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The Critical Role of Active Directory

in Enterprise Computing
The Real Risk of Compromise

Active Directory (AD) plays a much bigger role than most people realise. It's not
just running quietly in the background—it's the core of how organisations
manage identity and access. For anyone responsible for End User Compute
(EUC), AD is what keeps everything connected. It's the reason employees can
log in once and get secure access to the tools, systems, and data they need to
do their jobs. Without it, everything grinds to a halt.

But what happens when that backbone is compromised?

This article explores the critical role Active Directory plays in EUC and the far-
reaching implications if it is breached

Why Active Directory Is So Important

From the EUC perspective, Active Directory is:

* The Gatekeeper of Access: AD governs * The Engine Behind SSO and MFA: AD is
user authentication, device trust, and often integrated with single sign-on (SSO)
access control to all core IT resources— and multifactor authentication (MFA)
desktops, laptops, SaaS platforms, internal tools, enabling secure but user-friendly
apps, and more. It validates who the user access across the digital workplace.

is and what they're allowed to do.
¢ Centralized Identity Source: Most

* The Heart of Endpoint Management: enterprise services (email, collaboration
Group Policies (GPOs) distributed through tools, printers, file shares) authenticate
AD dictate security settings, application against AD. This centralization makes
deployment, update management, and onboarding and offboarding efficient and
system behaviour. It ensures endpoints consistent.

are compliant, secure, and user-friendly.



What's at Stake If Active Directory Is Compromised?

When AD is compromised, the impact is not just technical—it is operational,
reputational, and existential. Here's how a breach could affect from an end-user
compute standpoint:

Complete Loss of Identity Trust: Once an attacker gains privileged
access to AD, they can impersonate users, elevate privileges, and access
virtually any system. This breaks the trust model that underpins all EUC
strategies, including zero trust and conditional access.

Imagine a scenario where attackers lock out legitimate users while
impersonating them to access sensitive systems. The resulting chaos
halts productivity instantly.

End-User Lockout or Disruption: AD compromise often leads to
account lockouts, password resets, and policy manipulation. Employees
may be unable to log in to their devices, access email, or retrieve files.
With the hybrid workplace relying heavily on remote access, this could
paralyze entire departments.

From the user’s point of view, it feels like the entire system is broken
leading to frustration, support desk overload, and business disruption.

Compromised Endpoint Security: Group Policy is one of the most
powerful tools used to enforce security settings on endpoints. If an
attacker alters or disables GPOs, endpoints become vulnerable
antivirus might be turned off, firewalls disabled, or patches blocked.

This opens the door to ransomware, data exfiltration, or lateral
movement within the network.

Data Breach and Compliance Violations: AD governs access to
sensitive data. If it's compromised, so is the integrity of data protection.
GDPR, DORA, HIPAA, and other compliance frameworks require strict
access control. An AD breach could lead to severe financial / legal
penalties as well as operational and reputational damage.




'l'l'l Prolonged Recovery Time: Restoring a compromised AD is complex.
It's not as simple as restoring from backup, attackers often remain
ﬂ persistent within the environment - sometimes for years. Recovery can
take weeks or months, during which productivity suffers, and

confidence erodes.

Active Directory is the central nervous system of enterprise IT.
Once compromised, attackers can bypass even the strongest
access controls. Certes protects AD traffic at the transport layer —
meaning attackers can't see it, can’t manipulate it, and can’t
exploit it, even if they're already inside the network

Simon Pamplin - CTO, Certes

How Certes DPRM Protects Active Directory from
Compromise or Exfiltration

Certes DPRM offers advanced key management, changing encryption keys
hourly to reduce the risks of interception. Even if data is intercepted, it cannot
be read or manipulated by unauthorised users.

Here's how it works and why it matters:

1. Policy-Based Encryption of AD Traffic

Certes encrypts data in motion at Layer 4, using deterministic policies tied to IP,
ports, and protocols - importantly not identities or devices.

AD Benefit:

Even if an attacker gains network access or hijacks a domain-joined device, they
cannot inspect or tamper with LDAP, Kerberos, or DNS traffic between AD domain
controllers and endpoints unless they're part of the defined trust zone. Certes
ensures AD communications are always encrypted and policy-controlled.



2. Stops Lateral Movement and Enumeration

In many attacks (e.g., ransomware or Golden Ticket attacks), attackers use AD
enumeration tools (like Mimikatz or BloodHound) to map privileges and escalate access.

How Certes helps:

e Certes isolates domain controller traffic and admin protocols within controlled
encryption zones.

e Unauthorized devices or users can't see, scan, or interact with AD services—
even if they're inside the network.

e This stops discovery, privilege escalation, and ticket forging at the network
level.

3. Zero Trust Segmentation for AD

Unlike VLANSs or firewalls that can be misconfigured or bypassed, Certes allows micro-
segmentation around AD assets—with cryptographic enforcement.

AD Benefit:

e Certes enables secure enclaves for domain controllers, backup servers, and
privileged admin stations.

e Only pre-approved devices can communicate with these sensitive services—
nothing else gets through.

4. No Keys on Endpoints = Nothing to Steal

One of Certes’ key architectural strengths is that it keeps encryption keys off the
endpoint and off the wire.

Security Advantage:

e Even if a bad actor compromises a device or runs memory scraping tools, there
are no certs, keys, or session data to extract.

e This makes Certes resilient to man-in-the-middle attacks on AD traffic—
something traditional VPNs or TLS can’t guarantee.




5. Audit, Visibility & Policy Assurance

Certes provides real-time traffic telemetry, encryption assurance, and policy visibility
without decrypting content. This helps security teams:

e Detect anomalous access attempts to AD
¢ Validate which devices are communicating with domain controllers
e Prove compliance with AD segmentation and encryption policies

Security Goal Traditional Tools Certes DPRM
AD Traffic @ TLS/IPSec (complexity) Centralised, simple, enforced
Encryption policy based encryption

Lateral 3
R @ VLAN's / Firewalls Crypto-Segmentation, Zero
prevention

trust zones

risk

Key exposure @ TLS/IPSec (complexity) Keys never on device or
network

o Full policy visibility, meta data
Z;i'l?;g;yc:nd ® Limited, blinded by IPSec proving what has been
tunnels protected for audit.

Insider device High risk Canno.t acces.s AD without
defence matching policy.
Quantum encrypted data
Exfiltration of High risk . .
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Compliance / L No data is exposed to an
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have access to it = no data
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Too many organisations assume AD is secure because it's
internal—but the truth is, it's often the most exposed. The
Certes approach is simple: if you can't see the traffic, you can't
compromise it. We remove that visibility completely, without
disrupting operations.

Paul German - CEO, Certes

In Conclusion:

Certes DPRM doesn't just protect AD from external threats—it neutralizes
insider risk, lateral movement and data loss through exfiltration, cloaking AD in
a cryptographically-enforced trust framework. For any enterprise where Active
Directory is mission-critical, Certes adds a deterministic layer of control and
assurance, making compromise or exfiltration exponentially more difficult—
even for advanced threat actors.

For end-user computing, Active Directory is the gateway to productivity,
security, and user experience. A compromise is not just a cybersecurity event—
it's a business crisis. EUC leaders must treat AD with the criticality it deserves,
ensuring it is monitored, protected, and modernized to withstand today’s
threats.

In short, protecting AD is protecting the digital workplace itself.
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