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A pile of Bitcoins sit in a box ready to be minted by Software engineer Mike
Caldwell in his shop on April 26, 2013 in Sandy, Utah. Bitcoin is an
experimental digital currency used over the Internet that is gaining in popularity
worldwide

Bitcoin supporters told a US Senate hearing the virtual currency unit
should not be viewed negatively by authorities despite its links to crime.

The currency has been linked to a series of high-profile criminal cases in
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recent months, most notably in the raid on the Silk Road website,
dubbed the "eBay for illegal drugs."

"Bitcoin is not a magic cloak for illicit transactions," Patrick Murck,
general counsel for Bitcoin Foundation, which promotes the currency,
told the Senate Committee on Homeland Security and Government
Affairs.

Launched in 2009, bitcoins can be exchanged online for real money or
used to buy goods and services on the Internet. The currency is not
regulated by any government.

Bitcoins recently made headlines when the US Federal Bureau of
Investigations closed the Silk Road website where illegal drugs, forged
documents, hacker tools and even the services of hitmen were hawked.
The FBI seized 26,000 bitcoins worth $3.6 million at the time.

Government officials also highlighted another digital currency, the
Liberty Reserve (LR), that was created in 2006 and used to launder some
$6 billion.

Ernie Allen, president of the International Centre for Missing and
Exploited Children said that "child pornography is currently being
created and disseminated using technologies and using virtual currencies
for payment."
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A man uses the world's first bitcoin ATM on October 29, 2013 at Waves Coffee
House in Vancouver, British Columbia

According to Murck, however, if authorities are too unfriendly towards
the currency, US-based societies of users will only re-emerge in
countries that are more welcoming.

Jeremy Allaire, CEO of Circle Internet Financial, which offers payment
services to promote the use of virtual money, denounced "the widely
perceived high cost of transaction fees" associated with traditional
currency.

While online currencies compete with standard money, such as the
dollar, American Federal Reserve chairman Ben Bernanke wrote to the
Senate in September that the currency, while risky, could be promising.

Mythili Raman who represented the US Department of Justice,
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anticipated growth in the money accompanied by growth in illegal
transactions.

Earlier this year, Germany recognized bitcoin as a currency, which
permitted the country to tax bitcoin transactions.

Some $1.5 billion in bitcoins is circulating in the world.

Allen, of the International Centre for Missing and Exploited Children,
said he believed "this is an emerging technology that needs to be
protected."

But, he added, "misuse jeopardizes the virtual ability of the currencies in
the longer run."

Senator Tom Carper, committee chairman, expressed hope that the
economic benefits of online currencies can be harnessed, while ridding
them of their criminal elements.
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