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Silver’s dual nature as both a financial instrument and a tangible commodity creates deep 
structural divergences in how it is priced, traded, and delivered across global markets. The 
narrative that “the West trades paper while the East demands physical” has gained currency 
among investors frustrated with the volatility and apparent disconnect between futures markets 
like COMEX and spot-oriented systems like China’s SGE. While partially rooted in truth, this 
binary oversimplifies the complex interplay between claims, delivery systems, regulatory 
environments, and institutional incentives. In reality, both Western and Eastern infrastructures 
incorporate elements of leverage and physical settlement, though in different proportions and 
with distinct policy overlays. This paper investigates the mechanisms behind silver price 
formation in the COMEX, LBMA, SGE, and SHFE systems, examines the real sources of 
divergence between nominal prices across regions, and explores how regulatory structure, 
export controls, tax regimes, and potential manipulation shape both perception and outcome. 
We propose a more nuanced framework for understanding dislocations between futures and 
physical benchmarks and outline what a transparent, trusted global silver price might require in 
practice. 
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1: Introduction – Breaking the Binary 

1.1 Why the “paper vs physical” meme persists 

The notion that “the West trades paper, while the East demands physical” has gained 
widespread traction in online forums, newsletters, and precious metals commentary. It offers a 
simplified explanation for price divergences, especially when Western futures prices fall while 
premiums in Shanghai surge. This binary framing endures because it aligns with real structural 
differences in how these systems function: the COMEX and LBMA largely facilitate price 
discovery through claims and hedging instruments, while Shanghai’s SGE supports more 
immediate settlement in metal with spot-style trading mechanisms. 

However, the meme survives not merely because it contains elements of truth, but because it 
resonates with deeper skepticism about the Western financial system. In the aftermath of 
banking scandals, central bank interventions, and regulatory leniency around market 
manipulation, many retail investors and analysts perceive COMEX as a venue where prices can 
be distorted by large institutional players using leverage rather than inventory. The imagery of 
"paper silver" failing to represent real metal fuels this distrust. 

Yet this perception collapses under closer scrutiny. The reality is more complex: both Western 
and Eastern markets contain hybrid elements of paper and physical mechanics. Reducing the 
distinction to a binary obscures far more than it reveals—and may lead to misinformed 
strategies and flawed conclusions. 

1.2 The 2026 Silver Crash as a teaching moment 

The early 2026 silver crash provides a fresh lens for reassessing this binary narrative. On a Friday 
morning in January, COMEX silver futures plunged nearly 12% intraday, triggering margin calls 
and forcing liquidation across a range of speculative and hedging positions. Online, headlines 
proclaimed a "paper crash" engineered by leveraged shorts. Simultaneously, screenshots of 
Shanghai silver prices suggested that physical demand in China remained robust, with premiums 
rising and no apparent collapse in local bids. This visual and emotional contrast—falling Western 
paper versus resilient Eastern physical—reignited the meme with new fervor. 

But beneath the surface, the picture was far more intricate. COMEX volumes spiked amid broad-
based deleveraging across commodities, driven by shifts in real rates and currency expectations. 
Some of the price action was algorithmic, some reactive, but much of it followed patterns 
common to highly liquid derivative markets during volatility shocks. In Shanghai, the apparent 
“strength” was, in part, an artifact of export restrictions, delayed arbitrage, and different 
contract definitions. The inability to quickly arbitrage the price gap across regions was not a sign 
of purity versus corruption, but of structural divergence. 
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The 2026 crash revealed the limits of reductionist narratives. It highlighted the need for a 
deeper understanding of how different market infrastructures—each with their own constraints, 
frictions, and design choices—respond to stress. It also demonstrated that price is not a singular 
truth, but a regional expression of liquidity, policy, and mechanism. This paper aims to dissect 
that complexity, starting with the architecture of Western silver markets. 

 

2: Anatomy of the Western System 

2.1 COMEX futures: risk transfer and leverage mechanics 

The COMEX (Commodity Exchange, a division of the CME Group) plays a central role in the 
global silver market by serving as a risk-transfer engine through its futures contracts. These 
contracts are technically deliverable—each representing 5,000 troy ounces of COMEX-approved 
silver—but the overwhelming majority of positions are opened and closed before expiry, 
making the market functionally speculative or hedging-oriented rather than physically clearing. 

COMEX's design prioritizes liquidity and leverage. Market participants, including miners, 
refiners, bullion banks, hedge funds, and proprietary traders, can take substantial positions with 
only a fraction of the notional value posted as margin. This allows for significant price discovery 
and volatility compression—but also opens the door to price dislocations under conditions of 
stress, panic, or orchestrated leverage shifts. In this sense, the system is optimized not for metal 
movement, but for fast-paced, capital-efficient exposure to metal prices. 

Price movements on COMEX often ripple outward to other silver markets, serving as reference 
points for contracts, ETF values, and even physical deals. But this influence derives from 
financial market depth, not from actual bar turnover. This detachment is both a strength and a 
vulnerability: it enables efficiency in hedging but invites criticism when financial positioning 
overwhelms physical fundamentals. 

2.2 LBMA OTC: unallocated trading and settlement conventions 

The London Bullion Market Association (LBMA) oversees the largest over-the-counter (OTC) 
silver market in the world, centered in London. Unlike centralized exchanges, LBMA trades are 
bilateral agreements—often facilitated by a network of bullion banks—structured around a mix 
of allocated and unallocated metal. 

In practice, most LBMA silver trades are unallocated, meaning they represent a promise to 
deliver silver rather than a claim to specific bars. These unallocated accounts function more like 
credit instruments: the holder has exposure to the price of silver but not title to particular 
inventory unless a conversion to allocated metal is requested (usually with a fee and delay). This 
structure enables massive trade volume and liquidity, since silver doesn’t have to be physically 
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moved or identified for every transaction. But it also creates layers of counterparty risk and 
opacity. 

Because the LBMA is not a centralized exchange, its reporting standards and transparency are 
different from COMEX. There is no public order book or real-time trade data, and price 
benchmarks like the LBMA Silver Price are determined through auctions among a small set of 
participants. While the system enables efficient large-scale trading, it depends on trust and 
institutional stability more than market-level transparency. 

2.3 Delivery vs price reference: intent vs infrastructure 

One of the most important but often misunderstood features of Western silver markets is the 
distinction between delivery capacity and delivery intent. Both COMEX and LBMA maintain 
infrastructure capable of physical settlement: COMEX maintains a network of approved 
warehouses with registered and eligible silver stocks, while LBMA participants have the ability 
to allocate and withdraw physical bars under the Good Delivery standard. However, the intent 
of most market participants is not delivery, but exposure management. 

COMEX warehouses may hold sufficient silver to settle contracts, but in practice, only a small 
percentage of contracts result in delivery. LBMA trades can result in bar movements, but they 
usually function as rolling credits among counterparties. The system is built to support delivery 
as a last resort—not as the routine endpoint of trading. 

This architecture reflects the needs of institutions that use silver markets to manage price risk 
across global portfolios, not to buy or sell actual metal for industrial or retail use. Price 
references—whether COMEX front-month futures or LBMA spot quotes—are thus reference 
tools, not necessarily reflections of physical urgency or scarcity. 

The result is a system where price can move dramatically based on financial flows even when 
physical supply and demand remain stable. Critics see this as distortion; defenders see it as 
efficiency. Either way, understanding the difference between infrastructure capacity and market 
intent is essential to interpreting Western price signals correctly. 

 

3: Inside China’s Precious Metals Complex 

3.1 The SGE: spot-clearing and withdrawal discipline 

The Shanghai Gold Exchange (SGE), which also facilitates silver trading, represents a distinctly 
different market architecture compared to its Western counterparts. Established under the 
auspices of the People’s Bank of China, the SGE was designed to bring transparency, control, 
and physical discipline to precious metals trading within China. Unlike COMEX or LBMA, where 



5 
 

futures and unallocated positions dominate, the SGE operates primarily as a physical 
exchange—meaning every trade settles in full funds and, by default, carries the possibility of 
real metal withdrawal. 

SGE silver contracts require buyers to have funds in full before purchase and sellers to hold 
physical inventory ready for delivery. Settlement occurs on a T+0 basis, and physical metal can 
be withdrawn as early as T+1. This immediacy enforces a discipline often missing in more 
leveraged systems: metal must exist, and counterparties must perform. 

This design turns the SGE into a kind of domestic clearinghouse for real metal stress. When 
demand for silver spikes inside China—whether due to industrial need, investment flow, or 
speculation—the exchange’s spot price quickly reflects the localized tightness. Withdrawals rise, 
inventory drops, and premiums emerge. These prices may diverge sharply from COMEX futures 
during such episodes, not because one is “real” and the other is “fake,” but because the intent 
and structure of trading are different. In this sense, the SGE acts as a regional barometer of 
physical demand and liquidity inside a closed monetary system. 

3.2 SHFE contracts: futures within a policy firewall 

Alongside the SGE, China also operates the Shanghai Futures Exchange (SHFE), which offers 
silver futures contracts structured much like those on COMEX. SHFE silver futures are margin-
based instruments with standardized delivery mechanisms, margin requirements, and 
expiration schedules. Traders can take leveraged positions without possessing metal, and most 
contracts are rolled forward or closed before expiry. 

What distinguishes SHFE from COMEX, however, is not the mechanics of the contract, but the 
regulatory and capital environment in which it exists. SHFE trades occur entirely within China’s 
closed capital account. Foreign investors face significant restrictions, and the ability to move 
profits—or metals—in or out of the country is subject to central oversight. This isolates SHFE 
pricing from direct arbitrage with COMEX, even when contracts appear similar. 

When silver prices spike on the SHFE, the cause is often a combination of domestic monetary 
policy, inflation expectations, and speculative fervor. Futures may trade at premiums to SGE 
spot prices during periods of intense buying, only to collapse once inventory pressure recedes. 
Because SHFE is still fundamentally a paper market, price signals can be distorted, but the 
distortion occurs within a walled garden of national capital and policy controls. This makes SHFE 
a key insight into how China manages internal market psychology—without relinquishing 
physical flow control to international players. 
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3.3 Capital controls, VAT, and the role of licensing 

A defining feature of China’s precious metals market is its deliberate disconnection from global 
arbitrage flows. While COMEX and LBMA are deeply integrated with the global financial system, 
China’s markets are embedded in a framework of capital controls, tax overlays, and export 
licensing regimes that shape how silver moves—and when it doesn’t. 

Capital controls limit the free flow of money into and out of Chinese exchanges, reducing the 
effectiveness of arbitrage strategies that might otherwise equalize prices between SGE, SHFE, 
and Western platforms. This is further complicated by value-added tax (VAT) rules: in China, 
silver is subject to VAT when sold or exported. This means that the domestic price often includes 
taxes that do not exist in international benchmarks, creating the appearance of a persistent 
premium—even when none exists in net arbitrage terms. 

Moreover, China maintains strict licensing on silver exports, often granting permission only to a 
limited number of state-approved firms. This makes it difficult for physical silver to leave the 
country even when domestic prices rise above global levels. As a result, foreign traders looking 
at Shanghai prices may see what looks like an arbitrage opportunity—buy in China, sell in New 
York—but find that such trades are infeasible due to export limits, VAT liabilities, and timing 
delays. 

These frictions are not incidental. They are policy tools used by Chinese authorities to ensure 
that domestic inventory remains sufficient to meet national industrial and investment demand, 
especially during periods of global stress. By insulating its markets with these tools, China 
effectively decouples its physical pricing environment from Western flows, enabling SGE and 
SHFE to act more like internal pressure gauges than nodes in a globalized network. This 
contributes to the persistent divergence between Chinese and Western silver prices and 
reinforces the structural asymmetry between the systems. 

 

4: When Prices Diverge – Mapping the Spread 

4.1 Inventory, bar type, and logistical constraints 

Price divergence between Western and Chinese silver markets often begins with physical 
inventory conditions but is amplified by the details—bar types, settlement rules, and logistical 
chokepoints. At first glance, silver is silver. But in practice, not all bars are fungible across 
markets, and not all inventory is available at the moment it's needed. 

Western markets such as COMEX operate on a set of deliverable standards, typically involving 
1,000-ounce Good Delivery bars stored in approved warehouses. These bars are highly 
standardized but not necessarily available in the quantities needed for large-scale delivery 
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spikes. COMEX distinguishes between “registered” and “eligible” stocks—only registered bars 
are immediately available for delivery. When registered inventory declines, even modest 
delivery demand can produce significant market tension. 

In contrast, the Shanghai Gold Exchange often deals in 15 kg (approximately 482 troy ounce) 
bars. These bars are not directly compatible with COMEX standards without melting, assaying, 
or re-casting, making cross-market flow difficult without costly processing. This means that even 
if both systems have “inventory,” it may not be interchangeable. 

Logistical constraints deepen the problem. Moving silver internationally involves transportation 
delays, insurance costs, customs inspections, and security protocols. During crises or policy 
shifts, shipping capacity can evaporate, creating a bottleneck that physically isolates markets. 
This delays any potential arbitrage and allows regional prices to diverge far beyond what 
theoretical models predict. 

4.2 Friction points: taxes, settlement timing, unit confusion 

Beyond physical constraints, accounting and administrative frictions introduce additional 
divergence risks. One of the most significant is taxation. In China, silver sales are typically 
subject to a 13% value-added tax (VAT), which is often included in domestic spot quotes but 
excluded from international prices. This inflates the apparent Chinese price when viewed 
without adjustment, misleading traders who compare it directly to COMEX futures or LBMA 
spot quotes. 

Settlement timing also plays a role. COMEX futures operate on a T+1 to T+3 basis with 
significant flexibility in position management, including the option to roll forward or close 
before delivery. The SGE, by contrast, settles spot trades on a T+0 basis with T+1 withdrawal 
eligibility. These differences in immediacy make it difficult to align positions across systems for 
arbitrage, especially in volatile periods when slippage matters. 

Unit confusion further exacerbates misinterpretation. Chinese domestic quotes are often 
published in CNY per kilogram, while Western benchmarks use USD per troy ounce. Worse, 
some domestic data aggregators include VAT in retail quotes and display local ingot prices rather 
than internationally deliverable bars. This creates a noisy informational environment, where 
screenshots circulate showing “$40 silver” in Shanghai while COMEX trades at $22—not 
because of a real arbitrage opportunity, but because of layered definitional mismatches. 

4.3 Arbitrage: theory vs blocked practice 

In theory, arbitrage should unify silver markets. If silver trades at a significantly higher price in 
Shanghai than on COMEX, traders should be able to buy in New York, ship to China, and capture 
the spread. But in practice, this mechanism rarely works cleanly—if at all. 
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Export licensing is one of the most formidable barriers. China heavily regulates which entities 
can export silver, often limiting permission to a handful of large, state-affiliated firms. This 
restriction alone can render cross-border arbitrage impractical, regardless of how attractive the 
price spread may appear on paper. When arbitrage is bottlenecked at the customs gate, 
divergence becomes durable. 

Capital controls impose another constraint. Even if metal could be exported, repatriating 
proceeds or navigating currency conversions may prove prohibitively difficult. China's controlled 
FX environment restricts how foreign capital enters or exits its markets, adding complexity to 
any arbitrage plan that involves conversion between USD and CNY. 

Time also works against arbitrage. Physical delivery, customs clearance, and regulatory 
compliance take time—often weeks. By the time metal clears the border, the market may have 
moved, premiums may have collapsed, or exchange policies may have changed. Arbitrage 
strategies that look attractive in hindsight often fail in real time due to execution lag. 

As a result, when Western markets sell off rapidly due to leverage unwinds, and Shanghai prices 
remain elevated due to physical demand or export friction, the spread can persist for days, 
weeks, or even longer. Rather than correcting instantly, prices float in their respective systems—
anchored not just by supply and demand, but by borders, regulations, and infrastructure. 

Understanding this layered complexity is critical. It reveals that silver price divergence is not an 
anomaly, but an expected feature of a bifurcated global market where arbitrage is less an 
economic law and more a political and logistical privilege. 

 

5: Trust, Opacity, and the Manipulation Question 

5.1 Known abuses in the Western system 

The integrity of Western silver markets—particularly COMEX and LBMA—has long been 
questioned due to recurring episodes of manipulation, opacity, and preferential treatment for 
major institutional players. Far from conspiracy theory, multiple high-profile enforcement 
actions have exposed systemic abuses. One of the most notable involved JPMorgan Chase, 
which in 2020 agreed to pay over $920 million to settle allegations of “spoofing”—a practice 
where traders place large orders with no intent to execute, solely to mislead the market about 
supply and demand. Similar cases have been brought against traders at Deutsche Bank, Bank of 
America, and UBS. 

These violations are not trivial missteps but deliberate strategies to distort price discovery, 
typically executed at high frequency and large scale. They leverage the structure of COMEX, 
which allows rapid order placement, deep leverage, and low transparency into order intent or 
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counterparty identities. Because the vast majority of trades never result in delivery, traders can 
push prices without requiring physical inventory to back their actions. The profit lies in the 
delta, not the metal. 

These repeated manipulations have eroded trust—especially among retail investors and bullion 
advocates—who see a pattern of minor fines, deferred prosecutions, and quiet settlements 
rather than meaningful reform. The “paper market” moniker becomes shorthand not just for 
financial abstraction, but for a game rigged by insiders, where true physical value is suppressed 
to benefit the few at the expense of many. 

5.2 Asymmetry in access, rules, and enforcement 

Beyond outright manipulation, Western markets suffer from asymmetries in information, 
access, and enforcement. Institutional participants enjoy not only the liquidity and technological 
edge but also superior legal, regulatory, and operational clarity. They often hold seats on 
exchange advisory committees, have privileged relationships with clearing members, and can 
deploy algorithmic trading systems co-located with exchange infrastructure to front-run slower 
participants. 

Retail traders and smaller institutions, by contrast, face latency disadvantages, lower-quality 
data, and higher barriers to understanding the real-time positioning of the market. They may be 
forced to trade through intermediaries who offer delayed pricing and wider spreads. Even 
sophisticated traders without inside access must rely on public inventory reports, which are 
often delayed, aggregated, or lacking in granularity. 

Enforcement asymmetry compounds the issue. When major institutions violate market rules, 
penalties are often civil and financial. Firms “neither admit nor deny wrongdoing,” and the 
individuals responsible rarely face criminal consequences unless their actions are both extreme 
and exposed. Meanwhile, smaller actors or brokers caught violating margin protocols or 
reporting standards may be suspended or banned outright. This double standard reinforces the 
perception that Western silver markets are structurally unfair—not merely due to leverage 
mechanics, but due to regulatory inertia and selective justice. 

5.3 China’s levers of control: different form, same function? 

If Western markets are haunted by manipulation through private leverage and regulatory 
indifference, China’s precious metals markets face a different—but equally potent—form of 
influence: state-led control mechanisms that shape price, flow, and access through top-down 
policy decisions. 

The Chinese government maintains significant authority over the structure and operation of SGE 
and SHFE. It dictates which firms are allowed to export silver, how much capital can be moved in 
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or out of the system, and what taxes or subsidies apply at any given time. While this results in a 
system with fewer high-frequency spoofing scandals, it does not guarantee neutrality or open 
price discovery. Rather, it reflects a different ideology of control—where state interests, not 
private banks, define the boundaries of the market. 

For instance, during periods of geopolitical tension or economic uncertainty, export licenses 
may be quietly withheld to ensure domestic metal retention. Credit may be tightened or 
expanded to manage speculative pressure on SHFE contracts. VAT rates can be adjusted to 
modulate internal demand. Even the publication of inventory data may be delayed or selectively 
released to shape public sentiment. While not “manipulation” in the legal sense, these actions 
perform the functional equivalent of price steering through administrative fiat rather than 
spoofed orders. 

The irony is that both systems—Western and Chinese—produce distorted signals under 
different regimes of control. In the West, distortion arises from private leverage and opaque 
enforcement. In China, it arises from political centralization and restricted access. The 
divergence is not just structural but philosophical: the West prioritizes capital fluidity and risk 
abstraction, while China prioritizes resource security and command coherence. Neither model 
escapes criticism; both deserve scrutiny. 

What emerges is a sobering conclusion: global silver markets are not level playing fields. 
Whether through spoofing or licensing, suppression or protectionism, the true price of silver is 
constantly mediated by actors with disproportionate influence. For analysts and investors, 
recognizing the differing forms of control is essential to separating signal from noise, and 
caution from paranoia. In this duality lies the groundwork for a more honest framework—one 
that acknowledges the power behind the price. 

 

6: Toward a More Honest Model of Price Discovery 

6.1 Summary: COMEX = risk engine, SGE = withdrawal gauge 

To navigate the complexity of global silver pricing, it is helpful to adopt a pragmatic model that 
frames COMEX and SGE not as opposites in a moral drama of “paper versus physical,” but as 
complementary tools with different market functions. 

COMEX functions as a risk engine. It enables global participants to price, hedge, and speculate 
on silver exposure without moving a single ounce of metal. The emphasis is on liquidity, 
leverage, and transfer of risk—not on immediate settlement or bar delivery. Price is emergent 
from the collective positioning of actors managing financial exposure across time horizons. 
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In contrast, the SGE serves as a withdrawal gauge. It links price tightly to physical inventory and 
the cost of securing metal within a capital- and policy-constrained environment. It is not as 
liquid, fast, or flexible as COMEX, but it is anchored in metal that exists, is stored in vaults, and 
can be withdrawn for industrial or personal use. 

By viewing COMEX and SGE in these terms—one as an engine for pricing volatility, the other as 
a pressure sensor for physical availability—we avoid reductionist narratives and gain a more 
functional framework for interpreting divergence, convergence, and price behavior under stress. 

6.2 What each system does well—and what it hides 

Each system has clear strengths—and equally important blind spots. 

COMEX excels at providing global reference prices with high time resolution. It is the benchmark 
for futures trading, ETFs, and derivatives tied to silver. It facilitates capital-efficient hedging for 
miners, refiners, and financial institutions. Its liquidity allows for price discovery in milliseconds, 
but this speed comes at a cost: the system can be gamed by actors with leverage and speed 
advantages, and it is structurally decoupled from physical inventory constraints during normal 
operation. 

What COMEX hides is metal availability and delivery urgency. Warehouse stocks may be low or 
segmented between “eligible” and “registered” without significantly affecting price in the short 
term. Large price swings can occur without any corresponding movement in physical bars. In 
moments of delivery stress, the system lags in reflecting scarcity. 

SGE, by contrast, grounds silver pricing in physical accountability. Its T+0 settlement and T+1 
withdrawal design enforce a direct link between price and vault inventory. When metal tightens, 
prices reflect that constraint immediately. The system resists abstract overpricing during 
physical stress because traders must settle with real money and real metal. 

What SGE hides is speculative positioning and broader macro sentiment. It is relatively isolated 
from international flows, and its pricing reflects Chinese domestic conditions more than global 
financial risk assessments. Its controls—capital barriers, VAT, export restrictions—mean that its 
price is accurate within its system, but not universally actionable. 

6.3 Case study: interpreting divergence during the 2026 crash 

The January 2026 silver crash exemplifies the need for this dual-system model. As COMEX silver 
futures plummeted nearly 12% intraday—triggering margin cascades and broad deleveraging—
SGE prices remained elevated. Retail traders quickly circulated screenshots showing a “$22 
COMEX vs $31 SGE” spread, interpreting the gap as proof of paper manipulation and a looming 
physical shortage. 
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In reality, the divergence had several layered causes. COMEX’s drop was driven by macro shifts 
in interest rate expectations, broad commodity index liquidation, and concentrated short 
positions that amplified momentum. It was a classic risk-engine unwinding—a cascade of 
financial repositioning with minimal tie to physical flows. No warehouses were stormed. No 
delivery queues formed. 

Meanwhile, the SGE held firm, not because China was buying record volumes of silver, but 
because physical withdrawals had been steady, export channels were restricted, and no 
mechanism existed to export excess metal in response to falling global prices. VAT, capital 
controls, and export licensing locked Chinese silver into the domestic system. Even if COMEX 
prices screamed discount, traders in Shanghai could not exploit the spread. 

This divergence created two truths: one financial, one physical. COMEX reflected the financial 
reality of a deleveraging event. SGE reflected the physical inertia of a system with real bars and 
real restrictions. Arbitrage could not close the gap—not because the market was broken, but 
because the systems are deliberately not bridged. 

Had one attempted to short COMEX and go long physical SGE to capture the spread, they would 
have found the trade non-executable. The bars could not cross. The cash could not convert. And 
the timing did not allow for alignment. In that moment, price became regionalized, and truth 
became contextual. 

The lesson from the 2026 crash is not that one system lies and the other tells the truth. It is that 
both systems express localized truths within their own rulesets. A more honest model of price 
discovery accepts this duality—not to excuse distortion, but to recognize that price is always a 
function of what can be acted upon, not just what can be quoted. 

 

7: What Would a Trusted Global Silver Price Require? 

7.1 Transparency across inventory and settlement 

A foundational requirement for a trusted global silver price is shared visibility into both 
inventory and settlement activity. Without knowing how much silver exists, where it resides, 
and how quickly it can be mobilized, market participants are left to interpret prices through 
opaque lenses distorted by leverage, rumor, and selective disclosures. 

Currently, COMEX provides regular reports on registered and eligible stocks, but these figures 
can be gamed through reclassification and are not audited in real time. LBMA’s OTC system lacks 
centralized reporting entirely. It operates largely on trust between institutional actors, offering 
only periodic aggregated data on vaulted holdings. Meanwhile, SGE provides inventory updates, 
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but these are limited to domestic flows and reflect only what occurs within China’s closed-loop 
infrastructure. 

A unified global pricing framework would require standardized, cross-jurisdictional inventory 
reporting. Ideally, this would include: 

• Real-time updates of vaulted silver across major exchanges and custodians. 

• Clear separation of encumbered vs freely available metal. 

• Settlement statistics indicating how much of each day’s trading volume ends in delivery 
vs rollovers. 

Such transparency wouldn’t eliminate manipulation, but it would reduce uncertainty and allow 
arbitrage, hedging, and risk assessment to be grounded in observable physical reality. Without 
it, price remains vulnerable to narrative dominance and selective disclosure. 

7.2 Auditability without revealing counterparty identity 

One of the greatest challenges in precious metals markets is balancing transparency with 
privacy. Market participants—especially sovereigns, banks, and industrial end-users—often 
require confidentiality about the size and timing of their trades. But too much secrecy breeds 
mistrust, fuels manipulation theories, and impedes price formation based on actual supply and 
demand. 

A trusted global silver price would require a public audit framework that verifies volume, 
settlement integrity, and inventory movement without exposing counterparty identities. 
Advances in cryptographic techniques, such as zero-knowledge proofs or confidential multiparty 
computation, could allow exchanges to publish verified metrics—e.g., “X tons delivered today 
from Y vaults”—without revealing who sent or received the metal. 

Moreover, independent third-party auditors—backed by multilateral or industry-wide 
governance—could certify that inventory figures, margin practices, and settlement protocols are 
being followed. This would mirror how central banks audit gold reserves without publishing 
detailed custodial mappings. 

By decoupling transparency from identity, such a system would rebuild confidence without 
compromising privacy or security. It would also deter manipulation, since large actors would no 
longer be able to operate under the cover of structural opacity. In essence, trust would shift 
from entity to protocol. 
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7.3 Policy harmonization vs sovereign control: a deadlock? 

Even with technical infrastructure in place, a unified global silver price remains elusive without 
some degree of policy harmonization—and here lies the deepest tension. Silver is not merely a 
commodity; it is a strategic asset, used in defense, electronics, energy, and national reserves. As 
such, governments treat silver pricing as a domain of sovereignty, not just market efficiency. 

China’s control over export licensing, VAT treatment, and capital flows is not accidental—it is 
part of a broader policy aimed at retaining critical resources and managing internal economic 
stability. The United States, while nominally more open, uses monetary and regulatory influence 
to shape the structure of COMEX and LBMA through leverage-friendly policies, regulatory 
timing, and legal settlements that avoid deeper transparency. 

Creating a globally trusted silver price would require these sovereign actors to cede some 
control, or at least agree to shared protocols governing data disclosure, settlement integrity, 
and dispute resolution. But geopolitical realities make this extremely difficult. Policy 
asymmetries are not bugs in the system—they are intentional expressions of national priorities. 

The deadlock is not merely technical; it is philosophical. Western systems prioritize market 
speed, financial abstraction, and global access. Eastern systems prioritize physical discipline, 
national inventory security, and policy stability. Each serves different goals and reflects different 
assumptions about trust, capital, and control. 

Thus, while technical solutions exist, the deeper question remains: Are global powers willing to 
expose their metal truths to create a global price? Or will silver pricing remain a reflection of 
divided systems—each honest within itself, but incapable of consensus? 

Without political will, even the best-designed infrastructure will fall short. The trusted global 
silver price will remain an ideal—not because it is impossible, but because it demands shared 
vulnerability among those who currently profit from opacity. Until that changes, divergence will 
persist—not as a flaw, but as a signal of systemic fragmentation. 

 

8: Conclusion – Living with Multipolar Metal Markets 

8.1 A new realism for traders and analysts 

For decades, the global silver market operated under the illusion of a unified pricing 
mechanism. COMEX futures, LBMA spot, and benchmark fixings in London functioned as de 
facto reference prices for a supposedly integrated global system. But the rise of China’s SGE and 
SHFE, combined with export controls, capital barriers, and regional delivery practices, has 
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shattered that illusion. Traders and analysts must now adopt a new realism—one that accepts 
multipolarity not as an anomaly, but as the new operating condition. 

In this realism, price is no longer a universal constant. It is a regional expression, shaped by 
policy, logistics, and risk architecture. A $24 COMEX price and a $31 Shanghai price can coexist 
for days or weeks—not because of arbitrage failure, but because the bridge between them 
doesn’t exist. Spreads are no longer temporary dislocations but embedded signals of 
fragmentation. 

Market participants must develop tools to navigate these divergences. This means tracking 
inventory in different units, modeling policy constraints as pricing variables, and reading futures 
not merely as bets on metal, but as reflections of financial positioning within a sovereign 
system. The idea of a single, “true” silver price is obsolete. Context is everything. 

8.2 The future of precious metals in fractured systems 

Silver is not unique in facing these fractures. Gold, copper, lithium, and rare earths are 
increasingly subject to similar dislocations—where delivery constraints, national stockpiles, and 
capital controls isolate regional pricing ecosystems. The old model of seamless arbitrage 
between Western derivatives and Eastern physical flows is giving way to a balkanized 
commodities landscape, where strategic resources are ring-fenced, monitored, and sometimes 
weaponized. 

In this new world, precious metals are recontextualized. They are no longer just hedges against 
inflation or safe-haven assets—they are geo-economic tools. China’s retention of physical silver 
via licensing and capital policy is a national strategy, not a market inefficiency. The West’s 
tolerance for high-leverage paper trading is a liquidity strategy, not a betrayal of physical reality. 
Each system serves its own sovereign needs. 

This fractured future implies that investors, institutions, and even governments will need to 
price not just the commodity, but the system that houses it. Multipolarity introduces a new 
layer of risk: system selection risk—the danger that your asset, stored or priced in one 
jurisdiction, cannot be reconciled or arbitraged with another when it matters most. 

8.3 Final thought: silver as signal, not just asset 

Ultimately, silver should be viewed not just as an asset, but as a signal—a diagnostic of how 
economic systems relate to truth, scarcity, and control. When COMEX collapses while SGE stays 
elevated, it doesn’t simply mean “paper crashed and physical held.” It means different truths 
are being expressed through distinct systems with different rules of engagement. Price is not 
the final word—it is the current output of what can be acted upon within a given structure. 
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In this light, silver becomes a mirror. It reflects leverage and fear, trust and policy, settlement 
and liquidity. It shows us where systems are integrated and where they are intentionally walled 
off. And when those reflections diverge—when the mirror cracks—it tells us not just about the 
metal, but about the state of global coherence itself. 

A trusted global silver price may remain out of reach. But by understanding what silver is telling 
us—about systems, constraints, and sovereignty—we gain something more important than a 
unified price: we gain clarity about the world as it is, and the forces shaping it. In a time of 
fragmented truths, silver reminds us that value always travels through structure—and that 
those structures, not just ounces, are what move markets. 
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