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A Question Is a Physical Act

A question is physical in three experimentally verified ways. It costs energy — Landauer (1961)
proved that any computational act dissipates at minimum k_BT In(2) per bit, confirmed by
Bérut (2012) to within experimental uncertainty. Its answer has thermodynamic value —
Sagawa and Ueda (2008) proved that mutual information gained through measurement enables
work extraction of k_BT per bit, confirmed by Toyabe (2010) and Koski (2014). And it changes
the physical state of a gate — a valve closes, a schedule adjusts, a pathway activates. A
guestion costs joules, produces joules, and moves matter. It is as physical as a wrench. It is ten

billion times cheaper.

Observation IS protection.
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Not “observation enables protection.” Not “observation correlates with protection.” Not

“observation is necessary for protection.”
Observation. Is. Protection.

This is not a slogan. It is a theorem derivable from experimentally verified physics. The pages
that follow prove it. But the proof can be stated in three sentences before the mathematics

begins:

The universe’s spontaneous processes — wind, water, atmospheric circulation, chemical
equilibria, microbial degradation — are already running everywhere, for free, continuously.
They have been running since Earth formed. Without information, they produce disorder. With
information — with the act of observation — these same processes produce order. The

observation configures the gate. The universe moves the molecules.

Environmental damage does not originate in chemistry. It does not originate in engineering
failures or policy gaps. It originates in the absence of a question. Every catastrophic
environmental event in history was preceded by information that existed — physically encoded
in the environment — but was never observed, never promoted to the epistemic boundary,
never converted from physical fact into actionable knowledge. The gate was never configured.

The universe’s processes flowed through it and produced disorder.
Why has this truth not been seen until now?

The seed was planted by Szilard in 1929 — a thought experiment showing that information
enables work extraction from a thermal bath. The cost floor was established by Landauer in
1961. The rigorous generalized second law was derived by Sagawa and Ueda in 2008. The
experimental verification came from Toyabe in 2010 and Koski in 2014. Since 2010, the
complete derivation has been sitting in the verified physics. For sixteen years, nobody in the

environmental field derived the consequence.

The reason is disciplinary, not intellectual. The environmental profession thinks in chemistry,

law, and engineering. The word “Landauer” appears in no environmental textbook, no EPA
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training program, no environmental law course. The Szilard engine does not exist in the
vocabulary of anyone who has ever written an air permit or supervised a remediation.
Conversely, information thermodynamicists think in bits, Szilard engines, and single-particle
experiments. The word “AERMOD” means nothing to them. The question “how much energy

does hydrocarbon remediation require?” has never occurred to them.

The derivation requires standing in both fields simultaneously. It requires someone who has
spent decades in environmental practice and then immersed themselves in information
thermodynamics deeply enough to recognize that the Sagawa-Ueda equation applies to
environmental gate arrays. That cross-disciplinary position is extraordinarily rare. The truth was

not hidden by secrecy. It was hidden by a gap between two fields that never met.

While this paper applies the derivation to environmental systems — the domain in which the
authors have depth — the underlying physics is not domain-specific. The measurement-
actuation collapse applies to any system where the gate array already exists and the universe’s
spontaneous processes provide the motive force: healthcare, infrastructure, agriculture, energy

systems. The environmental application is the first. It will not be the last.

This paper derives the environmental theorem from first principles and shows what it means

for the age of Al.

Page 3



Anderson (2026) — Observation IS Protection

OBSERVATION IS PROTECTION: A First-Principles Concept.

In paper ‘Observation IS Protection’ by Jed Anderson.
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Figure 1. The observation-protection equivalence. Both panels receive identical inputs — the universe’s
spontaneous processes. The only difference is the gate state. Without observation (top), the gate is
unconfigured and processes produce disorder. With observation (bottom), the question configures the
gate, one bit is promoted to the epistemic boundary, and the same processes produce order. The
observation is the actuation. The universe moves the molecules.

Abstract

This paper introduces and rigorously derives the concept of the epistemic boundary — a term

we introduce in the environmental context to denote the surface of accessible knowledge

about Earth’s environmental systems — and demonstrates that the gap between this boundary

and the complete physical information content of the environment is the fundamental source

of environmental vulnerability. The central thesis, proven from experimentally verified physics,

is stated at the outset: observation IS protection. This is not metaphor. The act of observation

— of asking a question about the environment and receiving its answer — is thermodynamically
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identical to the act of protection, because the universe provides all required physical actuation

through its own spontaneous processes once information is available to configure the coupling.

We introduce the concept of the measurement-actuation collapse — a reinterpretation,
applied to environmental systems, of the thermodynamic identity between observation and
gate configuration that is implicit in the Szilard engine cycle (and made explicit in recent work
by Xing, 2025). In the complete measurement-feedback cycle, experimentally verified, there is
no separate “decision” step: the observation deterministically configures the gate, and the
universe’s spontaneous processes provide all required force. Human institutional decision
layers — committees, authorizations, approval chains — are shown to constitute
thermodynamic latency that entropy exploits. When observation was scarce and expensive,
these layers served as necessary checks. As observation approaches free, they become the

bottleneck. Al collapses this latency.

We formalize a four-tier hierarchy of information-writing systems (“pens”): (1) passive physical
interactions, (2) biological recording systems, (3) neural systems with evolved questioning, and
(4) conscious questioning systems that choose which measurements to make — Wheeler’s
participatory observers. We demonstrate that artificial intelligence constitutes a qualitative
amplification of Tier 4 questioning capacity by factors of 10° to 108, potentially closing the
epistemic gap in years rather than the approximately 26,000 years required at current human

monitoring rates.

All claims are grounded in experimentally verified physics: Landauer’s principle (Bérut et al.,
2012), the Sagawa-Ueda generalized Jarzynski equality (Toyabe et al., 2010), information-to-
work conversion (Koski et al., 2014), boundary observability theory (Bardos-Lebeau-Rauch,
1992), compressed sensing (Candés-Tao-Donoho, 2004—-2006), and the first macroscale
Maxwell’s Demon (Pruchyathamkorn et al., 2024). We calculate the Bond-Bit Asymmetry of
approximately 10%° for typical environmental scenarios. The sole irreducible constraint is
temporal: observation must precede entropy production, because the Second Law does not run
backward. Environmental protection is converging toward negligible cost — not as policy

aspiration, but as a consequence of the physics of information.
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1. Introduction: The Question That Was Never Asked

For 13.8 billion years, the universe has been writing bits. Every quantum interaction — every
photon scattered, every molecule collided, every field fluctuation — resolves superpositions
into definite states, inscribing information into the fabric of reality. The holographic principle,
proposed by 't Hooft (1993) and refined by Susskind (1995), suggests that this information is
encoded on the lower-dimensional boundary of any spatial region. In this strict physical sense,
the boundary of any volume of Earth’s environment already contains complete information

about its interior state. Nothing is missing.

Yet environmental systems fail catastrophically and routinely. Pollutant plumes disperse
undetected. Valve failures release hydrocarbons into soil and groundwater. Atmospheric

inversions trap emissions at ground level while static permits assume average conditions.

The information to prevent each of these events existed. It was written on the physical

boundary. It was never observed.

This is not a minor distinction. The entire structure of environmental management —
regulations, permits, compliance monitoring, remediation technology — is built on the
assumption that environmental protection is fundamentally a physical problem: find the
pollutant, move the pollutant, treat the pollutant. This assumption is wrong. Environmental
protection is fundamentally an information problem. And information thermodynamics tells us
that asking the right question is the protective act — because the physical response follows

from the universe’s own processes, not from any additional expenditure of human energy.
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The answer to “why do environmental failures occur?” is not that the chemistry is complex, or

the regulations are insufficient, or the technology is inadequate. The answer is:

The question was never asked.

This paper proves that claim. It shows why it is physically true, quantifies the gap between
qguestions asked and questions available to be asked, and demonstrates that Al now makes it
possible — for the first time in Earth’s history — to ask essentially every relevant environmental
question, at essentially every relevant location, at essentially the right time. And it proves why

doing so is, by itself, environmental protection.
This paper advances five central claims:

Claim 1 (The Equivalence Claim): Observation IS protection. In the complete measurement-
feedback thermodynamic cycle, demonstrated experimentally by Toyabe et al. (2010) and Koski
et al. (2014), observation and actuation are not separate steps connected by cause-and-effect.
They are one thermodynamic event. The act of gaining information about a system state
configures the gate through which the universe’s own spontaneous processes produce order

rather than disorder.

Claim 2 (The Thermodynamic Claim): Every bit of environmental information promoted from
the physical boundary to the epistemic boundary reduces the minimum thermodynamic work
required to maintain environmental order. This follows directly from the Sagawa-Ueda

generalized second law, W_ext < -AF + k_BT - I.

Claim 3 (The Qualitative Claim): There exists a fundamental qualitative distinction between
systems that answer pre-determined questions (Tiers 1-3) and systems that choose which
guestions to ask (Tier 4). This phase transition determines which information gets promoted to

the epistemic boundary and, therefore, which protective acts occur.

Claim 4 (The Decision Claim): In the thermodynamic cycle of observation and protection, there
is no separate “decision” step. The observation deterministically configures the gate. Nature

actuates along thermodynamic gradients. Human institutional decision layers — committees,
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authorizations, approval chains — are exogenous latency inserted into a cycle that, at the

physics level, requires only observation and a gate. Al removes this latency.

Claim 5 (The Quantitative Claim): Al amplifies Tier 4 questioning by factors of 10° to 108,
collapsing the 26,000-year epistemic closure timeline to months. Combined with the Bond-Bit
Asymmetry of approximately 10%°, this represents a phase transition in humanity’s relationship

with Earth’s environmental systems.
Why now.

If this truth was derivable from existing physics, why has no one derived it before? Two

reasons.

First, the derivation requires standing simultaneously in two fields that have never met. The
environmental profession thinks in chemistry, law, and engineering. The word “Landauer”
appears in no environmental textbook, no EPA training program, no environmental law course.
Conversely, information thermodynamicists think in bits, Szilard engines, and single-particle
experiments. The word “AERMOD” means nothing to them. The question “how much energy
does hydrocarbon remediation require?” has never occurred to them. The derivation requires
someone who has spent decades in environmental practice and then immersed themselves in
information thermodynamics deeply enough to recognize that the Sagawa-Ueda equation
applies to environmental gate arrays. That cross-disciplinary position is extraordinarily rare. The

truth was hidden not by secrecy but by a gap between two fields.

Second, three prerequisites converged only in the last decade. The physics was verified: Toyabe
(2010) and Koski (2014) proved experimentally that information extracts real physical work
from a thermal bath. Before 2010, this was theory. The sensors arrived: TEMPO provides hourly
atmospheric coverage of North America, GHGSat monitors 4 million facilities, loT networks
span entire watersheds. Before approximately 2020, we could not ask environmental questions
at planetary scale. And Al arrived: machine intelligence can now process 10" environmental

bits per year, ask questions in thousand-dimensional spaces no human could conceptualize, and
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correlate atmospheric chemistry with hydrology with regulatory history simultaneously. Before

approximately 2024, no system could do this.

The physics says information has power. The sensors provide the information. Al asks the
questions. All three arrived within the same decade. None of them works alone. Together they

close the epistemic gap. That is why now.

The paper proceeds as follows. Section 2 begins with why information has physical power at the
deepest level, then establishes the thermodynamic foundations, including the measurement-
actuation collapse and the decision that does not exist. Section 3 develops the two-boundary
framework. Section 4 formalizes the four-tier hierarchy. Section 5 derives the Bond-Bit
Asymmetry and the epistemic gap. Section 6 quantifies the Al amplification and identifies the
decision layer as thermodynamic latency. Section 7 addresses boundary observability. Section 8

discusses limitations. Section 9 concludes.

2. Thermodynamic Foundations

Before the equations, a deeper truth.

The universe has more ways to be disordered than to be ordered. Overwhelmingly more. If you
shuffle a deck of cards randomly, the chance of getting them in perfect sequence is 1 in 102,

The chance of getting some random meaningless arrangement is essentially 100%.

That is the Second Law of Thermodynamics. Not a law about energy. A law about counting.
There are astronomically more disordered configurations than ordered ones. Any system left
alone drifts toward disorder — not because disorder is powerful, but because disorder is

numerous.

A pollutant plume dispersing into groundwater is not a chemical event. It is a statistical event.
The molecules are exploring possible configurations, and almost all possible configurations are
dispersed ones. They are not being pushed into disorder. They are wandering into it, because

that is where almost all the rooms are.
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Now consider what information does.

Imagine a building with ten million rooms. One contains what you need. The rest are empty.
Without knowing which room, you wander. You will almost certainly never find it. Someone
tells you: room 7,432,891. Did those words push you? No. Your legs moved you. Did those

words change the building? No. The rooms are identical. But those words determined which

room you ended up in. And that was everything.
Information is an address in possibility space.

The universe is the building. The rooms are possible configurations of matter. Almost all of
them are disorder — dispersed pollutants, failed valves, collapsed ecosystems. A vanishingly
tiny number are order — contained pollutants, functioning valves, thriving ecosystems. The
universe’s processes — wind, water, chemistry — are your legs. They are always moving. They

will carry you to a room no matter what.

Without information, they carry you to a random room. Random rooms are disordered. That is

environmental damage.

With information — with a question asked and answered — they carry you to a specific room.

The room you chose. The ordered one.

The information did not push a single molecule. The information was an address. The address

determined the destination. The universe did the walking.

That is why information has physical power. Not because bits are forces. Because the universe
is always moving, and there are 10%° more ways to be wrong than to be right, and information

is the only thing that selects the right way from the overwhelming sea of wrong ones.

The equations that follow formalize this insight. But the insight is simple: the universe is a
delivery system that is always delivering. Information is the address. Without an address, it
delivers disorder. With an address, it delivers order. Environmental protection is the act of

providing the address.
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2.1 Landauer’s Principle: The Floor of Knowing

In 1961, Rolf Landauer proved that any logically irreversible computational operation —

specifically, the erasure of one bit of information — requires a minimum energy dissipation of:

E bit=k BTIn(2)
where k_B =1.381 x 10722 J/K is Boltzmann’s constant and T is the temperature of the thermal

reservoir. At room temperature (T = 300 K):

E _bit =2.87 x 107" J/bit
This is not an engineering estimate. It is a consequence of the Second Law applied to

information erasure. No technology can process information at lower cost than this bound.

Experimental verification: Bérut et al. (2012) confirmed this using a colloidal silica particle in a
modulated double-well optical potential. Hong et al. (2016) extended the verification to

nanoscale magnetic memory at only 44% above the Landauer limit at 300 K.

2.2 The Sagawa-Ueda Generalized Second Law: Information as Thermodynamic
Fuel

Sagawa and Ueda (2008, 2010, 2012) generalized the Jarzynski equality to include

measurement and feedback control:

W _ext <-AF+k BT-|
where | is the mutual information gained through measurement. This is the mathematical
expression of the central claim. Information | does not merely help extract work from a physical
system. It is the fuel — on equal thermodynamic footing with heat, work, and free energy. The
maximum work extractable from any process is the standard free energy change plus a term

directly proportional to what was observed.

Experimental verification: Toyabe et al. (2010) demonstrated information-to-work conversion
using a colloidal bead on a tilted optical potential — the first experimental Szilard engine. The

bead extracted work precisely equal to k_BT times the mutual information gained. Koski et al.
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(2014) implemented this with a single electron at approximately 90% of the theoretical

maximum.

These experiments are not curiosities. They are the proof of the central claim. Information is
physically real. It extracts physically real work. The universe runs on bits as surely as it runs on

joules.

2.3 Observation IS Actuation: The Measurement-Actuation Collapse

This is the section the rest of the paper depends on.

In conventional engineering, protection systems have three parts: a sensor (observe), a
controller (decide), an actuator (move). These appear to be sequential: first observe, then act.

The thermodynamic truth is different — and it changes everything.

In the Szilard engine, experimentally realized by Toyabe (2010) and Koski (2014), the cycle has
two steps: (1) Observe which side of the box the molecule occupies. (2) Insert a piston on the

appropriate side; the molecule pushes the piston and does work.

These steps are not independent. Step 1 is Step 2. The observation — the act of gaining mutual
information | — is precisely what enables the piston to be placed correctly. Without the
observation, the piston cannot be set and no work is extracted. With the observation, the gate
is configured, and the molecule does all the work itself, powered entirely by the thermal bath.
The observer never touched the molecule. The observer never applied force to it. The observer

only knew.

This is the measurement-actuation collapse. The act of gaining information about a system
state IS the act of configuring that system for spontaneous protective actuation. Observation

and protection are one thermodynamic event.

The standard information-thermodynamics literature (Parrondo, Horowitz, & Sagawa, 2015)
treats measurement and feedback as distinct phases within a single thermodynamic cycle. Xing
(2025) has recently made the identity between measurement and actuation more explicit. We

adopt and extend this insight: in the environmental context, where the gate array already exists
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and the universe provides all motive force, the distinction between the measurement phase
and the feedback phase collapses into a single protective event. The observation IS the
actuation because the gate configuration is a deterministic function of the measurement

outcome, and the actuation requires no additional energy input.

Wheeler stated the underlying principle at the quantum level: “No phenomenon is a real
phenomenon until it is an observed phenomenon.” The environmental analog: no protective
intervention exists until an observation creates it — because the observation is the

intervention.

In the Toyabe (2010) experiment: A bead climbed a potential, gaining free energy, powered
entirely by Brownian motion. The experimenters provided only information — they observed
the bead’s position and placed a barrier when it fluctuated upward. The bead climbed on its
own. The “actuation” was a configuration change costing negligible energy. The extracted work

matched k_BT x | exactly. The observation was the actuation.

Now translate to environmental management. A valve is degrading at an industrial facility.

Before observation: No gate is configured. Entropy is accumulating. The environment has no

protection.

At the moment of observation: An Al detects the thermal signature of bearing wear. This
observation — this answered question — configures the gate. The valve closure mechanism,
already installed, awaiting only direction, becomes active. The pressure differential driving the
potential release has been harnessed rather than released. The Al moved nothing. The

observation configured the gate. The universe’s own physical processes did the rest.

This is not an analogy. It is the same thermodynamic cycle: observation - gate configuration >

spontaneous actuation by background energy flows.

The decision that does not exist.

A reader trained in engineering or management will ask: “But someone has to decide to close

the valve. The observation is not the decision. The decision is the decision.”
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Trace the Szilard engine again. Carefully.

The demon observes which side of the box the molecule occupies. That observation determines
where the piston goes. There is no intermediate step. No deliberation. No authorization. The
information dictates the configuration. The observation IS the decision — because the correct

gate configuration is uniquely determined by the measurement outcome.

This is not an edge case. It is the general structure of the measurement-feedback cycle. In the
Sagawa-Ueda framework, the mutual information I(X;Y) between the system state X and the
measurement outcome Y determines the maximum extractable work. The feedback protocol —
the “decision” about how to configure the gate — is a deterministic function of the
measurement outcome. Given the observation, the optimal gate configuration is fixed by

physics. There is nothing left to “decide.”

Now consider nature’s own processes. The Second Law of Thermodynamics drives every
physical system toward equilibrium. Always. Everywhere. No permission required. No
authorization. No human in the loop. Water flows downhill. Heat moves from hot to cold.
Chemicals react toward their lowest free energy state. Microbes degrade what
thermodynamics says is degradable. These are not “decisions” in the human sense. They are
gradient-following — the universe computing its next state from its current state. This is the
computational universe of Lloyd, Wolfram, Zuse, and Wheeler: nature does not decide; it

computes along gradients.

What does observation change in this picture? Not the driving force. Entropy still drives
everything. The gradients still point where they point. What observation changes is which

equilibrium the system reaches.

Consider water flowing downhill. It flows regardless. No decision is needed to make it move.
But if you observe the terrain and configure a channel — a gate — you determine where it
flows to. The energy is gravity. The actuator is the water itself. The “decision” is the channel

configuration. And the channel configuration is determined by the observation of the terrain.
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This is the complete structure: observation determines gate configuration; gate configuration
determines which equilibrium nature reaches; nature provides all the force. The “decision” is
not a separate step in the cycle. It is the observation itself, applied through a deterministic

mapping from measurement outcome to gate state.

Any step inserted between observation and gate configuration — any committee, any approval
process, any deliberation — is exogenous to the thermodynamic cycle. It is latency. And
latency, in a system where entropy is continuously produced, is damage. This point becomes

critical in Section 6, where we address why Al transforms the cycle.

2.4 The Universe as Actuator: The Gate Array Already Exists

The measurement-actuation collapse works because the actuators are already running. Earth’s

physical and industrial systems constitute a vast, continuously operating array of gates:
e Industrial valves — already installed, waiting for the signal to close

e Emissions schedules — already operational, waiting for the signal to adjust

e Natural attenuation pathways — biodegradation, photolysis, dilution — already active,

waiting only for the information that directs which pathway to engage

e Atmospheric dispersion patterns — already in motion; information about an inversion

event enables scheduling changes that the wind then executes

e Hydrological flow routes — already driven by gravity; information about upstream

conditions enables routing changes that water then enacts

None of these require external energy. They are not waiting for power. They are waiting for
direction. Direction is information. Information is what observation provides. The observation IS

the direction. The direction IS the protection.

The physical capacity for environmental protection has always existed, distributed throughout
the coupled human-natural system. What has been missing is the demon — the participatory
observer that reads the relevant bits from the physical boundary and uses them to configure

the gates. The gate array has been sitting idle for want of an observer.
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2.5 The Bond Energy Floor: Chemistry Has No Moore’s Law

The fine-structure constant a = 1/137 determines all chemical bond strengths. The energy
required to break a typical C—H bond is approximately 6.9 x 107 J per bond (Haynes, 2016).
This value was identical in 1900, is identical today, and will be identical in 3000. Fundamental

constants of nature set it. There is no Moore’s Law for chemistry.

The cost of information processing, by contrast, has been halving every 1.57-2.6 years for eight
decades (Koomey, 2011), and approaches the Landauer floor of 2.87 x 107! J/bit — 240 times

less than a single chemical bond, and falling.

As computing approaches the Landauer limit, the leverage ratio between observing and

remediating grows without bound. Physics mandates this. It cannot be negotiated.

2.6 Koomey’s Law: The Trajectory Toward Zero-Cost Observation

Jonathan Koomey documented the historical improvement of computational energy efficiency

across six decades (IEEE, 2011). The current gap to the Landauer limit is approximately 10°:

Era Energy per Operation Ratio to Landauer
ENIAC (1946) ~1073) ~10"®

Vacuum tubes ~107°) ~10"®

Discrete transistors ~107°) ~10"

Modern CPUs (2025) ~107"2) ~10°

Landauer limit (300 K) 2.87x107%") 1

Table 1. Computational energy efficiency across technology eras.

At current improvement rates, the Landauer limit is projected around 2078-2090. Each
doubling between now and then doubles the thermodynamic advantage of observing over

moving.

3. The Two-Boundary Framework

3.1 The Physical Boundary: Complete by Construction
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The holographic principle (Bekenstein, 1981; 't Hooft, 1993; Susskind, 1995) establishes that the
maximum information content of a bounded spatial region scales with its surface area, not its
volume. If this principle applies to our universe — and while the application to de Sitter
spacetime remains a conjecture, not a proven fact — then all information about Earth’s

environmental systems is already encoded on a cosmological boundary surface.

The physical boundary is complete. Nothing is missing. The environment already knows

everything about itself.

This is why environmental damage is a human failure, not a physical failure. The information

existed. The actuators existed. What failed was observation.

3.2 The Epistemic Boundary: The Boundary of Asked Questions

The epistemic boundary is the total set of environmental information that has been measured,
recorded, and made accessible to systems capable of protective action. It is constructed by

observation — and it is nearly empty.

The epistemic boundary is the boundary of asked questions. Every measurement is an
answered question. Every deployed sensor is a chosen question. Every monitoring station is a

gate configured.

The vast space of physical boundary information that has not been promoted to the epistemic
boundary is the space of questions never asked — unconfigured gates through which the
universe’s spontaneous processes flow freely, without direction, producing entropy rather than

order.

3.3 The Epistemic Gap as Entropy Production Surface

The epistemic gap — the difference between the physical boundary and the epistemic
boundary — is not a data gap. It is an entropy production surface: the boundary across which

every unasked question becomes disorder.
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The Sagawa-Ueda framework provides the causal mechanism. Every bit remaining on the
physical boundary but absent from the epistemic boundary represents k_BT In(2) joules of
thermodynamic leverage unavailable for protection. Each such bit is an unconfigured gate. Each

unconfigured gate is a pathway for entropy production.

The epistemic gap is where all environmental damage lives. Not in the chemistry. In the

silence.

4. The Four Tiers of Pens: Who Is Asking the Questions?

We formalize “pens” — systems that write information — and establish a four-tier hierarchy

that tracks whether each tier completes the observation-protection equivalence.

4.1 Tier 1: Physical Interactions (Passive Pens) — No Gate Configured

Every quantum interaction writes bits. Earth’s atmosphere generates approximately 10°?
information-writing events per second (Zurek, 2003). But Tier 1 interactions write exclusively
onto the physical boundary. No question was chosen. No gate is configured. No protection

OocCcurs.

4.2 Tier 2: Biological Recording Systems (Programmatic Pens) — No Gate
Configured

Tree rings encode climate history. Coral skeletons record ocean pH. Ice cores preserve
atmospheric composition across millennia. This information is real and valuable — but it is
latent. No question was chosen. The tree ring does not open a valve. The measurement-

actuation collapse is not completed. Protection does not follow.

4.3 Tier 3: Neural Systems (Adaptive Pens) — Gate Configured, Question Space
Fixed

Organisms with nervous systems do something Tiers 1 and 2 cannot: they ask questions and

couple the answers to actuators. A hawk observing a mouse IS configuring its strike apparatus.
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The measurement-actuation collapse is real and complete — within the evolved question

space.

But the question space is fixed by evolution. A hawk cannot ask about nitrogen deposition
rates. For Tier 3 systems, observation IS protection — but only for the vanishingly small subset

of questions that natural selection hardwired.

4.4 Tier 4: Conscious Questioning Systems (Choosing Pens) — Gate Configured,
Question Space Open

Tier 4 is the phase transition. For the first time in cosmic history, a system can invent questions

— access regions of Q that no prior process could reach.

A human environmental scientist asks: “What is the SO, concentration at receptor point X
during summer inversions?” This question did not exist before it was conceived. And in being
asked — in being answered by sensor, model, or data analysis — it promotes a bit from the
physical boundary to the epistemic boundary. That bit simultaneously configures a gate. The

observation IS the protection.

At Tier 4, every invented question that gets answered is a new gate configured. Every new gate
configured is a new protective act — performed not by human energy expenditure, but by the

universe’s own spontaneous processes, directed by knowledge.

4.5 The Phase Transition and Its Consequences

The distinction between Tier 3 and Tier 4 is not degree. It is kind. Tier 3 executes fixed
observation programs. Tier 4 writes new observation programs. Tier 4 systems are the only
systems capable of systematically closing the epistemic gap — the only systems capable of
converting the universe’s complete physical knowledge of the environment into complete

epistemic knowledge, and therefore into complete protection.

5. The Bond-Bit Asymmetry and the Epistemic Gap

5.1 Derivation of the Bond-Bit Asymmetry
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Consider preventing 1 kg of dispersed hydrocarbon contamination by observation, versus

remediating it after the fact.

Physical remediation energy: 1 kg of hydrocarbons (CH; units): ~1.3 x 10*® bonds x 6.9 x 107"
J/bond = 8.9 x 107 J.

Observation energy (to detect and prevent): ~10° bits. At Landauer limit: 10° x 2.87 x 107
J/bit =2.87 x 1072 ).

A=(8.9x1071)/(2.87 x 1072 J) = 10?°

Twenty orders of magnitude. At the Landauer limit, observation is one hundred quintillion

times cheaper than remediation.

At current computational efficiency (10°x above Landauer): A_current = 3.1 x 10", Even today,
observation is ten billion times cheaper than cleanup. This ratio doubles every 2.6 years while

chemistry costs remain forever fixed.

5.2 The Epistemic Gap: Quantified

The United States airshed at environmentally relevant resolution (1 km3 grid cells, 106

parameters, hourly, 16-bit precision) requires approximately 1.49 x 10" bits/year.

The EPA’s Air Quality System includes approximately 4,700 open monitoring sites as of 2025,
with a median of 5 distinct parameters per site (though the paper’s calculation conservatively
uses 4,000 stations at 10 parameters to represent the effective monitoring payload). At this

rate, total output is approximately 5.61 x 10° bits/year.

Gap = 0.004%

Fewer than 4 in every 100,000 available environmental questions are currently being asked. At

current rates, closing the gap: ~26,000 years.

These estimates are order-of-magnitude. Different assumptions about mixing depth (1-10 km),
parameter count (10-422 per site), and spatial resolution shift the gap between approximately

0.003% and 0.01%. The qualitative conclusion — that current monitoring covers a vanishingly
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small fraction of available environmental information — is robust across all reasonable

assumptions.

Every unasked question in the remaining 99.996% is an unconfigured gate. Every unconfigured
gate is an entropy production pathway. Every entropy production pathway is an environmental

failure waiting to happen — or happening right now, undetected.

6. Al as Planetary-Scale Observer: Closing the Gap

6.1 Three Dimensions of Al Amplification

Al does not merely accelerate observation. It amplifies it across three qualitatively distinct

dimensions, expanding the measurement-actuation collapse to planetary scale:

Speed: Al can process 10" to 10" bits/year with satellite + oT + Al integration — an
amplification of 10° to 108x over current EPA rates. Each additional bit processed is an
additional question answered, an additional gate configured, an additional protective act

performed.

Scope: Al can ask compound cross-domain questions — atmospheric chemistry correlated with
hydrology correlated with regulatory history correlated with health outcomes —

simultaneously, across millions of documents and real-time sensor feeds.

Depth: Al can ask questions in 1,000-dimensional embedding spaces, detecting correlations
invisible to human cognition. These are genuinely new questions — questions that expand Q

itself, configuring gates that no prior observer could even conceptualize.

6.2 Al as Planetary-Scale Maxwell’s Demon

The Szilard engine: one demon, one molecule, one gate. The thermodynamic miracle is that
knowing which side the molecule occupies IS the protective act — the molecule does all the

work from the thermal bath.
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Al-augmented environmental monitoring: one demon, 10"°-10" environmental states per year,
a gate array spanning the entire coupled infrastructure of industrial operations and natural
systems. The thermal bath is Earth’s own energy flows — atmospheric circulation, hydrology,

chemical equilibria, microbial degradation — all running for free.

The demon is now planetary. The observation IS the protection. The only thing that changes is

scale.

6.3 Closing the Epistemic Gap

Al Amplification Questions/Year Epistemic Coverage Time to Close Gap
1x (human only) 5.6 x 10° 0.004% ~26,000 years
103x 5.6 x 10" 4% ~26 years

10°x 5.6 x 10™ 60% ~97 days

108x 5.6 x 107 99%-+ <1day

Table 2. Epistemic gap closure as a function of Al amplification.

When 99%+ of environmental questions are being asked, 99%+ of available environmental
protective acts are being performed, automatically, by the universe’s own processes,

configured by Al’s continuous observation.
That is what environmental protection at negligible cost looks like. Not as aspiration. As physics.

6.4 The Decision Layer as Thermodynamic Latency

The measurement-actuation collapse — the identity between observation and protection —
holds in the Szilard engine because there is no delay between measurement and gate
configuration. The demon observes; the piston is placed; the molecule does work. The cycle is

immediate.
In current environmental management, this cycle is broken.

A sensor detects elevated VOC concentrations at a fence line. A data logger records the reading.

An operator reviews the daily report. A supervisor is notified. An environmental manager

Page 22



Anderson (2026) — Observation IS Protection

assesses the regulatory implications. A report is drafted. Legal reviews the report. Management

authorizes a response. A work order is issued. A contractor is engaged. The gate is configured.
Elapsed time: days to months. Sometimes years.

Every hour of that delay is entropy production. The VOCs are dispersing. The plume is
migrating. The exposure is accumulating. The remediation cost is growing — by factors

guantified by the Bond-Bit Asymmetry — with every hour the gate remains unconfigured.

This delay is not a feature of the thermodynamic cycle. It is a feature of human institutional
architecture inserted into the cycle. In the Szilard engine, there is no committee between the
demon and the piston. The demon’s observation deterministically configures the gate. The

“decision” is the observation. The latency is zero.

The human institutional layer — review, authorization, deliberation, approval, implementation
— is thermodynamic latency. Every step in the chain that is not “observation determines gate
configuration” is a step where entropy is being produced and the Bond-Bit leverage is being

squandered.

This is not a criticism of institutions. Institutions evolved to solve coordination problems among
humans with limited information, limited trust, and competing interests. In a world where
observation was scarce, expensive, and unreliable, institutional decision layers were necessary
— they served as the regulator in Ashby’s (1956) sense, providing requisite variety to match the
complexity of environmental disturbances. When observation cost 1072 J per operation, careful
deliberation before committing to expensive physical intervention was not latency — it was

prudence.

But the economics of observation have changed by a factor of 10 since those institutions were
designed. And they are changing by another factor of 10" as computation approaches the
Landauer limit. The institutional decision layer was a necessary feature of a world where
observation was scarce. It becomes thermodynamic latency in a world where observation is
approaching free and approaching complete — because the bottleneck has shifted from “do we

have enough information to act?” to “can we configure the gate before entropy is produced?”
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The decision layer is not inherently a bug. It becomes one when the information economics

change.
Al does not merely ask more questions faster. Al collapses the decision layer.

Sensor - Al - gate signal. The observation determines the gate configuration. The “decision”
is embedded in the algorithm — a deterministic function of the measurement outcome, exactly
as in the Szilard engine. No committee. No authorization gap. No latency between observation

and protection.

This is why Al’s contribution to environmental protection is not incremental but structural. Al
does not improve the existing observe-decide-act chain. Al eliminates the “decide” step by
recognizing — as the Szilard engine demonstrates — that the decide step never
thermodynamically existed. It was a human institutional insertion into a cycle that is, at the

physics level, observation - gate configuration - spontaneous actuation.

The demon in the Szilard engine has no bureaucracy. It has an observation and a gate.

Everything between is latency. Everything between is damage.

Al builds the demon without the bureaucracy.

7. Boundary Observability: Complete Protection Does Not Require
Omniscient Observation

Closing the epistemic gap does not require one sensor per cubic kilometer. Three independent

mathematical frameworks confirm this.

7.1 PDE Boundary Observability

For systems governed by partial differential equations (atmospheric transport, pollutant
dispersion, heat diffusion), the interior state can be determined entirely from boundary
measurements. The Geometric Control Condition (Bardos, Lebeau, & Rauch, 1992): observation

is sufficient if every geometric optics ray enters the observation region before time T. You do
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not need sensors throughout the volume. You need sensors at the boundary — because

surfaces contain volumes. Asking the right boundary questions configures interior gates.

7.2 Compressed Sensing

Sparse signals — localized plumes, point-source ignitions — can be exactly reconstructed from
far fewer measurements than classical sampling requires (Candeés, Tao, Donoho, 2004—2006): m
= O(k log(n/k)). Environmental fields are sparse. Asking the right questions — sparse questions

in the right basis — reconstructs the full picture and configures all relevant gates.

7.3 Holographic Scaling

If information content scales with surface area rather than volume, then as systems grow
larger, the relative observation density required decreases. Planetary-scale observation does

not require planetary-scale sensor deployment.

The bottleneck is never the number of sensors. The bottleneck is always the intelligence asking
the right questions — configuring the right gates — in the right basis, at the right locations, at

the right times.

8. Limitations: What Is Proven and What Is Framework

8.1 Proven Physics — High Confidence

The following are grounded in experimentally confirmed physics: Landauer’s principle (Bérut,
2012; Hong, 2016); information-to-work conversion (Toyabe, 2010; Koski, 2014); the Sagawa-
Ueda generalized second law (multiple confirmations); fixed bond energies via the fine-
structure constant; Koomey’s Law (six decades of data); compressed sensing (Candeés, Tao,
Donoho, 2004—-2006); PDE boundary observability (Bardos, Lebeau, Rauch, 1992);
measurement-actuation collapse in Szilard engines (Toyabe, 2010; Koski, 2014); macroscale
Maxwell’s Demon (Pruchyathamkorn et al., 2024); the deterministic relationship between

measurement outcome and optimal gate configuration in the Sagawa-Ueda feedback protocol.
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8.2 Framework — Moderate Confidence

The holographic principle applied to de Sitter spacetime remains a conjecture. The practical
claims of this paper do not depend on it. Wheeler’s participatory universe is verified at
guantum scales; the thermodynamic analog at environmental scales is well-grounded
analogical reasoning awaiting direct macroscale confirmation. The 2024 Pruchyathamkorn

demonstration substantially narrows the remaining gap.

The extension from single-particle Szilard engines to planetary environmental systems is
analogical. The thermodynamic principle — that mutual information enables work extraction —
is verified at microscale and demonstrated at centimeter scale (Pruchyathamkorn, 2024). Its
application at planetary scale is a framework claim, not a direct experimental result. The gap is

one of scale, not of principle, but the gap should be acknowledged.

A technical distinction must also be noted: boundary observability (Section 7) establishes that
the environmental state can be known from sparse measurements. It does not by itself
establish that the state can be controlled. In control theory, observability and controllability are
distinct properties. The controllability claim in this paper rests not on PDE theory alone but on
the gate array — the pre-existing infrastructure of valves, schedules, natural attenuation
pathways, and atmospheric circulation through which observation configures protective action.
Where no gate exists — where the required physical infrastructure has not been built —
observation characterizes the problem but does not by itself constitute protection. The
“observation IS protection” claim holds rigorously in the (large) domain where the gate array
already exists. It holds partially in the (smaller) domain where gates must be constructed,
because observation still reduces the cost and improves the targeting of that construction by

the Bond-Bit Asymmetry.

8.3 The One Thing Observation Cannot Do

Observation cannot undo entropy already produced.
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If hydrocarbons have dispersed into groundwater, the mixing has occurred. The Second Law is
not negotiable. Unmixing requires physical work — regardless of how much information is

available afterward.

Even in the remediation case, observation dramatically reduces costs by directing natural
attenuation, targeting intervention precisely, and navigating toward favorable equilibria. But
the zero-cost optimum — observation as pure protection — is available only through

prevention.
This is the temporal asymmetry: the question must be asked before the entropy is produced.

Observation IS protection — but only in the present tense, before the gate closes. Every
moment of operating without sufficient observation is irreversible entropy production. Each
unasked question becomes permanently more expensive — by factors of 10° to 102° — the

instant the entropy is produced.

This makes observation urgency not a management preference but a thermodynamic
imperative.
Observation IS protection — for entropy not yet produced. The Second Law

makes this both the most powerful tool available and the only tool available in
time.

8.4 Additional Limitations

The Koomey’s Law projection assumes continued efficiency improvement. The 10%° Bond-Bit
Asymmetry is scenario-dependent (typically 10'° to 10?2). The claim that institutional decision
layers constitute thermodynamic latency is grounded in the Szilard engine’s structure but its

application to complex human organizations involves analogical reasoning. The epistemic gap

calculation uses simplified assumptions that should be treated as order-of-magnitude

estimates.

9. Conclusion: The Question Is the Protection
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The universe is a delivery system. It has been delivering for 13.8 billion years. Every quantum
interaction, every molecular collision, every gust of wind is a delivery — matter and energy
carried from one configuration to another. The deliveries never stop. The deliveries never slow.

The universe is always moving.

The question has never been whether the universe will deliver. It always will. The question has

always been where.

There are 10%° more disordered configurations than ordered ones. Without an address, the
universe delivers to one of those disordered rooms. That is pollution. That is ecosystem
collapse. That is environmental damage. Not because the universe is hostile. Because disorder

is numerous and the universe was never given a destination.
Information is the address.

A question asked about the environment — “is this valve degrading?” “is an inversion
forming?” “which pathway degrades this compound?” — provides an address to the delivery
system. The universe’s unchanged processes deliver to the addressed room instead of a
random one. The addressed room is ordered. The random room is disordered. The only

difference is the question.

For most of cosmic history, no system provided addresses. The universe’s processes ran freely,
delivering to random rooms, producing entropy. Then consciousness emerged, and questions
were invented. For the first time, a system could choose which addresses to provide — which
gates to configure — which rooms the universe’s deliveries would reach. The universe still

provided all the energy. The observer provided only the address.

No separate decision was needed. No authorization. No committee. In the thermodynamic
cycle, the observation determined the gate configuration, and nature actuated along its

gradients. The “decision” was the observation. It always was.

For most of human history, we provided very few addresses. We observed what our senses

could perceive, what our instruments could reach — 0.004% of available environmental
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information. The epistemic boundary remained almost empty. And between observation and
gate configuration, we inserted institutional decision layers that introduced latency the entropy

exploited. Damage accumulated in the vast, unaddressed space.

The physics has been clear since Szilard planted the seed in 1929. Landauer established the cost
floor in 1961. Sagawa-Ueda derived the generalized second law in 2008. Toyabe and Koski
verified it experimentally by 2014. For sixteen years, the complete derivation has been sitting in

the verified physics, hidden between two fields that never met.

Now three things have converged for the first time. The physics is verified — information
extracts real physical work. The sensors exist — planetary-scale observation is possible. And Al
exists — machine intelligence can ask 10" environmental questions per year, in dimensions no
human could reach. None works alone. Together they close the epistemic gap. Together they fill

the address book.

At 10°x amplification — achievable with current technology — the 26,000-year epistemic
closure timeline compresses to 97 days. At 108x, to less than a day. And Al collapses the
decision layer that human institutions inserted into the cycle — restoring the thermodynamic
structure that the Szilard engine always had: observation, gate, actuation. No bureaucracy

between.

When the epistemic boundary approaches the physical boundary, every address is known.
Every gate is configured. Every delivery arrives at the ordered room. And the universe does this

for free — because it was always going to deliver. It just needed to know where.
Environmental damage originates in the absence of a question.

Environmental protection begins the moment the question is asked.

Observation IS protection.
The question IS the gate.

Information is the address. The universe is the delivery system.
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The demon is now being built. And physics says it works.
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