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Abstract

This deliverable is much briefer than it could have been. The project ran out of time and funds
before we reached the final workpackage on testing. In this short report we provide a short
outline of the commercialisation plan.
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Chapter 1

Introduction

Giuseppe Littera and Paolo Dini

The component testing of the platform was performed only at an essential level, as reported in
deliverable D3.2 [2], due to lack of time and funding. Not having had the time to perform the component
acceptance testing, we could not perform the field tests either. We expect the component testing to
be completed sometime in 2019 and the field testing probably in 2020. All updates will be shared on
GitHub1 and/or on the project’s website.2 Here we add a few words on the commercialisation plan,
which has evolved significantly over the past few years.

The overarching objective of the project was to develop, collaboratively, an open source and blockchain-
based transactional platform for mutual credit. This was motivated by a desire to build in-house
blockchain expertise in order to remain competitive, but also in order to achieve better scalability as
the Sardex platform is extended to additional circuits in Italy and beyond. Although INTERLACE
has laid the groundwork for such a system, as shown in deliverable D2.3 [1] the system involves many
other components beyond the transactional platform. Therefore, its overhaul and redesign is going to
take a significantly greater amount of resources than this project could provide. It follows that the
future business model and commercialisation plan need to be convincing for the size of venture capital
(VC) investment needed. The next chapter provides a brief outline of a possible plan.

1 https://github.com/InterlaceProject/InterlaceBlockchain
2 https://www.interlaceproject.eu/

https://github.com/InterlaceProject/InterlaceBlockchain
https://www.interlaceproject.eu/


Chapter 2

Commercialisation Plan

Giuseppe Littera, Giovanni Dini and Paolo Dini

For Sardex, “commercialisation” is only part of the story – and of the requirement. Since the circuit
is based on high levels of trust and on the real economy, in fact, the social dimension is not just a nice
“add-on” but, rather, it is the part of the circuit that must be protected most carefully since this is
where the value and success of Sardex are created and where they originated from. On the other hand,
Sardex is a B2B mutual credit circuit in support of trade and, therefore, the economic dimension is
equally important.

Since the commercialisation plan we outline here reflects a balance between these two requirements,
it should be regarded as the beginnings of a governance framework, company structuring model, and
business model all at the same time. In other words, the future of the Sardex financial service and of the
technology platform that enables it, as it scales beyond Italy and Europe, concerns the governance and
sustainability aspects of the community of users and developers as much as the economic viability of
the “mothership”, Sardex S.p.A. This multi-dimensional sustainability requirement has led us towards
a non-trivial possible structuring of the company which, furthermore, is able to evolve over time and
in response to the growth of the initiative in number of circuits and geographical reach.

A good example that can be used as a “reference model” and starting point to describe this approach
is provided by the Robert Bosch Gmbh company,3 which we therefore summarise briefly here. The
motivation of the Bosch family was similar to ours in the sense that they had objectives that were not
solely commercial. Therefore, it was important to make it difficult or impossible for their company to
be made public (listed on the stock exchange) and become hostage to the shareholders. At the same
time, they wanted to retain competitiveness to protect the jobs of their employees. As shown in Figure
2.1, these apparently conflicting requirements were met by an unusual company structure whose main
characteristic is the separation between the holders of the equity (and therefore the recipients of the
dividends) and the holders of the voting rights (and therefore the people who make long-term decisions
about the company).

Fig. 2.1: Robert Bosch Gmbh company structure

3 https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Robert_Bosch_GmbH

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Robert_Bosch_GmbH
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Most of the equity (92%) is held by the non-profit Bosch Foundation (Stiftung) which, however, has
no control. The control (93% of the votes) is held by the Bosch Industrial Trust (Industrietreuhand),
which is populated by experienced business persons who are elected to this post and by past Managing
Directors; however, they have only 0.01% of the equity. The Bosch family retains a small amount of
equity and control. Finally, the company itself is run by people who are hired and appointed for this
job. As explained by the wikipedia article, about 5% of the dividends are distributed to the Bosch
charitable foundation, while the bulk of what’s left is reinvested in the company. This enables it to
sustain an R&D budget of approximately 9% of the revenue, which is twice the industry average and
enables Bosch to remain competitive.

The Sardex mutual credit system, in practical terms, provides working capital at 0% interest to small
and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs). This is important because SMEs are always vexed by cashflow
problems; asking for a credit line from banks is seldom successful; and, when they succeed, such
short-term loans are very expensive. The root of this problem can be found in the Basel accords
on banking regulation, whose purpose was to protect the savings of e.g. pension funds from the
financial speculative practices of commercial banks. This reasonable objective has had as an unintended
deleterious consequence the tightening of credit towards any commercial enterprise regardless of
whether it engages or not in speculative practices. Furthermore, the risk weightings allocated to
credit applicants are disproportionally unfavourable towards SMEs. In other words, in an effort to
keep the financial economy in check the real economy has also been strongly curtailed. But, crucially,
whereas most large companies have their own financial arms and a large enough cashflow to be able to
work around these restrictions and continue operating, most SMEs are chronically vexed by cashflow
problems, especially in weak economies such as, in Europe, those around the Mediterranean basin.

What Sardex offers the SMEs that join its circuit(s), therefore, is extremely valuable and a useful
intervention that creates greater stability in the SME sector. In order to function, however, mutual
credit requires mutual trust. Since trust is based on social relations, it follows that a mutual
credit system works best at small geographical scales. Hence, the only possible way it can scale to
international level while retaining its core principle of locally-rooted social relations and trust is as
a set of loosely linked circuits that share some infrastructural aspects and retain some level of local
autonomy.

One possible approach that seems able to capture these requirements is to aim for different levels of
integration at different levels of the stack. Thus, the blockchain-based transactional platform and the
suite of microservices surrounding it are likely to be held and controlled by a single company that
could scale and even become public, thereby attracting more traditional VC investors. Such a company
would be linked to a non-profit company that contains all the circuits and whose ultimate ownership
is likely to be in part by the SMEs themselves. A legal personality for the non-profit company that
has attracted our attention is the Stewardship model [3], which explicitly puts a social purpose at the
centre of its mission and vision. Figure 2.2 summarises these points graphically.

Stewardship Company
• Community
• Non-profit

• Partly member-owned

Technology Company
• Platform
• For-profit

• Traditional VC exit

Revenue sharing
Customer acquisition

Software services
Consultancy

Fig. 2.2: Possible future company structure for sustainability and scalability

In summary, the lesson from the first 10 years of the Sardex company’s life is that the business model
and the technology are always evolving, as new needs and product ideas emerge. As we have seen over
the past 2.5 years since the project idea was formulated, this trend is even stronger with blockchain
technologies. Therefore, the INTERLACE platform is also likely to continue to evolve, building on the
basis that this project has enabled and drawing together and ever-growing community of developers,
SMEs, and investors to continue to offer an invaluable service to SMEs in a new and more constructive
interpretation of ‘Finance’ in the service of the local real economy.
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