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The tentative to find alternatives to dollar as an international payment instrument is 

as old as the crisis of the Bretton Woods system and the birth of the “dollar standard” in 

early Seventies. The main reason are the benefits that the control of this mechanism 

offered – and offers – to the United States (US), the most important one being the 

possibility to fund public expenditure and the current account deficit by placing on the 

international market public debt securities denominated in dollars. During the years, the 

“dollar standard” has also shown some inherent weaknesses, acting as a trigger of heavy 

financial crises. In 2007-08, some authors envisaged the end of this standard and its 

replacement with other ones, based on new reference currencies. In early 2000s this role it 

was proposed for Euro or for a basket of currencies in which the dollar’s weight was 

balanced by the new-born European single currency. More recently, after the US 

withdrawal from the “nuclear deal” with Iran (JCPOA – Joint Comprehensive Plan Of 

Action), some EU countries proposed to create a Special Purpose Vehicle (SPV), a 

financial instrument allowing Teheran and its European partners to continue trading 

despite the re-introduction of US sanctions1. 

Until now, none of these efforts has been successful. The European SPV 

(“Instrument in Support of Trade Exchanges” - INSTEX) has entered its operational phase 

only in June 2019 and, despite working outside the SWIFT framework, it is still focused on 

humanitarian transactions such as food, medical and pharmaceutical goods that already 

lay outside the scope of US sanctions2. The SPV also attracted the attention of Russia and 

China, whose delegates attended the meeting where the beginning of its activity was 

announced. However, INSTEX is currently open only to EU members, although analysts 

deem the engagement of other subjects (India and Japan as first) as fundamental to its 

operability. The problem is that INSTEX and the parallel instruments that has been 

developed on the Iranian side, despite operating outside the “dollar standard” 

mechanisms, neither overcome them nor seem able to cope with the needs of the great 

traders. As it was noted: «INSTEX will most likely facilitate trade by smaller firms, 

especially in humanitarian produce (food, medicines) […] however, trade volumes need to 

be high enough for INSTEX to be able to match cash flows reliably. If volumes fall too low, 

or become significantly imbalanced, there would be payment delays and potentially 

solvency problems for INSTEX itself»3. 

In this sense, the problems that INSTEX is facing are the same of any other 

alternative to the dollar standard. Currently, none of them has the political credibility that 

the US provides to dollar, although the unilateralism of Trump administration and its 

aggressive use of the economic lever are eroding this position. None of them also benefits 
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of the degree of pervasiveness that dollar has in the international theatre. Although 

declining in comparison to the early 2000s (especially after the 2007-08 crisis), the volume 

of international reserves denominated in dollars is more than 60% of the total; after them, 

comes the ones denominated in euro, pounds and yens, despite since 2015 the role of 

renminbi is increasing. Even efforts like that of the partially state-owned Russian mining 

company Alrosa to find new method to sell its goods on the Chinese and Indian markets 

affect only a limited stock of goods, a small number of transactions, and imply the use of 

several currencies; another proof of the fact that if the search for an alternative to the 

dollar standard is underway, no competitor seems strong enough to challenge its 

supremacy4. 

It is possible that an unmoderated use of the financial lever by the US administration 

(the so-called “weaponization” of dollar5) speed up the search for alternatives to the 

current standard. In this case, according to some analysts, dollar could be able to maintain 

its present role for five-to-ten years while other currencies strengthen their position and 

erode the benefits that Washington still enjoys. However, on the basis on the existing 

clues, it will probably be a long process. After the 2007-08 crisis, euro’s international 

relevance has sharply declined; a state of things that the same ECB authorities have 

already pointed out and that it is largely seen as one of the major obstacles to EU 

emergence as a true global player6. In its turn, renminbi (which large part of the analysists 

consider the most credible long term alternative to dollar) still suffers the negative 

consequences of its limited convertibility, of the difficulties that foreign subjects meet in 

entering Chinese financial market, and of the apparent unpredictability of Beijing’s 

monetary policy; a mix of elements that contributed – after the rise of 2010-14 – to stabilize 

(and sometime reduce) its internationalization index, regularly calculated by Standard 

Chartered Bank7.  
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