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Looking for a Bitcoin
“needle” in a landfill

“haystack”

by Avien Pillay

Over the years, hedge funds and alternative
investment funds have certainly pushed the
boundaries in terms of finding new classes of
investments. Classic car collections, expensive
wines, fancy watches, valuable artwork and crypto

are just some of the new assets that have been

added to the portfolios of the well-heeled.
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Would searching through 200,000 tons of rubbish in
a landfill to find a hard drive containing Bitcoin keys,
which was disposed of almost 12 years ago, make
the grade as a new investment? Ok, to get a better
understanding of the investment and potential
payout, we need to delve into some of the details:
Let's step back 12 years - James Howells is a
computer engineer from Newport in the United
Kingdom. He was one of the early Bitcoin fans and
started mining Bitcoins long before most of us even
heard the name. Back in 2009, James Howells
started to mine Bitcoins on his Dell laptop in his
apartment in Newport, which is a town situated on
the River Usk in Wales. He was one of the early
miners and The New Yorker! identified him as one of

only five miners at the time.
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By 2013, Howells had mined about 8,000 Bitcoins
and stored them on an encrypted hard drive. Given
the heat intensity of mining the coins, his computer
overheated and was dismantled. Between 20 June
and 10 August 2013, the hard drive was mistakenly
disposed of by Howells’ girlfriend (now ex-girlfriend).
The 8,000 Bitcoins were valued at GBP 500,000 in
2013. At the time, Howells accepted that the coins

were lost.

Figure 2: Image by Manfred Richter (Pixabay)

Fast forward nine years, the value of Howells’ lost
Bitcoins has increased to GBP 180m, and Howell
offered the council 25% of the value if they allowed
him to search for the hard drive. The council refused
as the offer was a breach of licencing regulations. It
was at this point that Howell gained the support of a
hedge fund to help him locate the hard drive. The
hedge fund would receive 50% of the proceeds if the
hard drive was located, and the private keys can be
obtained. Howell budgeted GBP 5m for a 9-12-
month operation. This would have equated to a
potential payback of GBP 90m for the hedge fund for
a GBP 4.5m investment. This is a very attractive

twenty-fold return, but at what probability?
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In August 2022, Howells’ plans got more
sophisticated and included the use of AI, where a
mechanical arm would scan the waste to locate the
hard drive. The plan also included the use of a team
of eight experts in landfill excavation and a data
recovery expert who was previously involved in the
recovery of the data box from the Columbia Space
Shuttle disaster. The cost of the plan has clearly
been influenced by the price trajectory of Bitcoin and
had increased to GBP 10m and the addition of a
venture capital partner. In 2023, litigation notched
up a level and Howells’ legal team published an open
letter to the Council. By October 2024, the value of
the hard drive had increased to GBP 600m, and legal
proceedings were well on their way. After the case
was taken to the high court, a judgement was issued

in January 2025, and the court dismissed the case.

This does sound like a sad ending after a very long
pursuit, but when the stakes are this high, a new
plan is bound to surface. As reported in Sky News on
11 February 20252, Howells is now considering
purchasing the landfill so he can search the site
himself and is currently in discussions with his
business partners. The cost of this plan is bound to
increase, but we are not sure if the odds will increase
given that they still need to find a tiny hard drive in
over 200,000 tons of rubbish. We are pretty sure
that there will be no upset clients if the hard drive is
found and clients receive their 10- or 20-fold return,
however given the odds, we think it will be a bit
tricky to explain to clients why they now own a

landfill in Newport.
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Excelsia Capital Proprietary Limited (Registration No. 2015/131328/07) is an authorised financial
services provider in terms of the Financial Advisory and Intermediary Services Act 2002 (FSP No.
46756). Excelsia Capital is not authorised to and does not provide financial advice. Accordingly, all
information contained in this newsletter should not be construed, or relied upon, as advice. Any
representation or opinion is provided for information purposes only. Excelsia Capital does not
undertake to update or amend the information on an ongoing basis or to advise any person if such
information subsequently becomes inaccurate. It is not intended to create, and shall not be capable
of creating, any obligation or liability on the part of Excelsia Capital.

Given that value of investments will fluctuate over time and that past returns may not be indicative
of future returns, an investor should seek independent professional financial, legal and tax advice
relevant to their individual circumstances before making any investment decision. The validity and
accuracy of any illustrations, forecasts or hypothetical data are not guaranteed and are only provided
for illustrative purposes.
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