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[57] ABSTRACT

A random number generator based on naturally occurring
events in which directional randomness of radioactivity is
exploited to generate a random number sequence. Radiation
emissions from a radiation source are detected at different
spatial locations about the radiation source. A unique
numerical value is assigned to radiation detected at the
different spatial locations. A random number sequence com-
prising numerical values is generated depending upon which
spatial location radiation is detected.
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RANDOM NUMBER GENERATOR BASED
ON DIRECTIONAL RANDOMNESS
ASSOCIATED WITH NATURALLY

OCCURRING RANDOM EVENTS, AND
METHOD THEREFOR

This application claims the benefit of U.S. provisional
application Serial No. 60/035,084, filed Jan. 13, 1997.

BACKGROUND OF THE INVENTION

Many applications of mathematical statistics in
economics, cryptography, science, technology, etc., employ
different kinds of long random number sequences. In some
cases, the reliability of statistical analysis is directly related
to the “quality of randomness” of the random numbers used.

There are several standard random distributions, such as,
Poisson, Bernoulli, etc., each of which can be converted to
another. These standard distributions relate to truly random
processes, meaning the absence of a statistical correlation
between different events or numbers no matter how close or
distant from one other they are. Thus, the quality of a
random number generator is defined by the proximity of its
output to one of these standard truly random distributions.

Generally, random number generators fall into two large
categories, algorithmic or physical. An algorithmic random
number generator is based on a deterministic mathematical
algorithm. The common problem with all algorithmic gen-
erators is that according to Kolmogorov’s theory of
complexity, to generate N truly independent random binary
digits, at least 2 operations must be executed. From a
practical point of view, this means that an extremely large
number of operations are required even for a moderately
sized random number, N. Since existing algorithmic random
number generators produce long pseudorandom sequences
in a matter of seconds, their complexity is relatively low, and
consequently their output sequences are far from truly
random. This problem cannot be solved within the frame-
work of an algorithmic approach, and this is why the
sequence produced by an algorithmic random number gen-
erator is pseudorandom rather than random. In some cases,
using a pseudorandom sequence results in misleading ana-
Iytical conclusions, particularly when large fluctuations of
the random inputs make the decisive contribution to the final
result.

This does not mean, however, that algorithmic random
number generators are useless. The overwhelming advan-
tage of mathematical random number generators compared
to almost any kind of natural one is low cost and portability.
Many software packages have built-in random number gen-
erating capabilities and do not require specialized hardware.
The pseudorandom number sequences generated by algo-
rithmic random number generators are suitable for certain
applications. Nevertheless, there are applications which
require a relatively long string of random numbers without
detectable correlations. Furthermore, since an algorithmic
“absolute test of randomness” is impossible by definition,
the impact of the persistent long-range correlations on the
statistical analysis results may become unpredictable, no
matter how sophisticated the underlying algorithm is.

By contrast, a natural, or physical random number gen-
erator is based on naturally occurring random phenomena,
such as thermodynamic or quantum fluctuations, radioactive
decay, etc. A radioactive decay is a natural process ideally
suited as a source of randomness. Each and every event of
a spontaneous radioactive decay does not depend on any
external conditions, such as, the quantum state of atomic
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electrons, presence of other atoms or electromagnetic fields,
ambient chemistry, temperature, etc. In this respect, spon-
taneous radioactive decay is unique. Different kinds of
physical random number generators including those based
on radioactive decay are known in the art. However, there is
room for improvement.

There are two major problems with all existing physical
random number generators based on natural radioactive
decay. First, the total number of unstable nuclei in a radio-
active source gradually decreases in time and so does the
mean radiation event frequency. Second, the Poisson time
distribution of the events only applies to those ideal sources
which display neither secondary radioactive decay, nor any
kind of induced radiation which could be later mistaken for
a primary radioactive decay. Otherwise, different events,
such as the primary and the secondary radioactive decays,
become related to one other and thereby correlated in time.
These same problems exist in any natural random generator
utilizing temporal randomness. The possible physical solu-
tion for the above two problems is to utilize a directional
randomness of a natural radioactive decay, rather than the
temporal randomness. The directional randomness implies
that the direction of propagation of emitted radiation pro-
duced by individual events is a perfectly random character-
istic of the process.

Since it is desirable to provide a random number genera-
tor that is designed to eliminate both short and long term
correlations in the output, utilizing directional randomness
of the physical (natural) process is an appropriate way to
solve these problems of the prior art.

SUMMARY OF THE INVENTION

Briefly, the present invention is directed to a random
number generator exploiting directional randomness asso-
ciated with radioactive decay. The random number generator
according to the present invention detects radiation emis-
sions from a localized radiation source at different spatial
locations about the radiation source. A unique numerical
value is assigned to radiation detected at the different spatial
locations. A random number sequence is generated compris-
ing numerical values depending upon which spatial location
radiation is detected.

The objects and advantages of the present invention will
become more readily apparent when reference is made to the
following description taken in conjunction with the accom-
panying drawings.

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS

FIG. 1 is a diagram showing a plurality of radiation
detectors spatially positioned about a radiation source for
use in a spatially resolved (i.e., directional) random number
generator according to the present invention.

FIG. 2 is a block diagram of a spatially resolved random
number generator according to the present invention.

FIG. 3 is a timing diagram showing how a random binary
sequence is generated by the random number generator
according to the present invention.

FIG. 4 is a block diagram of a random number generator
comprising a plurality of spatially resolved random number
generators according to the present invention.

DETAILED DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS

Referring first to FIG. 1, the fundamental components for
a spatially resolved random number generator according to
the present invention are shown, including a radiation source
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100 and at least two radiation detectors 110 and 120 posi-
tioned at spatial locations about the radiation source 100.
The radiation detectors can be placed at any position in
three-dimensional space about the radiation source 100 so
long as they do not spatially overlap. That is, they are
separated or spaced apart from each other so that a single
radiation emission is not detected by more than one detector.
Furthermore, the radiation detectors need not be perfectly
identical to each other.

By placing the radiation detectors at various spatial posi-
tions about the radiation source, the directional randomness
of radioactive emissions is exploited. The direction of propa-
gation of emitted radiation produced by individual radiation
events is a perfectly random characteristic of the process
regardless of the presence of secondary radioactive decay
and/or induced radioactive emission. Therefore, unlike prior
art natural random number generators which are based
solely on the temporal randomness of radioactive emissions,
a natural random number generator based on directional
randomness generates a random number sequence free from
the correlations caused by the secondary radioactive decay
and/or induced radioactive emission from the source. This
overcomes the deficiencies of the prior art natural random
number generators.

FIG. 2 shows a spatially resolved random number gen-
erator 200 according to the present invention. The random
number generator 200 shown in FIG. 2 includes two radia-
tion detectors merely for explanatory purposes. It should be
understood by those with ordinary skill in the art that, in
practice, it will comprise as many radiation detectors as it is
technically possible, such as thousands.

The radiation source 100 and the radiation detectors 110
are contained within a protective housing 130. The protect-
ing housing 130 contains the radioactive emissions from the
radiation source 100, and also prevents external radiation
from being detected by the radiation detectors.

The radiation source 100 can be one of many types known
in the art. For example, a single unlicensed source of
approximately 10 uCi that yields 3.7x10° decays per second
is suitable. The radiation source 100 may be an alpha-decay
or beta-decay isotope. A radiation emission consists of a
primary radioactive decay, which may be accompanied by
secondary radioactive decay as well as by the emission of
induced radiation by radioactive and non-radioactive atoms.

The detectors 110 and 120 are embodied as photomulti-
plier tube/photodiode assemblies, semiconductor detectors,
proportional counters or other detectors well known in the
art. The type of detector selected is based on efficiency of
detection and fast time resolution detection capability.

For each detector in the random number generator 200,
there is a signal processing channel. For example, in the
example shown in FIG. 2 there is a signal processing
channel 140 for detector 120 and a signal processing channel
150 for detector 110. Each signal processing channel con-
verts radiation detection events by a corresponding radiation
detector to a standard electrical pulse.

Specifically, each signal processing channel 140 and 150
comprises an amplifier stage 160 and an amplitude discrimi-
nator 170. The amplifier stage 160 comprises a pre-amplifier
and an amplifier to amplify and shape the electrical pulse
output by the detector for further processing. The amplitude
discriminator 170 outputs a standard logical signal (a pulse
of a certain amplitude, shape, and duration) in response to
the detection of radiation by the associated radiation detec-
tor. The parameters of the particular amplitude range are set
based upon experimentation and set-up phases, and may
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vary for different radioactive isotopes. The amplitude dis-
criminator 170 outputs a pulse of a certain amplitude in
response to the detection of a radiation emission of an
associated radiation detector.

Alogic unit 180 is connected to the output of each signal
processing channel 140 and 150. The logic unit 180 is a
block of digital logic circuits designed to output a numerical
value corresponding to which signal processing channel an
electrical pulse is received. That is, the logic unit 180 assigns
a unique numerical value to an occurrence of radiation at the
different spatial locations. The random number sequence is
derived from a series of these numerical values.

A processor 190 is coupled to the logic unit 180 and
controls the logic unit 180 to reset a sequence generation
process, adjust the sequence generation parameters, and
control the transfer of the random number sequence to a
memory device 195. The processor 190 is a standard inte-
grated microprocessor having a sufficient processing speed,
such as 10° to 107 Hz. A data access terminal (DAT) 197,
such as a standard computer bus, is connected to the memory
195 to transfer the random number sequence to another
device or system for use.

With reference to FIG. 3, the stream of electrical pulses
output by the signal processing channel 140 is shown at 182
and the stream of electrical pulses output by the signal
processing channel 150 is shown at 184. The streams of
electrical pulses 182 and 184 from the different signal
processing channels are shown as having different ampli-
tudes only for purposes of explanation, so as to distinguish
them from each other. Each electrical pulse corresponds to
a radiation detection event at a spatial location about the
radiation source, and is assigned a unique numerical value,
which, for example, is a digital value comprising at least one
bit. For example, for two radiation detectors, a radiation
detection event at one of the detectors is assigned a logic “1”
and the radiation detection event at the other detector is
assigned a logic “0”. The logic unit 180 outputs a digital
value depending upon on which signal processing channel
an electrical pulse is received. In the event that electrical
pulses output by the signal processing channels occur within
a predetermined time period of each other, it becomes
difficult for the logic unit 180 to distinguish from which
signal processing channel the electrical pulse is received.
Therefore, the logic unit 180 inhibits output of a numerical
value for both electrical pulses if they are received within the
predetermined period of time of each other. This eliminates
any potential correlation between the two signal processing
channels. The logic unit 180 outputs a random number
sequence 186 which may be a random binary sequence or
another type of random number sequence. The random
number sequence 186 is an example of a random binary
sequence of logic “1°s” and logic “0’°s”.

The number of bits for each digital value associated with
a radiation detection event by a particular radiation detector
is determined by the number of radiation detectors posi-
tioned about the radiation source. For example, if radiation
events are detected at eight different spatial locations about
the radiation source (by eight radiation detectors), then a
unique 3-digit binary number (digital value) is assigned to
each spatially resolved detection event. Specifically, a radia-
tion detection event is assigned one of the following 8
numbers: 000, 001, 010, 011, 100, 101, 110, and 111.

By exploiting the directional randomness of natural radio-
active emissions, the randomness of the resulting binary
sequence is significantly better than that of a natural random
number generator based solely on the temporal randomness
of radioactive decay.
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One random number distribution is a Bernoulli sequence
of statistically independent binary digits, “0’s” and “1°s”.
The spatially resolved random number generator according
to the present invention generates a Bernoulli random num-
ber sequence better than prior art physical random number
generators as well as algorithmic random number genera-
tors. This is achieved even when the average intensity of the
source varies in time, as well as when some of the individual
emission events are correlated in time due to the presence of

secondary and induced radiation. Unlike temporal random- S

ness associated with radioactive decay, directional random-
ness persists even in the presence of secondary radioactive
decay events, as well as in the presence of induced radiation.
An advantage of a spatially resolved random number gen-
erator according to the present invention is that isotopes of
relatively short half-lives can be used.

A special case of the Bernoulli sequence is a symmetric
Bernoulli sequence, which is a Bernoulli sequence in which
the probability of a “1” or “0” is 4. For such a sequence, the
probability of the next number in the sequence being a “1”
or “0” is the same, and the probability of any specific
subsequence of “0°s” and “1’s” of length n is 27". The
symmetric Bernoulli sequence is perfectly random and can
be easily converted to any other standard random number
distribution.

For those applications which require a symmetric Ber-
noulli sequence, a symmetrizer algorithm can be applied to
the output of the random number generator 200. The sym-
metrizer algorithm is implemented by a software program
executed by the processor 190 (FIG. 2). An example of a
simple symmetrizer algorithm is as follows. The bits output
by the random number generator 200 are split into non-
overlapping blocks of 2 bits. The 2 bit block “01” is assigned
an output of “0”, and the 2 bit block “10” is assigned an
output of “1”. The 2 bit blocks “00” and “11” generate no
corresponding output. Thus, if the input sequence to the
symmetrizer is an asymmetric Bernoulli sequence, then the
output is a symmetric Bernoulli sequence.

The basic principles of the random number generator
shown in FIG. 2 can be generalized to a random number
generator comprising a plurality of spatially resolved ran-
dom number generator modules. For example, as shown in
FIG. 4, a plurality of spatially resolved random number
generators 200 are provided and the random number
sequence output by each is combined by a combiner 300 to
form a combined random number sequence. The combiner
300 is controlled by a control unit 310. The control unit is
a microprocessor or computer, for example, that is con-
trolled by a software program to control how the combiner
300 combines the individual random number sequences
output by each spatially resolved random number generator
200. The combiner 300 is a multiplexer, for example, and
can be controlled to select for output the random number
sequences in any manner to generate a random number
sequence therefrom. The randomness of the combined ran-
dom number sequence will be maintained since the output of
each of the individual modules is not affected by the output
of the others.

In summary, the random number generator according to
the present invention involves detecting radiation emissions
from a radiation source at different spatial locations about
the radiation source; assigning a unique numerical value to
detection of radiation at the different spatial locations; and
generating a random number sequence comprising numeri-
cal values depending upon which spatial location radiation
is detected. Optionally, the random number sequence is
symmetrized with a symmetrizer algorithm to produce a
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symmetric random number sequence (e.g., the standard
Bernoulli distribution).

The above description is intended by way of example only
and is not intended to limit the present invention except as
set forth in the following claims.

What is claimed is:

1. A random number generator based on naturally occur-
ring events, comprising:

a radiation source;

a plurality of detectors for detecting radiation emitted by
the source, the detectors being spatially positioned
about the radiation source and separated from each
other so that any single radiation emission can be
detected by only one detector;

a plurality of signal processing channels each coupled to
a corresponding one of the plurality of detectors, each
signal processing channel converting radiation detected
by a corresponding detector to an electrical pulse; and

a logic unit coupled to the plurality of signal processing

channels and responsive to electrical pulses to output a
random number sequence comprising a series of values
corresponding to which signal processing channel an
electrical pulse is received.

2. The random number generator of claim 1, wherein the
logic unit outputs a series of digital values of at least one bit
corresponding to which signal processing channel an elec-
trical pulse is received.

3. The random number generator of claim 2, wherein the
logic unit outputs a series of digital values each comprising
a plurality of bits corresponding to which signal processing
channel an electrical pulse is received.

4. The random number generator of claim 1, wherein the
logic unit inhibits output of a numerical value if at least two
electrical pulses are received from two signal processing
channels within a predetermined period of time.

5. A method for generating a random number sequence
comprising steps of:

detecting radiation emissions from a radiation source at

different spatial locations about the radiation source;
assigning a unique numerical value to detection of radia-
tion at the different spatial locations; and

generating a random number sequence comprising

numerical values depending upon which spatial loca-
tion radiation is detected.
6. The method of claim 5, and further comprising a step
of inhibiting output of a numerical value if radiation from
two different spatial locations is detected within a predeter-
mined period of time.
7. The method of claim 5, wherein the step of assigning
a unique numerical value comprises assigning a digital value
comprising at least one bit.
8. The method of claim §, and further comprising the step
of symmetrizing the random number sequence to produce a
symmetric random number sequence.
9. A random number generator based on naturally occur-
ring events, comprising:
a radiation source;
detecting means for detecting radiation emissions at dif-
ferent spatial locations about the radiation source;

converting means for converting radiation detected at any
one of the different spatial locations to an electrical
pulse; and

logic means coupled to the converting means and respon-

sive to electrical pulses output by the converting means
to output a random number sequence comprising a
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series of values corresponding to which spatial location
radiation is detected.

10. The random number generator of claim 9, wherein the
detecting means comprises a plurality of radiation detectors
positioned about the radiation source and spaced apart from
each other so that any single radiation emission can be
detected by only one radiation detector.

11. The random number generator of claim 9, wherein the
logic means outputs a series of digital values of at least one
bit corresponding to which spatial location radiation is
detected.

12. The random number generator of claim 9, wherein the
logic means inhibits output of a numerical value if at least
two electrical pulses are received within a predetermined
period of time.

13. The random number generator of claim 9, and further
comprising processing means for symmetrizing the random
number sequence to produce a symmetric random number
sequence.

14. A random number generator comprising:

a plurality of generator modules each comprising:
(a) a radiation source;
(b) detecting means for detecting radiation emissions at
different spatial locations about the radiation source;
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(c) converting means for converting radiation detected
at any one of the different spatial locations to an
electrical pulse; and

(d) logic means responsive to electrical pulses output
by the converting means to output a random number
sequence comprising a series of values correspond-
ing to which spatial location radiation is detected;

combining means coupled to each generator module for

combining the random number sequences output by
each generator module to form a combined random
number sequence.

15. The random number generator of claim 14, wherein
the detecting means comprising a plurality of radiation
detectors positioned about the radiation source and spaced
apart from each other so that any single radiation emission
can be detected by only one radiation detector.

16. The random number generator of claim 14, wherein
the logic means outputs a series of digital values of at least
one bit corresponding to which spatial location radiation is
detected.

17. The random number generator of claim 14, wherein
the logic means inhibits output of a numerical value if at
least two electrical pulses are received within a predeter-
mined period of time.
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