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Abstract. In the course of the evaluation of the stream cipher SOBER-t32 submitted to
NESSIE, a correlation between initial states has been found for related keys. With high
probability some sums of bits of the initial state after key loading do not change their value
when a bit of the key is inverted. This holds also for the loading of frame keys. It is shown
that the required condition for the frame keys is met very naturally when using counters as
frame keys. The linearity properties of the SOBER-t32 key loading are caused by non-optimal
diffusion of the non-linear filter function of the cipher.

1 Introduction

SOBER-t32 is a synchronous additive stream cipher designed for key sizes up to 256 bits. SOBER-
t32 was submitted to NESSIE by Philip Hawkes and Gregory Rose at Qualcomm Australia.
NESSIE (New European Schemes for Signatures, Integrity, and Encryption) is a project within
the IST program of the European Commission. Its main purpose is to put forward a portfolio
of strong cryptographic primitives that has been obtained after an open call and been evaluated
using a transparent and open process.

2 Description of SOBER-t32

The stream cipher is constructed from a linear feedback shift register (LFSR), a non-linear filter
(NLF), and a form of irregular decimation, called stuttering. SOBER-t32 outputs the key stream
as 32-bit blocks. The LFSR is of length 17 and operates over GF(23?).

The NLF consists of XOR (#), addition modulo 232 (H), and a 32-to-32 bit transformation
called f-function. The output of the non-linear filter at time ¢ is described as

NLF(t) = ((f(St H 5t+16) H St+1 H St+6) D COIlSt) H St4+13

where s;4 1 is the content of the k’th shift register cell at time ¢, const is a session key dependent
constant value, derived during the key loading phase.

The function f uses the 8 most significant bits of its input as an input to a lookup table S-box
with 32 bits of output. The 24 least significant bits of the input are just XOR-ed to the output of
the S-box in order to obtain the result of the function f.

The stuttering decimates the output of the NLF in an irregular fashion. For the stuttering
of SOBER-t32 it can be shown that there is an average of % key stream output per clock of the
LFSR.

With the size of the LFSR and the size of the key dependent parameter const, it is obvious
that the initial state size of SOBER-t32 is 21732432,

A detailed specification of SOBER-t32 can be found at the NESSIE Web site [NES].

* The work described in this paper has been supported by the Commission of the European Communities
through the IST program under contract IST-1999-12324.

** The information in this document is provided as is, and no warranty is given or implied that the
information is fit for any particular purpose. The user thereof uses the information at its sole risk and
liability.
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3 SOBER-t32 key loading

The key loading determines the initial state of the LFSR and the value of const from the key. It
relies on the operations “Include()” and “Diffuse()”.

Include(X) adds the 32-bit word X to the LFSR cell ri15. Diffuse() clocks the register,
computes the output of the NLF, and XORs this output to the LFSR cell r4.

For key loading, the key is divided into 32-bit words. The Include() operator is applied to
each of these words, and each Include() operation is followed by a Diffuse() operation. As
an immediate consequence one observes that the key words included last are diffused less than
those included first. The Include () operation is also applied to the key length in bytes. Then the
Diffuse() operation is applied 17 more times.

4 Diffusion properties of the NLF

A closer inspection of NLF shows that its diffusion properties are not ideal. Modifications in the
most significant 8 bits of the input of f are very efficiently diffused over the output word, whereas
for modifications in the 24 least significant bits of the input of f no diffusion by f occurs. The
only way of diffusion for these bit positions is by carry propagation. However, carry chains tend
to be short. Burks, Goldstine, and von Neumann found out in 1946 [BGvIN46] that on average the
longest carry chain in adding k-bit numbers is of length log, (k). Hence carry badly propagates bit
modifications to bit positions far away from the bit position of the modification.

Nevertheless long carry chains occur from time to time. This explains why the linearity prop-
erties of the SOBER-t32 key loading described in the next section do not hold always, but only
with a very high probability. The low probability long carry chains provide enough diffusion to
disturb the linear relationships occasionally.

A lot of diffusion occurs by the clocking of the LFSR. However, this linear operation in GF(232)
is also linear in GF(2).

The linear recurrence over GF(23?) of the SOBER-t32 LFSR can be shown, see [Her85], to be
equivalent to implementing 32 parallel bit-wise LEFSRs, each of length 17 - 32 = 544. These linear
recurrences are identical, represented by the primitive polynomial pss(x) over GF(2):
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5 Linearity properties of the SOBER-t32 key loading

The insufficient diffusion explained in the previous section is the reason for the existence of sums
of bits from the initial state of the shift register which keep their value if some bit of the key is
inverted. We denote the bits of the initial state of the shift register by by, bs,... where by is the
least significant bit of the 17th LFSR cell, b3s the most significant bit of this word, b33 the least
significant bit of the 16th LFSR cell, .... We computed the sum

bs42 + bs37 + bs31 + bs30 + bs2g + bs2g + bsar + bsas + bs24 + bs2o + bs19 + bs18 + bs16 + bs14 + b513 +
barg + ba77 + bara + by + ba71 + baro + basg + bage + baes + b3gs + baga + bzg1 + bsgo + b37g + b3rr +
b371 + baro + b3go + b33 + b3e2 + b3e1 + b3so + b3se + base + basa + baso + baag + basg + bagr + bagr +
ba3g + bags + baza + baza + bag1 + bagg + baog + bios + b122 + b11g + b11g + b117 + b11s + brig + b111 +
b109 + b10s + b104 + b103 + b1o2 + b1oo + bog + bo7 + be2 + be1 + bsg + bsr + bss + bsa + bsz + bso + bag

in GF(2) for 100000 keys chosen randomly. In 99957 cases the value of this sum remained the
same when the least significant bit of the last key word was inverted.

We also found 16 other sums of this kind and 7 bit sums whose values change with high
probability when the least significant bit of the last key word is toggled. In all cases the success
probability determined from 100000 trials was at least 99.4 percent.

Of course, only linearly independent solutions were considered. By forming linear combinations,
many more sums of this kind could be found, which do not provide additional information.

We also identified sums whose values remain invariant under the inversion of other key bits with
high probability or change their value with high probability. In total, we found 249 such equations
with a success probability of at least 98.6 percent. Again, these probabilities were determined by
using 100000 random keys.

For each of the 11 least significant bits of the last key word such sums were found. Apparently
from more significant bit positions, the carry chains reach the 8 most significant bit positions with
sufficient probability to provide enough non-linear diffusion to destroy such linearity properties.
For 8 of the 9 least significant bit positions of the second to last key word such sums exist as well.

For earlier key words, the number of applications of the Diffuse() operation seems to be
sufficiently high in order to prevent the existence of such sums.

One way to strengthen SOBER-t32 against the linearity properties described is to increase the
number of final Diffuse() steps for key loading. Our experiments showed 21 final steps instead
of 17 to be sufficient.

6 Linearity properties of the SOBER-t32 rekeying

For some applications it is convenient to be able to generate more than one key stream from
one key. To make the streams different, SOBER-t32 can process an initialization vector, called
frame key, which can be assumed to be public. Ideally, the streams generated with the same key
but different frame keys should be completely independent. We are not able to show correlations
between the streams generated, but between the initial states derived from different frame keys
but the same key. Since the loading of the frame key is very similar to the key loading, it does not
come as a big surprise that sums of the kind described also exist for the frame key loading.
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First the cipher key is loaded, then the frame key. The only difference is that for key loading
the value of const in the NLF is zero. For frame key loading the const value determined in the
key loading phase is used. (This values is also used for the actual generation of the stream.)

The following sum of bits of the initial LFSR state almost never changed its value when the
second to least significant bit of the to last key frame word was toggled:

bs11 + bsos + bsor + bsos + bsos + bsor + baga + baga + bag1 + bags + bagz + bage + baag + baar +
baas + baaa + baar 4 baao + bag7 + baze + baza + bazs + bazz + baz1 + baog + bagr + baos + bass + ba17 +
b3s1 + b3as + U346 + b3a5 + b34a + b341 + 0339 + b336 + b335 + b334 + b3zz + b3z1 + b330 + b3os + bazg +
ba2a + bao1 + ba1g + ba17 + ba1s + ba13 + bar1 + bagg + baos + bao3 + bag2 + bao1 + bigg + bigs + bigs +
b193 + bgg + bo3 + bg1 + bgo + bss + bga + bg2 + bs1 + bso + brg + brg + br3 + bra + br1 + bes + baz +
b31 + bag + bag + bas + bag + bay 4 bog + b1g + b17 + b1 + bis + b2 + b1t + bg + bg + b1

The value of the sum did not change in 99806 cases of 100000 where both key and frame key were
chosen randomly. In total, 28 sums with probabilities above 99 percent were identified.

Our experiments suggest that the non-zero values of the variable const cause the diffusion for
the key frame loading to be a little better than for the key loading, where const is zero.

Whereas it might look quite artificial that single key bits should be inverted as required for the
linearity properties of the key loading described in the previous section, the inversion of individual
bits of key frame bits occurs in real life. Most commonly, the key frame is just a binary counter.
Counter states where the only bit difference is at a bit position of low significance occur very
frequently. We have seen in the case of the key loading that only bit positions of low significance
can be inverted with good probabilities for the linearity properties, and this holds also for the key
frame loading. So when using the counter method for key frames, invariant sums of initial state
bits occur frequently.

7 Relation to other attacks

The key loading of previous versions of SOBER has been the base for earlier attacks. In the original
version of SOBER, the key loading was linear. This was exploited by the attack of Bleichenbacher
and Patel [BP99).

In the description of the NESSIE submission of SOBER-t32 [NES] a paper by Bleichenbacher,
Patel, and Meier [BPM] is quoted in which a correlation between initial states of SOBER-II (an
attempt to fix the problems of SOBER) for different key frames but the same initial key material
was found. The updated key and frame loading used in SOBER-t32 is claimed by the authors of
the cipher to destroy this correlation. Above, we have shown another correlation that they did not
succeed to destroy.

8 Applicability of the linearity properties to SOBER-t16

The linearity properties we identified for SOBER-t32, do not exist in SOBER-t16. SOBER-t16 is
very similar to SOBER-t32, but based on 16-bit words. As we pointed out above, the non-linear
diffusion of SOBER-t32 relies on carry propagation. This also holds for SOBER-t16, but shorter
carry chains, which occur with higher probability, are sufficient for the non-linear diffusion within
the 16-bit words. If the key loading of SOBER-t16 is reduced to 15 final Diffuse() operations
instead of 17, the linearity properties appear.

9 Conclusion

We have found high probability correlations of sums of initial state bits of SOBER-t32 for related
keys and also for related key frames. Such correlations are undesirable for a stream cipher, even
when it is not clear how to exploit them for an attack. As we have identified the non-optimal
diffusion of the NLF' as the main source of the problem, we suggest not to rely on carry propagation
as a means of diffusion in the next version of SOBER.
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