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Once an organization's certificate estate outgrows scripts and spreadsheets, a dedicated Certificate Lifecycle Management
platform becomes less of a luxury and more of an operational necessity. The market for these platforms has grown
considerably, and the options span open-source tooling, cloud-native services, and full enterprise platforms. This article
compares the major categories to help frame the decision, without prescribing one specific vendor as universally correct.

What a CLM Platform Actually Needs to Do

At a baseline, a CLM platform should provide centralized visibility into every certificate an organization has issued or
discovered across its environment, automated issuance and renewal integration with one or more CAs, alerting well ahead
of expiration, and some form of policy enforcement to prevent certificates from being issued outside approved parameters.
More sophisticated platforms add certificate discovery across networks and cloud environments to catch shadow
certificates, integration with secrets managers and orchestration tools, and reporting suited for compliance audits.

Open-Source and Self-Hosted Options

Tools like step-ca and cert-manager for Kubernetes environments offer strong, flexible automation without licensing
costs, particularly well suited to organizations with the engineering capacity to run and customize their own infrastructure.
cert-manager in particular has become close to a default standard for certificate automation within Kubernetes clusters,
integrating tightly with the platform's native resource model. The tradeoff with self-hosted, open-source options is that the

organization takes on responsibility for availability, scaling, and ongoing maintenance itself, rather than relying on a
vendor's managed service.
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Cloud-Native Certificate Services

Major cloud providers offer their own certificate management services tightly integrated with their respective
ecosystems, handling issuance and renewal for resources within that specific cloud with minimal additional
configuration. These services work well for organizations heavily concentrated in a single cloud provider, but they
generally offer less flexibility for hybrid or multi-cloud environments, where certificates need to be managed
consistently across infrastructure that spans more than one provider's native tooling.

Full Enterprise CLM Platforms

Dedicated commercial CLM platforms, including offerings built specifically around machine identity management,
provide the broadest feature set: multi-CA support allowing an organization to manage issuance across several
different Certificate Authorities from one interface, comprehensive discovery scanning across networks and cloud
environments, detailed policy engines, and reporting built for compliance and audit needs. These platforms typically
carry meaningful licensing costs that scale with certificate volume, making them best suited to larger organizations
with certificate estates complex enough to justify the investment.

Evaluating Platforms Against Actual Requirements

The right choice depends heavily on an organization's specific environment: a Kubernetes-native shop may find
cert-manager sufficient on its own, a single-cloud organization may be well served by that provider's native service,
and a large enterprise running a genuinely hybrid, multi-CA, multi-cloud environment with strict compliance
obligations likely needs the broader feature set a full commercial CLM platform provides. Evaluating any platform
should include testing its actual automation reliability under realistic renewal volume, not just its feature list, since
a platform that looks comprehensive on paper but struggles under real production load defeats the entire purpose
of adopting it.

Integration Depth Matters More Than Feature Count

A platform with a shorter feature list but deep, reliable integration into an organization's existing
infrastructure-as-code, secrets management, and deployment pipelines will generally outperform a feature-rich
platform that requires extensive custom integration work to fit into how an organization actually operates.
Evaluating integration depth against an organization's specific existing tooling, rather than comparing feature
checklists in isolation, tends to produce a better long-term decision.

CLM Platforms and Machine Identity Growth

The rapid growth in machine and Al identities has become a major factor driving CLM platform adoption, since these
identities generate a volume and velocity of certificate issuance that spreadsheet-based tracking or basic scripting
genuinely cannot handle. Organizations evaluating CLM platforms today should specifically assess how well each
candidate handles high-volume, short-lived, API-driven issuance for machine and Al identities, since this category
of demand is growing faster than traditional server certificate volume across nearly every organization adopting Al
infrastructure at scale.
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The Countdown Is Already Running: 200 Days, 100 Days, 47 Days

Every certificate conversation in 2026 eventually arrives at the same clock, and it is worth closing on it here. The
CA/Browser Forum's Ballot SC-081v3 is not a proposal under discussion; it is an approved, already-in-motion schedule.
Maximum public TLS certificate lifetimes fall from 398 days to 200 days on March 15, 2026. They fall again to 100 days on
March 15, 2027. By March 15, 2029, they drop to just 47 days, with domain validation itself needing to be re-proven roughly
every 10 days.
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Translate that into operational terms and the picture gets stark quickly. An organization currently renewing certificates a few times
a year will be handling renewal events on the order of every couple of weeks by the end of this countdown, across every endpoint
it operates. Manual tracking, calendar reminders, and a spreadsheet somebody checks once a month will not survive contact with
that cadence. What has always been an occasional chore is becoming a continuous, automated operation, whether an organization
plans for it or not.

Whichever category of CLM tooling an organization chooses, its ability to handle the shrinking public certificate lifetime schedule
below without manual intervention should be one of the first things evaluated, since a platform that cannot keep pace with renewals
every 47 days will need to be replaced well before that deadline actually arrives.

The 200-day, 100-day, and 47-day milestones are not distant hypotheticals; the first has already arrived. Organizations that build the
automation loop now, generating keys, vaulting them securely, brokering issuance across Certificate Authorities through APls, and
rebinding certificates to live endpoints without manual intervention, will meet each deadline without disruption. Organizations that
wait will be rebuilding their certificate operations under deadline pressure, with far less room for error and far less time to get it
right. The countdown is the call to action. The only real decision left is whether to automate on your own schedule, or on the
CA/Browser Forum's.
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