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BitPesa: Marrying Bitcoin to remittances – and hoping to change the world. A round-
table on a new venture, with Elizabeth Rossiello and Amy Ludlum from BitPesa, and 

Kevin Watkins from ODI. 
 

Held on Wednesday, July 2, 2014, from 12:30-2:15pm. 
At Wax Chandlers Hall, 6 Gresham Street, London, EC2V 7AD. 

 
Interesting…The business that Rossiello and Ludlum have set up in Kenya could be the 
wave of the future. The remittance business is enormous – and, for ‘legitimate’ service 
providers like Western Union and MoneyGram, Africa is an extraordinarily profitable market. 
True, there are many ‘informal’, hawala-type money transmitters, but BitPesa claims to 
undercut them – and to be no more than one-third the cost of the duopoly.  
 
The model is (sort of) simple. The client who wants to transmit say £10 or £100 from London 
to Kenya (the channel being trialled at the present time) goes to a Bitcoin broker, buys a 
slice of Bitcoin, gives it to BitPesa’s UK rep which transfers it instantaneously (sort of) to 
Kenya, where it is converted to dollars and then to Kenyan shillings – and then made 
available to the recipient. The whole chain is public, there is an audit trail, and (despite the 
fluctuations in the value of Bitcoin and the need to convert into shillings via dollars) the 
whole procedure is cheap. That said, it is not without problems. 
 
Some worth noting: 
 

 Unless you are pretty sharp on technology, buying Bitcoins is not routine – though it 
may become more so if ATM networks start to handle them. 

 The regulatory system is a bit murky- which is why BitPesa is trialling in the UK 
rather than the US (where paranoia over KYC and AML is rife).  

 In theory, there is no reason why telecoms (eg. Safaricom) shouldn’t move into this 
space. They could provide exactly the same service – and they already have huge 
networks to build on.  

 Longer term, BitPesa need not be tied to Bitcoin (at the gathering end) or MPesa (at 
the distributing end). But the difficulty of unwinding deals already entered into could 
be significant.  

 
So far, only 15,000 transactions have been completed, but there is massive potential – not 
just for conventional remittances but also for, say, tourism. Kenya is not an environment that 
is friendly to credit cards, and digital currencies might make more sense, Longer term, it is 
very easy to see how remittances if mobilized on a scale that is both massive and plausible, 
could transform countries in both East and West Africa.  
 
Andrew Hilton 


