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By allowing businesses to control their own data, ensuring immutability and 

transparency, it offers transformational potential in areas such as inventory 

control, food safety and record management, including medical records. 

In January, IBM and Danish shipping giant Maersk announced a joint venture to 

use blockchain in shipping supply chain. In a sector which handles around U$4 

trillion of goods per year, the firms said they expected savings of up to 15 per cent 

of this amount, mostly by eliminating the bureaucracy and corruption risk in 

manual procedures. 

Another area where blockchain shows significant promise is food safety. 

Recently Walmart launched a pilot in China using blockchain to track and trace 

shipments of pork. Making food supply chains transparent and traceable brings a 

range of potential benefits - for example, while it normally takes days to recall a 

food product, blockchain can do it in seconds. 

Walmart employees work at the company's network operations center in Sunnyvale, California, 

on Oct 25, 2017. (Photo: REUTERS/Nandita Bose) 

MINING INVOLVES A LOT OF ELECTRICITY 

Before we become swept up in the excitement, it's important to also bear in mind 

the challenges. 

One often underreported downside of blockchain is the power consumption it 

accounts for. Mining Bitcoin alone, for example, has been estimated to account for 

42 terawatt-hours per year - similar to the annual consumption of Hong Kong or 

New Zealand. This may potentially be alleviated by different mining processes, but 

these will likely raise different issues and challenges. 

Another critical issue is security. Bitcoin is safe as long as honest nodes control 

more power than potential collaborating attackers. However, this can be 

undermined by the formation of mining syndicates since collusion among groups 

with more than 50 per cent of mining power could enable hacking of the system. 

A chain of block erupters used for Bitcoin mining is pictured at the Plug and Play Tech Center in 

Sunnyvale, California on Oct 28, 2013. (Photo: REUTERS/S:ephen Lam) 

Scalability likewise needs to be urgently addressed as the reach and use of 

cryptocurrencies continue to grow. Bitcoin, for example, can currently only process 

roughly seven transactions per second whereas in contrast Visa can process more 

than 50
1
000 per second. 

The most critical risk however comes from regulatory bodies and the response they 

take to this growing phenomenon. 
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