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ast month Jamieson Greer, America’s top trade official, complained that Pix, a

Brazilian instant-payments system, unfairly disadvantages American firms such as

Visa and Mastercard. America proposed an extra 25% tariff on Brazil in response. Yet

Brazilians seem unmoved. “Pix is a Brazilian achievement and we will not give it up,”

replied Luiz Inácio Lula da Silva, Brazil’s president and a frequent critic of American

power. Even his right-wing rival, Flávio Bolsonaro, said he was unwilling to forgo the

system, instead suggesting a compromise in which Brazil would promise not to link Pix

to cross-border payment infrastructure that rivals America’s.

The episode captures the new geopolitical reality of global finance. As America

pursues what Scott Bessent, the treasury secretary, recently described as “economic

statecraft in the 21st century”, in which global access to the dollar and the American

economy is “no longer unconditional”, and other countries try to respond in kind, the

global financial system is splintering into regional and national systems. This is

happening first in payments. It means a headache for Visa and Mastercard, the

industry’s American duopoly.

In January Aurore Lalucq, chair of the European Parliament’s economic- and monetary-

affairs group, warned that a hostile America could cut off access to payments

infrastructure. “You won’t be able to say you weren’t warned,” she said, urging Europe

to build its own alternatives. Weeks later a group of British bank bosses reportedly met

in London to discuss building a British rival to Visa and Mastercard. “It’s important for

all of us [to] have digital payment under our control,” echoed Christine Lagarde,

president of the European Central Bank (ecb), in an interview.

Fear of Western-led payments systems used to be confined to places that have

“fractious geopolitical relationships” with America, notes John Collison of Stripe, a

payments firm. After American and European sanctions cut off Russia’s access to

international payments infrastructure, the country shifted to its own messaging system

(sfps) and card network (Mir). China, too, has built cross-border infrastructure,

through public initiatives and expansion of private giants like Alipay and WeChat Pay.

While much discussion has focused on the dollar’s role, policymakers now see

payments infrastructure as a more viable path to independence. Xu Gao, an economist

at Bank of China, a lender, argued in May that, rather than focusing on converting

cross-border flows to yuan, China should prioritise “[securing] international payment

channels” and “expanding the renminbi payment network globally”.

In this respect, China and Russia are no longer outliers. Today diversifying from

America is “the ardent desire of policymakers in practically every country”, says Eswar

Prasad of Cornell University.

One option for those looking to diversify the rails on which cross-border payments

travel is to build native systems. Several European projects are speeding up after years

of delays. The Single Euro Payments Area, a set of rails for euro-denominated

payments, now counts 41 countries as members. A coalition of European banks and

fintech firms have backed Wero, a digital-wallet system meant to integrate national

fast-payments systems such as iDeal, a Dutch platform. “It’s simple, seamless and
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chart: the economist

Made in Europe,” brags Wero’s site. The ecb also hopes to launch a central-bank issued

digital euro by 2029.

An alternative is to shunt from American rails onto those of the other superpower.

Bank of China has lately added dozens of countries to its digital-yuan system for cross-

border exchanges, notes Josh Lipsky of the Atlantic Council, a think-tank. In March

China’s Cross-Border Interbank Payment System, a rival to the Belgian-based,

American-dominated swift interbank network, carried a record 920bn yuan ($134bn)

in average daily flows, 20% more than the same month last year. In April single-day

transaction volume hit a new all-time high of 1.2trn yuan, according to fxc

Intelligence, a data provider.

A third choice is to eschew international projects in favour of bilateral deals. United

Payments Interface (upi), India’s qr-code-based system, currently works in nine other

countries, with several more in the process of joining. Ritesh Shukla of npci

International, which runs upi’s efforts abroad, says his team has “a rich road map” for

further expansion, both through linking existing systems and helping countries build

their own. “Our brand promises that we will make you sovereign, to fulfil your own

domestic commitments and to drive your own national agenda,” he notes.

In the short run, insufficient liquidity in some currencies may limit the volume of

transfers in other corridors, so the vast majority of payments will still touch American

rails (or ones to which it has access). Eventually, innovations in digital money may

mean many more retail payments can bypass incumbent channels entirely. But in the

medium term, as Mr Prasad notes, bilateral and multilateral deals linking national

payments systems like Pix and upi may allow countries to shield significant flows from

existing card and correspondent-banking systems.

This could hurt the American payments

incumbents. The rise of “sovereign”

systems, especially in Europe, a big source

of Visa’s and Mastercard’s international

business, could erode their enviable

operating margins of over 50%. In their

latest annual reports, both brought up

“preferential” treatment of domestic

payments systems as a risk to business.

That may be one reason why investors have

lately been lukewarm about the duopoly,

despite healthy earnings. After a sustained

rise starting in 2023, their share prices have

been choppy in the past year (see chart).

Oliver Jenkyn, Visa’s president of global markets, says he has been travelling the world

to reassure governments that the firm is sensitive to local concerns. In May the firm

unveiled a €500m ($571m) investment in European infrastructure, including a

technology centre in Poland set to open in 2027. In April its bosses said they were

teaming up with UnionPay, a Chinese firm, to offer real-time payments in China.

Mastercard is also rushing to protect its business from geopolitical shifts. “A European
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payment network exists today operating for Europe’s benefit. That network is

Mastercard,” wrote Kelly Devine, the president of Mastercard’s business on the

continent, in 2025. To back up such claims, the firm is building three data centres in

France at a cost of €250m, adding to the dozen it already has in Europe.

The turn towards sovereignty may cause problems for more than just card giants. The

Financial Stability Board, an international group that has monitored cross-border

progress, reckons that fragmentation will probably prevent the g20 group of large

economies from achieving international payments goals—particularly faster and

cheaper remittance payments—that it set out in 2020.

But the more serious risk, Mr Lipsky notes, is that countries’ pursuit of payments

sovereignty may one day mean various regional systems become incompatible. That

would increase financial fraud and sanctions evasion. It would also harm the global

economy. A report sponsored by swift (and compiled by Economist Enterprise, our

sister company) estimates that, if current patterns continue, financial fragmentation

could shave 2.6% off global gdp by 2030. Countries may find that the price of

payments sovereignty is higher than they think. So may America.■

For more expert analysis of the biggest stories in economics, finance and markets, sign up

to Money Talks, our weekly subscriber-only newsletter.

Explore more

Finance & economics United States

This article appeared in the Finance & economics section of the print edition under the headline “Who holds the cards?”

Share Reuse this content

From the July 18th 2026
edition
Discover stories from this section

and more in the list of contents

Explore the edition⇒

More from Finance & economics

8/22/26, 1:45 AM Storm clouds gather over America’s financial supremacy

https://archive.is/20260720113700/https://www.economist.com/finance-and-economics/2026/07/12/storm-clouds-gather-over-americas-financial-supremacy 4/6

https://archive.is/o/YmAXv/https://www.economist.com/newsletters/money-talks
https://archive.is/o/YmAXv/https://www.economist.com/topics/finance-and-economics
https://archive.is/o/YmAXv/https://www.economist.com/topics/united-states
https://archive.is/o/YmAXv/https://s100.copyright.com/AppDispatchServlet?publisherName=economist&publication=economist&title=Storm%20clouds%20gather%20over%20America%E2%80%99s%20financial%20supremacy&publicationDate=2026-07-12&contentID=/content/aoqhompm117nfcjhrop3c8e2ejvon1el&type=A&orderBeanReset=TRUE
https://archive.is/o/YmAXv/https://www.economist.com/weeklyedition/2026-07-18
https://archive.is/o/YmAXv/https://www.economist.com/finance-and-economics


Get The Economist app on iOS or Android

To enhance your experience and ensure our website runs smoothly, we use cookies and similar technologies. Manage cookies

Terms of use Privacy Cookie Policy Accessibility Modern Slavery Statement Sitemap Your Privacy Choices

Registered in England and Wales. No. 236383 | Registered office: The Adelphi, 1-11 John Adam Street, London, WC2N 6HT | VAT Reg No: GB 340 436 876

© The Economist Newspaper Limited 2026

How to shrink the Fed’s $7trn balance-
sheet

Kevin Warsh will struggle to reverse the effects of bond-buying

Can Kevin Warsh’s Fed force
5 reimagine monetary
policymaking?

The new chairman enlists heavy-hitters to fight a handful of

gnarly problems

China’s trade gap is
narrowing. And other
surprises

The world’s second-biggest economy is stumbling into fiscal

austerity

America’s Hormuz brinkmanship is worsening a
global fuel crunch

Rising oil prices are only part of the problem

What investment gurus get wrong

To see a country’s financial follies, look to its celebrity advisers

The stubborn scarcity of female breadwinners

Wives who outearn their husbands remain rare in America

the economist

About

Reuse our content

Subscribe

Gift subscriptions

The Economist Pro

SecureDrop

the economist group

The Economist Group

Economist Enterprise

Economist Enterprise Events

Economist Education Courses

contact

Help and support

Advertise

Press centre

Affiliate programme

careers

Working here

Executive Jobs

8/22/26, 1:45 AM Storm clouds gather over America’s financial supremacy

https://archive.is/20260720113700/https://www.economist.com/finance-and-economics/2026/07/12/storm-clouds-gather-over-americas-financial-supremacy 5/6

https://archive.is/o/YmAXv/https://www.linkedin.com/company/the-economist/
https://archive.is/o/YmAXv/https://www.instagram.com/theeconomist
https://archive.is/o/YmAXv/https://www.facebook.com/TheEconomist/
https://archive.is/o/YmAXv/https://x.com/theeconomist
https://archive.is/o/YmAXv/https://www.tiktok.com/@theeconomist
https://archive.is/o/YmAXv/https://www.youtube.com/user/economistmagazine
https://archive.is/o/YmAXv/https://www.whatsapp.com/channel/0029VacYweLAe5VlfOBglq3h
https://archive.is/o/YmAXv/https://apps.apple.com/us/app/the-economist-news-podcasts/id1239397626?source_caller=ui&shortlink=hpmr1dtw&c=standalone-app-page+iPhone+bottom&pid=standalone-app-page&af_xp=custom
https://archive.is/o/YmAXv/https://play.google.com/store/apps/details?id=com.economist.lamarr&source_caller=ui&shortlink=1oggayn5&c=Standalone%20app%20promo%20Android%20link%20bottom&pid=standalone-app-page&af_xp=custom
https://archive.is/o/YmAXv/https://www.economistgroup.com/terms-of-use
https://archive.is/o/YmAXv/https://www.economistgroup.com/privacy-policy
https://archive.is/o/YmAXv/https://www.economistgroup.com/cookies-policy
https://archive.is/o/YmAXv/https://www.economistgroup.com/accessibility-policy
https://archive.is/o/YmAXv/https://www.economistgroup.com/esg/modern-slavery-act-statement
https://archive.is/o/YmAXv/https://www.economist.com/sitemap
https://archive.is/o/YmAXv/https://www.economist.com/privacyportal
https://archive.is/o/YmAXv/https://www.economist.com/finance-and-economics/2026/07/16/how-to-shrink-the-feds-7trn-balance-sheet
https://archive.is/o/YmAXv/https://www.economist.com/finance-and-economics/2026/07/16/can-kevin-warshs-fed-force-5-reimagine-monetary-policymaking
https://archive.is/o/YmAXv/https://www.economist.com/finance-and-economics/2026/07/15/chinas-trade-gap-is-narrowing-and-other-surprises
https://archive.is/o/YmAXv/https://www.economist.com/finance-and-economics/2026/07/14/americas-hormuz-brinkmanship-is-worsening-a-global-fuel-crunch
https://archive.is/o/YmAXv/https://www.economist.com/finance-and-economics/2026/07/14/what-investment-gurus-get-wrong
https://archive.is/o/YmAXv/https://www.economist.com/finance-and-economics/2026/07/13/the-stubborn-scarcity-of-female-breadwinners
https://archive.is/o/YmAXv/https://www.economistgroup.com/about-us
https://archive.is/o/YmAXv/https://www.economist.com/syndication
https://archive.is/o/YmAXv/https://www.economist.com/subscribe
https://archive.is/o/YmAXv/https://subscribenow.economist.com/gift
https://archive.is/o/YmAXv/https://www.economist.com/pro
https://archive.is/o/YmAXv/https://www.economist.com/securedrop
https://archive.is/o/YmAXv/https://www.economistgroup.com/
https://archive.is/o/YmAXv/https://www.economistenterprise.com/
https://archive.is/o/YmAXv/https://events.economist.com/?RefID=e.com-home
https://archive.is/o/YmAXv/https://education.economist.com/
https://archive.is/o/YmAXv/https://myaccount.economist.com/s/help
https://archive.is/o/YmAXv/https://impact.economist.com/
https://archive.is/o/YmAXv/https://www.economistgroup.com/group-news
https://archive.is/o/YmAXv/https://www.economist.com/affiliate
https://archive.is/o/YmAXv/https://www.economistgroup.com/careers
https://archive.is/o/YmAXv/https://jobs.economist.com/


8/22/26, 1:45 AM Storm clouds gather over America’s financial supremacy

https://archive.is/20260720113700/https://www.economist.com/finance-and-economics/2026/07/12/storm-clouds-gather-over-americas-financial-supremacy 6/6




