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‘…ending poverty and fighting climate change cannot 
be done in isolation – the two will be much more easily 
achieved if they are addressed together,”1 

Stéphane Hallegatte, senior economist at the  
World Bank

Above is and image of East London and the Thames 
Estuary with 5 meters of sea level rise. Five meters is 
a lot, it’s at the high end of predictions for the coming 
centuries. Predicting precise amount and speed of sea 
level rise is greatly debated within climate science, 
however, what is not debated is the fact that seas are 
rising and this condition is going to force a substantial 
rethink of our architecture, urban planning and 
infrastructure. I include this image not to be alarmist 
but rather to bring attention to the known unknowns 
that will impact the functioning and potential value of 
urban land held in public trusts.

 1 Quote from Stéphane Hallegatte, in an article by the World 
Bank Group.  “Rapid, Climate-Informed Development Needed 
to Keep Climate Change from Pushing More than 100 Million 
People into Poverty by 2030”. The World Bank.
 http://www.worldbank.org/en/news/feature/2015/11/08/
rapid-climate-informed-development-needed-to-keep-
climate-change-from-pushing-more-than-100-million-people-
into-poverty-by-2030. (retrieved May 2, 2018)

2Image taken from http://www.floodmap.net/ with sea level set 
to 5 meters (retrieved May 2, 2018)
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Even if land is not submerged as in the image above, 
proximity to these areas and the potential for regular 
nuisance flooding could greatly alter the viability 
of any land to be used as a site for housing as well 
as diminishing the value of the trust overall, if 
alternatives are not considered. 

Rather than simply not including land vulnerable 
to flooding, might there be possibilities to rethink 
how this land might be used with regard to housing? 
Could some of the potential consequences of global 
sea level rise be built into a plan for land trusts as an 
asset? Could the coming conditions be understood 
as possibilities rather than threats?  By this I mean 
shifting how we live with water, understanding it as 
a site condition with positive potential rather than a 
condition to simply avoid, or unending battle to hold 
back the tide.

The possibility of letting the water come in, in a 
controlled manner through dredging potential flood 
areas for example, and design housing as well as 
infrastructure explicitly for these conditions could 
be one way forward. If this were adopted, it would 
need to include legislation assuring ownership of 
submerged land would be retained by the trust once 
it is no longer dry land. Given our precarious and 
as yet unknown relationship to sea level rise it will 
become increasingly important to understand how 
submerged land could still be of value to a public 
trust rather than simply a write-off. This might well 
become a problem of urbanism more generally in 
the coming centuries, due to the proximity of major 
cities and infrastructure to the coasts globally, 
and in time, the kind of knowledge developed in 
this field could contribute to the structuring of the 
trust. However, at the time of writing, the issue of 
ownership with regard to submerged land can get a 
little murky. The example I give if from the US, from 
‘Climate Changed’ a series of articles commissioned 
by Bloomberg:

  For Centuries a body of law called the public 
trust doctrine has stipulated that, when it 
comes to coastal property, anything below 
the average high-tide line is owned by the 
government for the use and benefit of the 
public. Those rules also cover what happens 
when the high tide line moves. If that move 
happens suddenly-for example, if a portion 
of the beach is washed away by a storm - the 
owner retains the title to the property provided 
he or she restores it to dry land.3

So it is clear in the specific case of a storm, or rapid, 
exceptional and temporary subsumption, but when 
the high tide line is moving gradually, changing 
the average high tide line, it seems state ownership 
moves with it. This could cut two ways with regard 
to a public land trust. Would submerged land 
held in trust continue to be owned by the trust, or 
because the trust is independent of the state would 
it lose ownership at that point? Legal questions 
will proliferate and though pinning all this down 
is beyond the scope of the proposal at this point, 
it might none the less be prudent to keep some of 
these contingencies in mind as part of risk planning. 
It seems important to any future-oriented project – 
such as remodeling capitalism and the construction 
of a care-service fund that would be partly reliant on 
dry land remaining land – that sea level rise and the 
changing environmental conditions are foundational 
to the thinking and structure of the project.

The current climate conditions we are planning in 
are not the climate conditions we should be planning 
for, though the conditions we are in are troubling 
enough. 

3 Flavelle, Christopher. “The Fighting Has Begun Over Who 
Owns Land Drowned by Climate Change”. from “Climate 
Changed”. Bloomberg. https://www.bloomberg.com/news/
features/2018-04-25/fight-grows-over-who-owns-real-estate-
drowned-by-climate-change (retrieved on May 9, 2018)
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The World Bank conducted a study in 2013 that 
said:

  Global flood losses will multiply from $6 
billion per year in 2005 to $52 billion a 
year by 2050 with just social-economic 
factors, such as increasing population and 
property value, taken into account. Add 
in the risks from sea-level rise and sinking 
land, and global flood damage for large 
coastal cities could cost $1 trillion a year if 
cities don’t take steps to adapt.4

While there are no cities in the UK that make the 
top 10 list of most vulnerable cities, our coastal 
and low lying areas are still at risk. We are in a 
moment of great flux with regard to sea level.  
There are many unknowns and it is because of 
this ongoing condition of contingency that it is 
crucial to build in agility with regard to how we 
both plan and react to our changing material 
and environmental conditions. This agility 
needs to be built in from the inception of any 
future-oriented project. This is important as a 
way to insure a public trust remains not only 
economically but also materially viable; indeed, 
one because of the other. Rethinking how we live 
with water might be one way of future-proofing 
post-capitalism.

As a post script, I include the above image as an 
example of housing that takes seriously the idea 
of living with water rather than just suffering 
it. It is a project in the Netherlands by Marlies 
Rohmer Architects, built outside Amst erdam as 
‘a mix of expensive waterside condos and social 
housing, with about 30% of the community’s 
18,000 houses allocated to low-income 
residents. When complete, the development 
will provide homes for 45,000 residents on 10 
islands.’5 More information on this project can 
be found here: http://www.rohmer.nl/en/project/
waterwoningen-ijburg/

This is the kind of project I could imagine the 
trust repurposing to maintain both the aims 
and equity of the trust in an era if global climate 
change and sea level rise.

4Tran, Viet Duc.“Which Coastal Cities Are at Highest 
Risk of Damaging Floods? New Study Crunches the 
Numbers”. The World Bank.
http://www.worldbank.org/en/news/feature/2013/08/19/
coastal-cities-at-highest-risk-floods. (retrieved on May 
2, 2018)

5 Ross,Eleanor and Paddison, Laura. “Floating Homes: 
a solution to flooding, crowded cities and unafforable 
housing”. The Guardian. https://www.theguardian.
com/sustainable-business/2016/oct/29/floating-
homes-architecture-build-water-overcrowding-cities-
unaffordable-housing  (retrieved on May 2, 2018)

Autonomy: 03: May / June 2018 4Autonomy



The social wealth fund opens up important 
questions of common ownership and 
democratic control. It can also serve to start a 
conversation around the ways in which we value 
socially useful goods. The production of socially 
beneficial economic activity through the social 
wealth fund could, and should, not consider 
‘profits’ as an economic metric. Instead, every 
time a socially beneficial task is completed, 
such as tasks implied in social care services, 
the provision of universal basic services, or 
production of additional housing, the social 
wealth fund accounting system could record the 
‘cost’ of the task rather than the ‘profit’ made 
from delivering the service. Here are the reasons 
why this is a good idea.  

Accounting in the market economy highlights 
the important metrics that underpin any 
economic theory such as debit, credit, cost 
and profit. The metrics that are highlighted 
and chosen are enough to make the difference 
between an economy that is more socially 
focused versus one that isn’t. The social wealth 
fund, therefore, should be used to reform the 
economy starting with accounting.

To understand the role of accounting in the 
economy we need to see the economy as a 
three-tiered structure.  Economic facts are at the 
base followed by accounting concepts on top of 
them and finally economic theory, of which the 
current form of capitalism is only an example. In 
this model, economic facts are facts in the first 
order while accounting concepts are facts in the 
second order and economic theory comes about 
from the analysis of both economic facts and 
accounting concepts.  In other words, economic 
theory arises from accounting concepts, which 
rely on the recording of economic facts.  
It means that any economic theory, capitalist 
or otherwise needs accounting concepts. And 
since blockchain technologies are avant-garde 
accounting ledgers of a distributed nature, 
they are ideally placed to actualise and realise 

experimental accounting concepts that would 
remodel capitalism. The blockchain is often 
defined as a decentralised digital distributed 
accounting ledger. So how does a ledger 
function for accounting? Accounting deals with 
economic facts and a ledger is a means to record 
these economic facts.  As such it provides the 
needed consensus around the validity of these 
facts. What they also do is map economic and 
social relationships. Every record in a ledger 
is a social exchange of some form and a trace 
of social consensus around such an exchange.  
Consensus means that all the members 
of a particular community agree that the 
information contained in the ledger is true, that 
the economic facts are non-disputed.

The current model of capitalism is not efficient 
enough when it comes to technical productivity 
and knows nothing of social productivity.  
The social side of the life of citizens does not 
orientate products under the current model of 
capitalism.  In fact, capitalism is indifferent to 
social utility; private industry cannot account 
for community life.  An example of all this is 
the way that capitalism allows such things as 
the arms industry to flourish.  In fact, there is a 
kind of aimlessness when it comes to the goals 
or utility of production: the only notion that 
guides it is profit and this has been enabled by 
an accounting system that does nothing but 
measure it.

Social Wealth Fund And An Avant-Garde 
Blockchain Accounting System
Maria Dada

 1The history of the blockchain also belongs to a lineage that 
includes the SQL database, JSON files and other forms of 
digital storage not to mention the history of cryptography 
and peer to peer networking applications such as bit-torrent. 
However, this paper will focus on the blockchain as part of the 
history of the accounting ledger to which it clearly belongs. 
Simply put, accounting deals with economic facts and a ledger 
is a means to record these economic facts.  Accordingly, the 
blockchain ledger also records economic facts.
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The social wealth fund needs to improve on 
such a system by ensuring that all products 
and services are not aimless but are rather 
directed towards social ends.  Since their goal 
is to achieve some social benefit there would be 
no need to account for profit since the overall 
aim would be to produce the most socially 
beneficial product or service at the least amount 
of cost.  The reduction of cost is the ambition 
and this can be achieved most effectively with 
blockchain technologies.  

Up until the invention of the blockchain, 
consensus was attained through the reputation 
of trusted third parties, banks, government or 
the church as in the case of the first incarnation 
of the ledger - a book that was protected by the 
church.  More than this, the shape of the trusted 
third parties has changed in accordance with the 
power structures active at any particular time.  
In neoliberal market economic terms, a trusted 
organisation is one with a long enough history 
of economic gains that it is considered the least 
likely to exploit its relationships.  In practice, this 
depends on what counts as exploitative action. 
That’s why banks are deemed successful in the 
neoliberal economy despite them being prone 
to failure and exploitative behaviour. There is 
supposedly too much at stake in jeopardising 
their economic history for them to meddle in our 
personal accounts. Suffice to say that a trusted 
third party is one that is considered trustworthy 
by a certain system of power. A “good” economic 
history in that sense is a form of capital.  

The blockchain replaces any trust-based system 
with one that relies on a trustless protocol 
invulnerable to reputation.  Consensus now 
means that all the blockchain community agrees 
that the economic facts contained in the digitally 
distributed ledger are undisputed and true. Cash 
in the sense that it exists today, not representative 
of any gold reserves, is another example of a 
trustless exchange. Another important aspect of 
the blockchain is that it achieves this consensus 
through a community of anonymous agents.  The 
anonymity here is important because without it 
consensus would go back to relying on personal 
history and identity.

Most blockchain communities based on smart 
contracts up until now have attempted to 
record the benefit, or we could say profit, of a 
particular task.  Such benefit or profit is defined 
as the value of the task in the system.  However, 
a socially beneficial blockchain community 
would not be concerned with recording value in 
this sense.  Its only concern is to account for the 
costs.  

The social wealth fund has the opportunity 
to improve on the current model of welfare 
capitalism, which is currently comprised of 
services developed and deployed by companies 
that ostensibly cater to the welfare of the 
population in order to maintain a certain 
political-economic order.  The accounting 
system of welfare capitalism therefore looks 
distinctly similar to the accounting systems 
of these enterprises, i.e. they have the aim of 
recording profit, something that seems a little 
ridiculous for organisations that are usually 
deemed not for profit!    

A decentralised, citizen-owned fund should 
benefit, and be accountable to, the citizens 
that own it.  Therefore, using an avant-garde 
accounting system that simply measures the 
costs of socially useful goods can and should be 
made possible through a bespoke blockchain 
accounting system.  
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