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Executive Summary

Bitcoin gave individuals direct control over their wealth by allowing them to hold and transfer
value without relying on traditional financial intermediaries. For many early adopters,
controlling the private keys became synonymous with sovereignty. As those holdings
transitioned into long-term family and institutional wealth, owners began asking different
questions about authority, governance, and continuity. Their advisors now face a related
challenge: how to translate legal planning into a custody structure for an asset that can be
moved quickly, irreversibly, and by whoever holds the required keys.

Sovereignty means preserving ownership and control over bitcoin throughout its lifecycle, not
simply holding a private key at one moment in time. Legal planning establishes how assets
should be owned, governed, and transferred, but legal documents alone cannot prevent
someone with sufficient key access from moving the bitcoin. Proper controls through qualified
custody help enforce the owner’s instructions before a transaction is approved and keep those
rules in force when responsibility passes to someone new.

Bitcoin held for spending requires different controls from bitcoin placed in a trust, company, or
foundation. Personal holdings do not create the same responsibilities as assets intended to
support a family or institution for decades. As soon as assets are moved into a long-term
ownership structure, the owner and their advisors must confirm that the custody account is
titled according to the ownership structure and that it prevents any one person from exercising
more control than the governing documents allow. Those safeguards must remain in place as
trustees, managers, and other authorized decision-makers change.

Qualified custody does not surrender sovereignty when it preserves the authority established
by the owner. It allows those decisions to continue governing the account after direct personal
control is no longer possible or appropriate.
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Introduction

For many bitcoin holders, sovereignty has a simple definition: control the private keys, control
the bitcoin. That idea shaped Bitcoin's early years because it gave individuals something they
had never had before: the ability to own and transfer value without relying on a bank or another
trusted intermediary. Holding your own keys became both a security model and a defining
principle of Bitcoin ownership. For many, it remains the clearest expression of what makes
Bitcoin different from traditional financial systems.

Many early adopters now hold bitcoin for reasons that extend well beyond its original use as
peer-to-peer money. What began as personal savings or an emerging technology investment
may now support a family, a business, or even a charitable legacy. As the value and purpose of
those holdings have changed, the questions surrounding ownership have changed with them.

Those questions are not limited to bitcoin owners. Estate attorneys, family offices, registered
investment advisers, and other advisors must apply familiar planning tools to an asset
controlled through private keys. A trust may clearly identify the trustee, the beneficiaries, and
the authority granted under its documents. Yet a seed phrase, device, or wallet may still allow
one person to move the bitcoin unilaterally. The plan is incomplete unless the custody
arrangement enforces the trust’s decisions before a transaction occurs.

Consequential wealth has always required rules around who may act and what happens when
the original owner can no longer manage the property. Trusts, estate plans, and other legal
structures establish who steps in and which powers they receive. Bitcoin complicates that
planning because control follows access to private keys. The person or institution able to
authorize a transaction may be able to move the asset even when the transfer conflicts with the
legal plan.

Private keys establish direct control over bitcoin. When the asset becomes multigenerational
wealth, however, key access must remain aligned with legal ownership and fiduciary authority.
Otherwise, one person may hold powers the ownership structure never intended to grant.

Sovereignty therefore does not require a single custody model for every holding. A wallet used
for spending should be easy to access. Bitcoin intended to support a family or institution for
decades requires stronger safeguards around who may act and what happens when that
authority changes hands.
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Control Should Match the Purpose of
the Asset

Bitcoin holdings can serve very different purposes over time. Some may be used for everyday
spending, while others remain in long-term personal savings. Other holdings may become part
of a family trust, charitable foundation, or business treasury. The asset is the same, but the role
it plays is distinct.

Spending requires quick access, while long-term savings place more weight on security and
recovery. Bitcoin intended to support a family or institution may remain untouched for years, so
immediate access matters less than robust approvals and reliable succession. In that setting,
control depends on whether the arrangement can prevent an unauthorized transfer, recover
from the loss of a key or decision-maker, and preserve access when ownership or authority
changes.

A family may use several models at once. A small wallet can remain available for spending,
while long-term savings stay in self-managed or qualified custodial cold storage. Bitcoin set
aside for children or charitable giving may belong to a trust or foundation. As the purpose or
ownership structure changes, the method of control should change with it. The next question is
how much authority any one person should have over those holdings.

A single private key may be appropriate when one person controls a limited amount of bitcoin.
The model becomes harder to defend when the holding represents a large share of family
wealth or belongs to a long-term ownership structure. A single key creates two risks. If it is lost,
the bitcoin may become inaccessible. If it is misused, the assets may leave the structure before
another fiduciary can intervene.

Multisignature reduces that risk by requiring more than one key to move the bitcoin. In a 2-0f-3
arrangement, two authorized parties can approve a transaction even when the third key is
unavailable. The same principle can extend across separate institutions through managed
institutional multisignature (MIMS) arrangements. MPC and hardware security modules protect
keys in different ways, but technology alone cannot decide who should have authority. The
governing documents and appointed fiduciaries must establish that authority.

Key architecture protects against loss, compromise, and unilateral movement. Governance
determines who should be allowed to act. A wallet may be technically secure while still giving
one person too much authority. Likewise, a legally sound trust can fail if its fiduciaries cannot
access the bitcoin. Custody connects the two by enforcing legal authority through the
transaction process.

A hot wallet keeps bitcoin available for frequent use, but that access creates greater online
exposure. Self-managed cold storage keeps the keys offline and leaves control with the owner.
It can work well for long-term savings when no trust, company, or outside fiduciary needs to
administer the account.
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Qualified custodial cold storage can provide a secure foundation for many types of bitcoin
holdings. It becomes especially important when bitcoin requires formal administration because
the custody arrangement must reflect the ownership structure and enforce the authority
established by its governing documents. The custodian titles the account to reflect the
ownership arrangement and verifies the required authority before bitcoin can move. A trustee
may request a withdrawal while a second authorized person must approve it. The account may
also restrict destination addresses or limit the amount that can leave within a given period.
Because a bitcoin transfer may be irreversible, these controls must enforce the ownership
documents before a transaction is signed and broadcast to the Bitcoin network.

Most owners will use more than one approach. Some holdings may remain accessible, while
others sit inside a longer-term ownership structure. The spectrum below shows how those

choices fit together.

The Bitcoin Key Sovereignty Spectrum

Role of Bitcoin Primary Objective Authority Model Key Construct Custody Model
Spending and Immediate access Individual Single signature Hot wallet
liquidity authority
Long-term Security with Shared authority Multisignature Self-managed or
personal savings direct ownership qualified custodial
cold storage
Family, institutional, Long-term Structured MIMS, MPC, or Qualified custodial
or philanthropic stewardship governance HSM cold storage
wealth

No position on the spectrum is inherently more sovereign than another. The right model
depends on what the holdings are meant to accomplish and what responsibilities come with
their ownership.

An owner does not need to choose one position for every holding. Bitcoin used for spending
may remain in a hot wallet. Long-term personal savings may stay in self-managed cold storage.
Assets owned by a trust or foundation may use qualified custody. Each arrangement should
match the job the assets are meant to do.

As the purpose becomes more institutional or multigenerational, a single owner’s signature
matters less than the controls surrounding it. The custody account must prevent possession of
a key or credential from overriding the legal ownership structure. Determining where a holding
belongs on the spectrum is only the first step. The ownership structure must then define which
safeguards the custody arrangement should enforce.
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Legal Objectives Determine
Custody Requirements

Before evaluating a custody provider, the owner and their advisors must decide what the
bitcoin is meant to accomplish. The legal strategy may focus on taxes, protection from
creditors, charitable giving, or inheritance. Each objective creates different requirements, but
all depend on aligning legal ownership with transaction authority. Account records show how
the assets are held, while transaction controls determine who can move them. That relationship
becomes easiest to see in a trust.

Creating a trust establishes a formal legal relationship among the grantor, trustee, and
beneficiaries, along with the authority the trustee may exercise over the assets. It may also
define which beneficiaries can receive distributions and under what conditions. Once the
documents are signed, the holdings may remain untouched for years. During that time, the
trust documents do not control the bitcoin by themselves. Control still depends on the wallet
and the people or institutions able to authorize a transaction. If the original trustee resigns,
becomes incapacitated, or dies, a successor must be able to assume authority without taking
personal possession of a seed phrase or rebuilding the wallet from the beginning.

When a successor trustee takes over, the custody arrangement must preserve more than the
trust’s account records. Bitcoin can be moved quickly and irreversibly, so a change in fiduciary
authority creates an immediate control risk if the new trustee receives unilateral access or
existing safeguards fall away during onboarding. A custodian should verify the successor’s
authority while keeping the trust’s approval thresholds, permitted addresses, and withdrawal
controls in place. The transition should change who may act, not how the bitcoin can be moved.

A distribution request puts those controls to the test. The trust documents might require two
trustees to approve the transfer or limit payment to an account held for a named beneficiary. If
the wallet allows one person to send the bitcoin without the required approvals, the written
restrictions offer little protection. The custody workflow must enforce the trust’s conditions
before the transfer is authorized because on-chain transfers generally cannot be reversed.

Account records alone cannot secure the plan. They only identify how the bitcoin is held.
Approval rules determine who may act, and wallet controls determine what those people can
do. The arrangement works only when the account identifies the correct owner, the right people
hold transaction authority, and the wallet enforces those limits.
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Legal Objectives and Custody Considerations

Legal Objective Why the Custody Requirement Exists Custody Considerations

Tax optimization

&

Asset protection

{o]

Philanthropy

i)

Inheritance preservation

Effective tax planning requires proof that the
bitcoin is held and administered according to the
intended trust, LLC, foundation, or other ownership
arrangement. The specific requirements vary by
entity type, jurisdiction, and the tax objective
involved. The original owner should not retain
unilateral key access that allows the assets to be
handled as personal property. Account titling,
segregated custody, transaction records, and
enforced approval policies help demonstrate that
the bitcoin is actually administered under the
ownership structure.

Legally valid asset protection strategies vary
dramatically depending on the jurisdiction where
the owner lives and the laws that govern the
strategies. In most jurisdictions, the owner cannot
maintain unilateral control; the bitcoin must be
held under a legally-recognized ownership or
fiduciary arrangement, though the specific powers
an owner may retain without losing protection
differ by jurisdiction. The strategy can fail if the
original owner retains a seed phrase or can
independently authorize withdrawals. The custody
model should record that separation in the account
records and enforce it through the transaction
process.

Charitable structures may hold bitcoin for long
periods before making grants, converting assets,
or distributing funds. Because a single transfer can
move the full balance to an external address, the
custody account should prevent one fiduciary from
bypassing the charitable structure’s approval
process. Each withdrawal should follow the
required approvals and be limited to an authorized
destination.

Inheritance planning must preserve access without
handing a successor unrestricted control over a
seed phrase. Successor trustees and other
fiduciaries should be able to assume authority
while the account’s ownership designation,
approval rules, and restrictions on where the
bitcoin may be sent remain intact. The transition
should not depend on locating a device, recovering
undocumented credentials, or rebuilding the wallet
after death or incapacity.

Appropriate account titling,
segregated custody,
auditable reporting,
transaction records,
documented fiduciary or
entity authority, policy
controls.

Qualified custody where
appropriate, fiduciary
responsibilities, segregated
assets, restricted authority,
withdrawal controls,
insurance considerations.

Multi-party approvals, user
roles, whitelisted
addresses, policy controls,
auditable reporting,
support for in-kind bitcoin
transfers where available.

Multi-party approvals,
successor onboarding
procedures, user
permissions, whitelisted
addresses, transaction and
velocity limits, key recovery,
business continuity, long-
term recordkeeping.
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Evaluate the Custody Arrangement
Before Funding the Ownership Structure

Funding is the point at which control of the bitcoin passes to the ownership structure. Legal
“assignment” alone does not transfer control to the ownership structure if the original owner
still holds a key that can move the assets independently. The account should be titled for the
ownership structure, and its permissions should follow the trust documents, operating
agreement, bylaws, resolutions, or other governing records. Before transferring the bitcoin, the
owner and their advisors should know who can initiate a transaction, who must approve it, and
how those permissions will change when an authorized person is replaced.

A trust may be valid on paper while the bitcoin remains in the founder’s personal wallet and
under the founder’s unilateral control. The custody account may also be titled correctly while its
permissions still allow one person to move the full balance. In either case, the account says one
thing while the wallet allows another. Correcting that problem after funding may require
another on-chain transfer, and in some cases, a new custody account, which may carry
unexpected tax or other legal consequences.

Security remains essential, but an estate-planning review must go beyond asking whether the
keys are protected from theft. Owners and advisors need to know which custodial legal entity
controls the private keys and authorizes transactions, what contractual, regulatory, or fiduciary
obligations apply to that service, and whether the bitcoin is segregated from assets held for
others. They must also understand whether an authorized person can move assets unilaterally
and how access will continue when a trustee or manager changes.

A thorough review should show whether the custodian can enforce the required approvals
before an irreversible transaction occurs.
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Ask Your Custodian These Questions
Before Funding a Trust or LLC With Bitcoin

Q.

0 Q2.

Qs

0 Q4.

O Q5.

0 Qeé.

Q7

1 Qs.

Can this custody arrangement support the legal structure we're creating?
Appropriate regulatory framework, segregated custody, fiduciary responsibilities where
applicable, and the ability to open and administer an account for the trust, LLC, foundation,
corporation, or other ownership arrangement involved.

Which legal entity will actually custody the bitcoin?

The custodial entity named in the agreement, its regulator, any sub-custody relationships, the
governing jurisdiction, and the exact account title that will be used for the trust, trustee, LLC,
foundation, or other account owner.

Is the custodian regulated and qualified for the intended arrangement?

The custodian’s charter or license, regulator, fiduciary obligations, asset-segregation
requirements, jurisdiction, and whether the specific service is provided by that regulated entity
rather than an affiliated technology or trading company.

How will the bitcoin be separated from the custodian’s own assets and from assets
held for other clients?

Separate account records, legal title, on-chain or internal segregation practices, restrictions on
commingling, treatment in insolvency, and whether the account owner or applicable fiduciary
would have a recognized ownership interest in identified assets rather than only a general
creditor claim.

Does the custody model fit how the bitcoin will be managed?

Whether the wallet architecture and access model match the ownership documents, the
authority granted to each decision-maker, the expected transaction frequency, and the
consequences of an unauthorized or mistaken transfer.

Where will the private keys be generated, stored, and used?

Whether keys or key shares are generated and stored in hot, cold, or offline environments; who
controls them; whether complete key material ever exists in one place; how transactions are
signed; and whether any employee, client, device, or institution can unilaterally move the bitcoin.

What key architecture protects the account from a single point of failure?

Single-signature, multisignature, M-of-N, MPC, HSM, or other key architecture; the number
and location of keys or key shares; backup and recovery procedures; and whether one
individual, institution, device, or system can unilaterally move or permanently lock the bitcoin.

How will the operational controls handle changes in responsibility?

Procedures for replacing trustees or other decision-makers without exposing seed phrases,
weakening approval thresholds, or creating a period in which one person has unilateral access.
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Q9.

1Qfto.

Q.

0 Q2.

OQis.

0 Q14.

0 Q15.

How are governance policies enforced?

Multi-party approvals, user permissions, destination-address controls, and transaction limits
that are enforced before a transaction is signed. Confirm whether an administrator can
override those policies and whether changes to the policies require separate approval.

What operational process governs withdrawals and other administrative actions?
The approvals, identity checks, and supporting documents required before assets leave cold
storage; who reviews exceptions; whether destination addresses are reverified; and whether
the custodian can reject the request before the transaction is signed and broadcast.

Which controls have been independently tested?

SOC 1and/or SOC 2 reports where applicable, internal-control testing, financial and security
audits, penetration testing, regulatory examinations, and whether the reports cover the
specific entity, wallet environment, and service the ownership structure will use.

How does the custodian prepare for unexpected events?

Key-recovery procedures, geographic and personnel redundancy, incident-response plans,
business continuity, disaster recovery, and the scope of any insurance coverage. Confirm
which wallets, assets, employees, and events are covered; who owns the policy; what
exclusions apply; whether limits are shared across clients; and whether additional coverage
is available.

What insurance coverage protects the bitcoin, and what are its limits?

The scope of the custodian's insurance coverage, which assets, wallets, and events are
covered, policy limits, exclusions, whether limits are shared across clients, who owns the
policy, and whether additional coverage is available for the ownership structure.

What happens if the custody relationship needs to change?

The approvals required to transfer bitcoin, how the receiving wallet is verified, whether
governance remains in force during the transition, and whether the bitcoin can be transferred
without relying on a personal seed phrase or redesigning the ownership arrangement.

Can the custody arrangement preserve the required controls over time?

Reporting, audit records, ongoing administration, and the ability to accommodate future
changes without weakening governance or security.

The governing documents and custody account should assign the same authority. A person
who cannot act alone under the legal documents should not be able to move the bitcoin alone
through the wallet. From the day the account is funded, every transfer should remain subject to
the limits established by the ownership plan.
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Sovereignty Reaches lts Fullest
Expression with Intentional Structure +
Fiduciary Custody

Bitcoin fundamentally changed asset ownership by allowing individuals to hold and transfer
value without depending on a financial intermediary. Control follows key access, and on-chain
confirmed bitcoin transactions cannot be reversed. Those features make direct ownership
powerful when one person expects to use or manage the bitcoin personally.

Larger, longer-term holdings create a different responsibility. Bitcoin intended to provide
generational wealth must remain secure after the original owner can no longer act, but no
successor should receive more authority than the plan allows. A new trustee, changes in family
circumstances, and the passage of time should not disrupt ownership or access. Preserving a
private key alone cannot accomplish that.

Legal planning defines who owns the bitcoin and who may act on behalf of that owner. Custody
enforces those decisions when a transaction is requested. The account remains titled
according to the ownership structure, and the required approvals must be satisfied before
assets can move. A successor fiduciary steps into the existing arrangement without receiving
broader transaction powers or rebuilding the structure around the founder’s seed phrase.

This does not replace sovereignty with institutional control. Possession of a key or account
credential does not confer authority by itself. The owner’s decisions continue to govern the
account after the owner can no longer carry them out personally, and future decision-makers
must follow the rules established in advance.

Sovereignty begins with direct control over bitcoin. For generational wealth, it also means
deciding who will control it next, what authority they will hold, and which rules they must follow.
The measure of sovereignty is no longer who holds the private keys today. It is whether the
owner's decisions continue to govern the bitcoin decades from now. For long-term ownership
structures, qualified custody with a fiduciary helps ensure those decisions remain effective
across generations.

Preserve Your Bitcoin Sovereignty Across Generations

Bespoke Group and BitGo combine long-term wealth planning with regulated digital asset
custody to help individuals and families protect significant bitcoin holdings. Bespoke helps
design ownership structures around tax, asset protection, and inheritance goals, while BitGo
provides the secure custody and transaction controls to support those arrangements over time.

Book a call with BitGo today to discuss how our custody solutions can support your ownership
structure, establish appropriate transaction controls, and preserve continuity as
responsibilities pass between generations.

Bookacall —>
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