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Executive Summary 

⦠ Circle’s OCC-approved national trust bank charter marks a shift from stablecoin issuer to regulated 
financial infrastructure provider, giving Circle a federally supervised platform for digital-asset custody 
and fiduciary services. 

⦠ The charter enables Circle to internalise a critical layer of its infrastructure, particularly custody and 
fiduciary functions, although it will initially continue relying on external providers and does not 
immediately bring USDC reserve management fully in house. 

⦠ The strategic significance extends beyond custody because tokenised finance requires institutinal 
infrastructure around the asset itself including safekeeping, settlement, record-keeping, 
collateralisation, servicing and payments. 

⦠ 

 

 

⦠ 

 

 

 

Circle is increasingly building an integrated digital-finance stack, combining USDC as a payment and 
settlement asset, Circle National Trust as a regulated custody layer, USYC as a tokenised money-market 
fund, and Arc as blockchain infrastructure for tokenised financial assets. 

The broader competitive frontier in digital finance is therefore moving beneath the assets themselves. 
As crypto and traditional finance converge, the firms that control custody, settlement, servicing and 
connectivity may become more strategically important than those that simply issue tokens. Circle’s 
evolution offers an early example of this shift. 

 

Key Picture: The OCC’s Crypto Trust-Charter Wave Is Concentrated In Custody, Reserves and Settlement 

 

Source: KuCoin 
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1.  Circle is Building More Than a Stablecoin Business 

Circle’s final approval from the Office of the Comptroller of the Currency (OCC) to establish Circle National Trust 
marks an important expansion of the company’s role in digital finance. The decision matters not simply because 
Circle has received a national trust bank charter, but because the charter gives the USDC issuer a regulated 
institutional platform for custody and fiduciary services.1   

Circle built its business around the USDC, a dollar-denominated stablecoin designed to maintain 1:1 value with 
the US dollar 2 and is now moving further into the infrastructure through which digital assets are held, 
administered and used. The OCC charter brings custody and trust functions into Circle’s regulated corporate 
ecosystem, while the company’s broader product strategy extends into tokenised assets and blockchain 
infrastructure. That combination raises a larger question for financial markets: what happens when crypto-
native companies begin incorporating functions historically performed by banks, custodians and other financial 
infrastructure providers? 

The answer may lie in the convergence of three markets that were once treated separately - stablecoins, digital-
asset custody and tokenised financial infrastructure. Circle’s strategy increasingly spans all three. USDC provides 
the payments and settlement asset; Circle National Trust adds a federally regulated custody and fiduciary layer, 
and products such as USYC, Circle’s tokenised money-market fund, alongside Arc and Circle’s broader blockchain 
infrastructure, extend the company’s reach into on-chain capital markets. Circle has explicitly positioned Arc as 
infrastructure for issuers of stablecoins and tokenised equities, credit instruments and money-market funds.3 4 
Circle’s charter is therefore less significant as a symbolic declaration that the company is “becoming a bank” 
than as evidence that competition in digital finance is moving beneath the asset itself. The strategic contest is 
increasingly about who controls the infrastructure through which digital assets are issued, stored, transferred, 
settled and integrated with financial markets. Circle’s trajectory suggests that the leading digital-asset firms may 
seek to capture multiple layers of this stack rather than compete solely through the assets they issue. 

2. What the National Trust Charter Changes 

A national trust bank is not just a conventional commercial bank with a crypto-focused balance sheet. The OCC 
describes national trust banks as institutions whose business primarily consists of fiduciary and related services, 
including corporate trust administration, custody, safekeeping, security-holder services and cash management. 
Most national trust banks do not accept deposits or make loans, and generally do not have Federal Deposit 
Insurance Corporation (FDIC) deposit insurance.5 

This distinction is essential. Circle National Trust’s primary significance lies in its ability to operate under federal 
supervision while providing institutional services associated with the custody and administration of digital 
assets. The OCC framework permits national trust banks to conduct custody and safekeeping activities, while 
the exercise of fiduciary powers requires specific regulatory authorisation.6 7 Circle states that, at launch, Circle 
National Trust will provide fiduciary digital-asset custody services for Circle and its affiliates, with the possibility 
of eventually extending custody directly to a limited number of institutional customers.8  

Custody is broader than simply placing assets in a secure wallet. In traditional finance, bank custody commonly 
includes the settlement, safekeeping and reporting of customers’ securities and cash, alongside functions such 
as recordkeeping, income collection and corporate-action processing.9 In digital markets, equivalent functions 
can include safeguarding private keys, maintaining custodial records, and processing transfers, alongside the 
governance and controls required to administer digital assets within a recognised legal and operational 
framework.10 

That infrastructure becomes particularly important as financial assets are tokenised. A tokenised bond or fund 
interest still raises familiar questions: what legal rights the token represents, who records and can transfer those 
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rights, who administers payments, and how defaults or restructurings are handled.11 12 While the token exists 
on a blockchain, the underlying institutional functions remain. Tokenisation therefore links blockchain-based 
records to legal rights, regulated institutions and established market practices. The significance of Circle National 
Trust is not that it replaces traditional financial infrastructure, but that it provides a federally regulated layer 
through which some of these functions can be performed. 

3. Bringing the Infrastructure In-House 

Circle’s move can be understood as a form of gradual vertical integration. It has long relied on banks, custodians, 
and other intermediaries to support USDC, including BNY Mellon as a primary custodian of its reserves, but Circle 
National Trust brings parts of this infrastructure into a federally regulated entity.13 At launch, however, it is 
expected to operate primarily as a sub-custodian supporting services provided through Circle affiliates, rather 
than replacing Circle’s external providers.14  

The trust bank provides fiduciary digital-asset custody for Circle and its affiliates, with the potential – subject to 
demand and the scope of its approved business plan - to serve a limited set of institutional clients, particularly 
banks and other financial institutions.15 This shifts a key operational layer closer to Circle’s regulated perimeter. 
National trust banks are designed to perform custody and related fiduciary functions, and Circle National Trust 
is explicitly structured around digital-asset custody.16 As tokenised financial products grow in complexity and 
scale, these functions are likely to become increasingly central to how such systems operate.17 Alongside this, it 
is not accurate to say that the charter immediately internalises USDC reserve management. Circle describes 
reserve management by Circle National Trust as a future capability, rather than an immediate function of the 
new bank.18 External institutions remain involved: Circle’s current disclosures state that the Circle Reserve Fund 
is custodied at BNY Mellon and managed by BlackRock.19 20  

The key point, therefore, is not an immediate consolidation of all functions, but that the charter creates a 
pathway for progressively greater internal control over parts of Circle’s custody and, potentially, reserve 
infrastructure. Overall, the significance of the charter is not that Circle becomes a traditional bank, but that it 
begins to internalise selected layers of the infrastructure underpinning USDC, increasing control over custody 
and fiduciary functions while remaining embedded in the broader financial system.  

4. Custody and the Race for Tokenised Financial Infrastructure 

The intellectual centre of Circle’s charter is the evolving role of custody in tokenised finance. Public discussion 
of tokenisation has often focused on stablecoins, tokenised deposits, blockchain settlement and programmable 
money. Yet scaling these systems depends on less visible institutional functions.21 22 One way to view the 
emerging infrastructure is as a stack which includes asset issuance, tokenisation, custody settlement, 
collateralisation, servicing and payments. These functions are not strictly linear, and not every asset requires 
every layer. But issuing a token is only the starting point. Once assets are institutionalised, the market still needs 
systems to safeguard them, record ownership, transfer value, price them, and use them as collateral.23 

Traditional custodians already perform many of these roles for securities. The OCC defines custody as including 
settlement, safekeeping and reporting of customers’ securities and cash.24 The scale is already large as OCC-
supervised uninsured national trust banks reported about $1.6 trillion in custody and safekeeping accounts as 
of September 30, 2025, and $6.8 trillion in total assets under administration.25 Tokenisation is therefore unlikely 
to remove custodians, but may change the infrastructure through which their services are delivered.  This 
creates space for crypto-native firms. As digital assets integrate further into institutional finance, competition is 
likely to extend into custody, trust, settlement, collateral, treasury, compliance, and servicing. Circle’s expansion 
into USYC, tokenised money-market funds, and its Arc blockchain reflects a shift from issuing a single asset 
toward building integrated financial infrastructure.26  
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Circle’s strategy suggests competition may shift from issuance volume to control of financial infrastructure. 
Firms combining digital money, custody, and trust services may become more embedded in institutional 
workflows than those focused on token issuance alone. The potential advantage of this model is vertical 
integration – bringing payments, custody settlement and reserve functions into a more coordinated operating 
model could reduce the friction between them, although greater concentration could also increase dependence 
on a single provider.27 This suggests that the real competitive frontier in tokenised finance may lie beneath the 
assets themselves. 

5. When Crypto Infrastructure Becomes Financial Infrastructure 

Circle’s charter should be understood as part of a broader institutional convergence. Traditional financial firms 
are building tokenised deposits, securities, custody and blockchain settlement,28 29 while crypto-native firms are 
moving toward regulated custody, trust structure, and institutional banking relationships.30 31 This is blurring the 
line between “crypto” and “traditional” financial infrastructure. Despite different technologies and market 
structure, both increasingly depend on common institutional functions, including record-keeping, asset 
protection, compliance, settlement, and risk management.32 As these systems converge, custody relationships 
could connect to reporting, collateral management, treasury, and payments. Competitive advantage may 
therefore come less from individual products and more from integrated infrastructure across multiple services.33 
34 

For Circle, USDC becomes one component of a wider ecosystem. It functions as a payment and settlement 
medium, while Circle National Trust provides a regulated custody layer. Circle’s broader stack, including Arc and 
USYC, extends this infrastructure beyond payments into broader on-chain financial activity.35 This also places 
Circle in closer competition with established custodians. BNY’s digital-asset strategy shows how incumbents are 
extending custody and servicing into digital assets while remaining rooted in traditional markets.36 Circle 
represents the reverse path – a crypto-native firm building regulated financial infrastructure.  

Here, the key point is not convergence into a single system, but the competition across overlapping institutional 
functions. As tokenised assets grow, the line between “crypto firm” and “financial infrastructure provider” 
becomes increasingly difficult to maintain. 

6. Circle’s New Competitive Position 

The charter could strengthen Circle’s competitive position in several ways. Federal supervision may enhance its 
credibility with regulated financial institutions, while bringing custody and fiduciary functions in-house could 
reduce reliance on external providers. Circle may also eventually offer custody services directly to select 
institutional clients.37 More broadly, the charter supports positioning USDC as part of a wider institutional 
platform rather than a standalone payment token. The strategic value lies in combining digital dollars (USDC), 
regulated custody (Circle National Trust), tokenised assets (USYC), and blockchain infrastructure (Arc), with the 
advantage coming from how these components connect rather than any single product.38 

There are, however, important limitations. Circle National Trust is not a conventional commercial bank and 
therefore will not be able to accept deposits or lend funds, while national trust banks generally operate outside 
the FDIC-insured deposit-taking model.39 The OCC also requires uninsured national trust banks to maintain 
capital, liquidity, and risk controls appropriate to their size and complexity. Vertical integration therefore brings 
obligations as well as advantages. By bringing more infrastructure inside its regulatory perimeter, Circle assumes 
greater responsibility for governance and operational resilience.40 Regulatory approval may open institutional 
markets, but long-term success will depend on whether Circle can reliably operate within them. 

The significance of the charter is consequently not that Circle has acquired the capabilities of a conventional 
commercial bank. It is that the company is using a regulated trust-bank structure to build an institutional layer 
around its digital-dollar ecosystem. If Circle can connect money, custody, tokenised assets and blockchain 
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infrastructure effectively, the charter could allow it to compete not simply as an issuer of digital assets, but as a 
provider of the infrastructure through which those assets are used.  

7. The Race is Moving Beneath the Asset 

The first phase of digital assets focused on creating new tokens and transaction networks. The next phase is 
about the institutions that make those assets usable at scale.  

Stablecoins demonstrated that blockchain-based money can operate alongside traditional finance. Tokenisation 
extends this to bonds, funds and securities. But institutional adoption requires more than tokens – it requires 
custody, settlement, compliance, asset servicing and payments infrastructure. Circle’s national trust charter 
signals that crypto-native firms are now competing in this layer. It is not leaving stablecoins behind, but building 
the infrastructure needed to support them at institutional scale.  

The significance of Circle’s move, therefore, lies less in whether Circle is becoming a bank than in whether it can 
become essential infrastructure for institutions using digital assets. The winners in the next phase may not be 
those issuing the most tokens, but those able to safely hold, move and connect the assets institutions choose to 
use. Circle’s shift from stablecoin issuer to regulated infrastructure provider offers an early indication of where 
that competition is heading.  
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