standard 

• Absent ISO standards, may 
be stifling effect on ability 
to bring financial 
technology innovations, 
such as non-fiat digital 
currencies, into mainstream 
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 Recommendations 

21 



Recommendation 1 
• Accommodate any digital currencies with a monetary 

authority (i.e., fiat digital currency) under existing ISO 4217 
Standard and process, as the need arises.  

• As discussed in the report, the existing 4217 Standard can 
readily accommodate fiat digital currency. 
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Recommendation 2 
• Request that SC 7 form a work group to look specifically at a 

“second tier” standardized registry for digital currencies 
without a monetary authority, building on the work of this 
Study Group.  Conduct work in 6 to 12 months. 

• This addresses the key, current demand of exchanges and 
networks for an ISO standard symbology for non-fiat digital 
currencies rather than relying on pseudo-codes provided by 
non-standard bodies and without compromising the 4217 
standard that designates permanent,                                                         
non-reusable codes 
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Recommendation 3 
• Request that SC2 establish a Study Group and/or new work 

item for the security aspect of digital currency in financial 
services, in coordination with SC7.  Conduct work in next 6 
months. 

• This recommendation reflects SG1’s identification of issues 
beyond its scope but important to digital currency and builds 
on a memo already sent by                                                                 
SG1 to SC2 to work on                                                                                                                                    
digital currency security 
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Recommendation 4 
• Request that ISO TC 68 establish a Study Group on the broader 

implications to standards that arise from shared ledger, blockchain, 
and related technology with representation from several or all ISO 
TC 68 subcommittees where the new technology is likely to have 
influence. As part of establishing this Study Group, TC 68 should 
coordinate with and reach out to other relevant ISO Technical 
Committees. Work should commence within three months.    
— Common elements across block-chain to   

review include 1) shared ledger;  2) consensus  
model (non-repudiation);  3) smart  
contracts (business rules); and 4) cryptography 
(for security, privacy and identity) 
 

— This addresses the Study Group’s recognition 
that digital currency implications on 
standards go well beyond ISO 4217  
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Questions? 

26 
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