Global regulators tighten grip on crypto trading with unprecedented coordination
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Regulators on three continents have moved in parallel to tighten their grip on digital asset trading, signalling that the era of loosely supervised crypto markets is drawing to a close. In the United States, the Securities and Exchange Commission has revived pressure on platforms that list tokens it regards as securities, while European lawmakers have continued to advance a tougher anti-money laundering regime for crypto transfers, and South Korea is preparing a licensing system for exchanges that would raise the bar for market entry.
According to the SEC’s long-running approach to the sector, trading venues that facilitate transactions in crypto asset securities may have to register under existing securities laws, a view the agency has pressed since it first proposed widening the definition of an exchange in 2022. Reuters and legal commentary have noted that the proposal reaches beyond traditional operators and could also sweep in decentralised finance systems, reflecting Chair Gary Gensler’s argument that the legal test should focus on the activity taking place rather than the technology used.
The European Parliament has also been sharpening its response to crypto-linked financial crime. In 2023, lawmakers approved rules designed to make transfers of crypto assets traceable, building on a broader package against money laundering, terrorist financing and sanctions evasion. The measures, which also helped establish a new EU anti-money laundering authority, were intended to bring digital asset services closer to the standards already imposed on banks and other regulated financial firms.
South Korea’s plans point in the same direction. The Financial Services Commission has said it wants exchanges to be licensed before they can operate, with capital and security requirements intended to filter out undercapitalised or unsafe platforms. That would be a significant step in a market that has drawn millions of retail traders but has also suffered repeated scandals, hacks and collapses.
For exchanges, the combined effect of these moves is a looming compliance squeeze. In the United States, registration as a securities exchange would carry surveillance, custody and audit obligations that many smaller platforms may struggle to meet. In Europe, the new traceability rules would require much deeper customer verification and transaction monitoring. In South Korea, licensing could force weaker operators to exit the market altogether.
The timing is notable because all three jurisdictions advanced their plans within the same week, suggesting at least a shared regulatory mindset, if not formal coordination. Together, the proposals show how authorities are converging on the same broad themes: investor protection, anti-money laundering controls and a determination to fold crypto trading into the framework of mainstream finance. For an industry built on speed, flexibility and jurisdiction shopping, that is a much harsher operating environment.
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