Home LicensingPatentsArticles

Nuclear Facility Operational Governance

by Nick Clark | Published March 27,2026 | PDE

Nuclear facility safety depends on a defense-in-depth approach where multiple barriers prevent accidents. The outermost barrier, operational governance,
depends on human compliance with procedures and regulatory oversight. Cryptographic governance adds a structural layer: operational constraints are
cryptographically bound to control system actions, making safety-critical procedure violations structurally impossible regardless of operator error, time
pressure, or intent.

The human governance barrier in nuclear safety

Nuclear facility safety is built on defense-in-depth: physical barriers, engineered safety systems, and operational governance working together to prevent
accidents. The physical and engineered barriers are structural by nature. Containment vessels do not depend on human compliance to contain radiation.
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Emergency cooling systems activate automatically based on physical parameters.

Operational governance, the outermost barrier, is different. It depends on operators following procedures, supervisors verifying compliance, and regulators
auditing both. When operational pressure, fatigue, or inadequate training leads operators to deviate from procedures, the governance barrier weakens. The
accidents at Three Mile Island, Chernobyl, and Fukushima all involved failures of operational governance where human decisions or organizational
failures compromised the safety procedures that were supposed to prevent the accident.

Current control systems implement some procedural protections through interlocks and software limits. But these protections are programmatic, not
cryptographically bound. They can be bypassed through maintenance modes, override procedures, or software modification. The protection depends on the
integrity of the control system software, which depends on the integrity of the people who maintain it.

Why software interlocks are necessary but insufficient

Software interlocks prevent specific unsafe actions, such as withdrawing control rods beyond a defined limit. These interlocks are effective for the specific
scenarios they were designed to prevent. They are insufficient for two reasons. First, they protect against anticipated scenarios. Unanticipated procedure
violations that the interlock designers did not consider are not prevented. Second, interlocks can be disabled through authorized maintenance procedures,
and the governance of when maintenance bypass is appropriate depends on human judgment.

The interlock approach is additive: each new safety lesson results in new interlocks for the specific scenario that was learned from. This creates an
increasingly complex interlock system that is itself a source of operational risk. Cryptographic governance provides a structural alternative: instead of
adding interlocks for each specific scenario, it binds the complete operational governance policy to every control action.

How cryptographic governance addresses this

Cryptographic governance binds the facility's operational governance policy directly to control system actions. Every control action, from adjusting
reactor power to opening a valve, must pass through a governance gate that evaluates the action against the cryptographically bound operational policy.
The policy is not a software configuration that can be modified by a system administrator. It is a cryptographically signed constraint that requires quorum
authorization from the governing authority to modify.

An operator who attempts to bypass a safety limit must satisfy the governance gate's evaluation criteria. If the action violates the operational policy, the
governance gate rejects it structurally. No override password, no maintenance mode, and no software modification can bypass the cryptographic binding
because the binding is not a software feature. It is a structural property of the governance architecture.

Policy modifications, such as updating operational limits based on new analysis, require quorum authorization from the facility's governance authority.
The modification is recorded in the governance lineage with full provenance: who proposed the change, what justification was provided, who authorized
it, and when it took effect. The audit trail is cryptographic, not a log file that could be modified.

What implementation looks like

A nuclear facility deploying cryptographic governance attaches signed governance policies to each control system function. The policies define the
operational envelope: what actions are permitted under what conditions, what limits apply, and what approvals are required for actions outside the normal
envelope.

For plant operators, the governance is transparent during normal operations. Control actions within the operational envelope pass the governance gate
automatically. The operator's experience is unchanged for routine operations. The difference appears when an action approaches or exceeds operational
limits. Instead of a software interlock that can be bypassed, the operator encounters a cryptographic governance gate that structurally cannot be bypassed
without quorum authorization.

For regulators, cryptographic governance provides continuous structural compliance verification. Instead of periodic inspections that sample operational
logs, regulators can verify that the governance policy is correctly bound and that the governance lineage shows no unauthorized modifications. The
compliance is structural, not sampled.

For facility management, the governance lineage provides a complete, tamper-evident record of every control action, every governance evaluation, and
every policy modification throughout the facility's operational life. This record supports regulatory compliance, incident investigation, and operational
improvement with a level of completeness and integrity that log-based systems cannot provide.
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