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ZERO TRUST FOR CODE

Grafana GitHub Breach
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For the regulated-enterprise CISO

The Claim

A compromised GitHub token granted unauthorized access to Grafana's private code
repositories, where attackers then download source code and attempt extortion. Traditional
code validated access, but failed to control what that access allowed. Zero Trust for Code helps
by enforcing what actions are permitted inside development environments and CI/CD pipelines.

The Threat

Grafana disclosed that an unauthorized actor obtained a valid access token tied to its GitHub
environment, enabling direct access to private repositories and the company codebase.

The attack was enabled by a flaw in a GitHub Actions workflow, where untrusted code executed
within a trusted Cl environment and exposed sensitive environment variables and credentials.

The attacker used the stolen token to: Access internal repositories. Download source code.
Attempt extortion to prevent public release.

No customer data or production systems were impacted, but the breach exposed critical
software supply chain risk.
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The Problem

e Trust Misplacement: CI/CD pipelines
inherently trusted code execution contexts,
allowing external code to run with access to
internal secrets.

e Token Over-Privilege: A single token
granted broad access to repositories,
violating least-privilege principles.

e Execution Without Verification: Malicious
code executed inside the pipeline without
validation of intent or behavior.

e Hidden Attack Surface: Development
infrastructure (GitHub Actions, pipelines,
tokens) operates as a high-value but often
under-protected control plane.

Zero Trust for Code lens: Identity validated
access (token), pipeline authenticated
execution, but trusting in the code meant
there was no monitoring what the code was
intending to do.

The failure is not that authentication broke,
but rather that trusted execution
environments assume that code running
within them must be safe.

e This creates a structural weakness:

e Tokens equal unrestricted authorization.
¢ Pipelines allow for blind automation.

In modern DevOps, this means once code
runs, it can access everything the

environment can access.

That assumption is now the primary attack
surface.

e Code execution often means implicit trust.

The Impact

.

e Supply Chain Exposure: Source code theft
enables downstream vulnerability discovery and
exploitation.

e Operational Risk: Attackers bypass defenses
by exploiting development workflows.

e Regulatory Risk: Token-based access without
behavioral enforcement weakens audit evidence.

e Security Model Failure: Identity-based trust
models fail inside automated systems.
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What to Watch For

e Code execution often means implicit trust.

e Tokens equal unrestricted authorization.

e Authenticated systems performing data
exfiltration or repo cloning activity.

e Unusual repository access patterns from
automation accounts.

¢ Lack of segmentation between public
contributions and private environments.

A consistent signal in this breach is the
disconnect between trusted identity and
harmful outcome. The token was valid. The
pipeline execution was valid. The access
request was valid. But the resulting behavior
was not constrained This creates a new
requirement:

Security teams must understand not just
what accessed development systems, but
what actions enable execution.

Without that, malicious activity is
indistinguishable from normal automation.
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Zero Trust for Code Value

Zero Trust for Code enforces runtime policy on what code and automation are allowed to do,
regardless of origin. It ensures pipelines operate within defined behavioral limits, tokens remain
scoped to intended use, and unauthorized execution is blocked before impact.

This approach removes implicit trust from CI/CD systems, automation accounts, and runtime
environments, replacing it with continuous validation. Every action is assessed before execution
rather than after compromise.

The Grafana breach signals a shift: the attack exploited automation trust rather than
infrastructure. Zero Trust for Code restores control by treating code, tokens, and automation as
untrusted until verified at execution time.

Zero Trust for Code: Trust but verify.
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CISO Action Brief

e Define strict behavioral policies for Cl/CD pipelines (what actions pipelines are allowed to
perform).

e Remove trust from external code execution, isolate fork-based workflows from secrets.

¢ Implement short-lived, scoped tokens with minimal privilege.

e Introduce pre-execution validation for all pipeline actions (scripts, commands, repo access).

e Monitor and log all token usage with behavioral context, not just authentication events).
Start with one high-risk pipeline: map access, define allowed actions, block everything else. Use

this as a repeatable model. Align with DevSecOps governance, third-party risk, and supply chain
security, extending Zero Trust into code execution environments.

Methodology & Sources

The Hacker News (May 2026), SecurityWeek (May 2026), supporting threat intelligence
reporting on the Grafana GitHub token breach, and CodeHunter Labs analysis of CI/CD and
software supply chain risk.
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