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(57) ABSTRACT

A system and method of verifying whether a certificate has
been revoked by providing a DNS responder containing a
certificate revocation list (CRL), parsing the CRL into DNS
zones, and distributing this information to the respective
primary DNS responders based upon DNS zones. Informa-
tion about a specific certificate is gathered by querying a
DNS responder for certificate validation information, receiv-
ing such information, and reporting the results of the queries
to a client software application so that the user of the system
can be informed as to whether the certificate has been
revoked or not.
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SYSTEM AND METHOD FOR ELECTRONIC
CERTIFICATE REVOCATION

This application claims priority on provisional patent
application Ser. No. 60/325.617, entitled System and
Method of Veritying Public Key Certificates for Revocation
in a DNS Based Public Key Infrastructure, filed Sep. 28,
2001.

FIELD OF THE INVENTION

The present invention relates generally to the field of
secure information transmission and, more particularly, to a
method and system for electronic certificate revocation.

BACKGROUND OF THE INVENTION

Given the rapid expansion of the Internet, the widespread
transmission of data and the ongoing concerns of privacy
and security, cryptography, including the use of certificates,
public, and private keys, is an area to which considerable
attention must be directed. Additionally, maintaining the
validity of electronic certificates is a crucial part of ensuring
electronic security. The need for maintaining security exists
in the transmission of e-mail, use of Secured Socket Layer
(SSL), use of IP Secure (IPSec), use of Smart Cards, signing
applets or other computer readable instructions, and soft-
ware licensing.

E-mail can be digitally signed to ensure authentication of
the sender. A certificate is used to validate the sender’s
identity. SSL is a protocol used to provide encrypted com-
munications over the Internet. SSL is under the application
layer (HTTP, SMTP, Telnet or FTP), and above the connec-
tion layer (TCP/IP), and relies upon certificates. I[PSec is a
protocol providing security for electronic transmissions at
the packet level. IPSec is used to secure packets at the
network layer traveling between two devices or peers as the
authentication between them can rely upon certificates.
Smart Cards use certificates to verify the private key on the
smart card. Applet and code signing involves digitally
signing the applet or code using certificates, either privately
created, or received from a Certificate Authority, for vali-
dating signatures. Certificates can be used to help software
vendors track licenses. A key can be provided to a customer
downloading software, thereby allowing the customer to
decrypt and use the downloaded software product. The
customer provides identification information that is used to
create a certificate for the customer. The keys that allow the
customers to access the software are then bound to the
certificate. Tracking the customer’s certificate allows the
reader to control the customer’s ability to use the software.
When the certificate is revoked, the customer can no longer
use the software thereby allowing the vendor to control
licensing.

In the above cases, electronic transmissions are made over
an unsecure network. Therefore, when the transmission of
data needs to be secured, the use of a certificate is often
required. For this process to be secure, it is necessary to
determine if the certificate is still valid, i.e.; that it has not
been revoked.

A certificate is analogous to a passport, driver’s license, or
other identification means. It is used to prove the identity of
an entity in a way that can be verified through a third party.
For example, the United States State Department issues
passports and has checks in place to ensure that the infor-
mation contained on an issued passport properly and truth-
fully identifies the entity shown in the passport. A certificate
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authority (“CA”) performs the same function for digital
certificates as the State Department does for passports. To
issue a certificate, the CA requires independently verifiable
information to be submitted so that the identity of the
certificate requesting entity can be known. Upon verifica-
tion, the CA issues a certificate to the requesting entity and
ties the certificate to the entity’s identification. This can be
achieved by having the requesting entity provide appropriate
identification, and prove that they possess an associated
private key. The certificate now serves as an electronic
identification for that entity since it has been verified by a
trusted third party.

Once a certificate has been issued to an entity, the
certificate must be managed. For example, the entity’s name
or address may change, the entity may cease to exist, the
certificate may need to be suspended or the entity may have
lost the private key or the pass phrase that guards it. If these,
or other events occur so that the identity is compromised, it
may be desirable to revoke the certificate so that the cer-
tificate is no longer valid.

Traditionally, revocation under an X.509 compliant PKI
involves contacting the CA that issued the certificate and
requesting that the certificate be revoked. The certificate is
then published in a certificate revocation list (CRL). The
CRL contains the identification information of all certifi-
cates from that CA that have been revoked. However, it is up
to a party wishing to validate a certificate to query the CRL
from the CA. If the certificate that is the subject of the query
is listed in the CRL, then it has been revoked. Generally, the
CRL also contains the revocation date and time associated
with a revoked certificate. Unfortunately, very few software
applications that rely upon certificates actually perform the
task of finding and checking the CRL for revoked certifi-
cates. Traditionally, the entire CRL of the CA must be
downloaded by the software application in order to check for
certificate revocation. Also, there are many CA’s and the
CRL must be downloaded from each CA. To compound the
problem, CRL’s are published in versions and updates so
that to search a revoked certificate the most current CRL and
any subsequent updates or addendums need be searched for
all CA’s. Therefore, the processing and transmission time
for checking revocation is a difficult and computationally
intensive task. While real-time checking does exist, these
methods are neither sufficiently scalable nor simple to have
obtained widespread use or support.

In further describing this invention, the following terms
may be used:

Certificate—an electronic document used to identify an
individual, a server, a company, or some other entity, and to
associate that entity with a public key. Certificates generally
contain identifying information about the certificate holder,
an associated key and information about the Certificate
Authority.

Certificate Authority—an entity that authenticates identi-
ties and issues certificates to those entities.

Domain Name System (“DNS”)—a general purpose dis-
tributed data query service for translating host names into
Internet addresses.

Public Key—one key of a key pair that is used to encrypt
or decrypt a message or document and mathematically
linked to a private key.

Private Key—one key of a key pair that is used to encrypt
or decrypt a message or document encrypted with a public
key and mathematically linked to the public key.

Public Key Infrastructure—a system for providing public
and private key pairs as well as publishing public keys.
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Validation—the process of determining whether a public
key is still valid.

Authentication—the process of using a public key and
certificate to determine that a transmission signed by the
associated private key was actually sent from the named
sender.

SUMMARY OF THE INVENTION

Therefore, it is an object of this invention to provide for
an efficient and optimized method for insuring that a cer-
tificate has not been revoked so that trust is maintained
within an encryption system.

It is another object of this invention to access revocation
information using a DNS based system.

The present invention seeks to achieve these objects by
providing A system for verifying the status of an electronic
certificate having a serial number comprising a computer
readable medium, a set of certificate revocation records,
derived from a certificate authority, contained in the com-
puter readable medium; and, a set of computer readable
instructions embodied in the computer readable medium for
receiving a certificate status request for the electronic cer-
tificate from a requesting party, querying the set of certificate
revocation records having revocation information represent-
ing the status of the electronic certificate embodied in the
computer readable medium according to the certificate status
request, and, transmitting the revocation information to the
requesting party if the certificate revocation record is suc-
cessfully retrieve from the set of certificate revocation
records so that the requesting party can be informed of the
status of the electronic certificate. The set of computer
readable instructions can include instructions for determin-
ing a fingerprint for the electronic certificate’s issuer;
appending the fingerprint to the serial number; formatting
the fingerprint and appended serial number into a dotted
decimal format; and, including the serial number and the
fingerprint in dotted decimal format within the certificate
status request. The computer readable medium is can be
embodied in a primary DNS responder or a secondary DNS
responder.

The set of computer readable instructions include instruc-
tions for receiving certificate revocation information from
the certificate authority; parsing the certificate revocation
information; adding revocation records to the set of certifi-
cate revocation records according to the certificate revoca-
tion information received from the certificate authority.
Additionally, the certificate revocation information can be a
certification revocation list provided by the certificate
authority or other information from the Certificate authority.

The computer readable instructions include instructions
for receiving a primary set of certificate revocation records
from a primary DNS responder; and, updating the set of
certificate revocation records according to the primary set of
certificate revocation records. A digital signature can be
associated with the computer readable medium so that the
set of computer readable instructions can include instruc-
tions for digitally signing the revocation information with
the digital signature association with the computer readable
medium so that the requesting party can authenticate the
revocation information.

Certificate state can also be verified with a computer
readable medium; and, a set of computer readable instruc-
tions embodied within the computer readable medium for
receiving a certificate revocation list from a certificate
authority, creating a set of certificate revocation records,
each having revocation information representing revoked
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electronic certificates, according to the certificate revocation
list, organizing the set of certificate revocation records by
DNS zone, and, making available the set of certificate
revocation records to requesting parties so that the request-
ing party can determine the status of a particular electronic
certificate organized by DNS zone. The electronic certificate
has an associated serial number; and the set of computer
readable instructions can include instructions for determin-
ing a fingerprint of the certificate authority, associating the
fingerprint with the serial number for each certificate rep-
resented by the certificate revocation list, and, associating
the fingerprint and the serial number within the set of
certificate revocation records. The fingerprint and serial
number can be formatted into a dotted decimal format and
the set of computer readable instructions can include instruc-
tions for providing the set of certificate revocation records to
at least one secondary DNS responder. A digital signature
can be associated with the primary DNS responder; and, the
set of computer readable instructions include instructions for
electronically signing certificate revocation records with the
digital signature prior to making available the set of revo-
cation records to requesting parties.

The computer readable instructions can include instruc-
tions for creating a certificate status request having certifi-
cate authority information, querying a DNS responder for a
DNS responder list representing DNS responders having a
set of certificate revocation records according to the certifi-
cate authority information, receiving the DNS responder list,
querying each DNS responder according to the certificate
status request until a termination event is encountered,
receiving certificate revocation information from the certifi-
cate revocation record from the queried DNS responders if
the certificate revocation record is discovered, and, provid-
ing certificate revocation information according to the
requesting party if the certificate revocation record is dis-
covered so that the requesting party is provided the status of
the certificate according to the certificate revocation request.
The terminating event can be the discovery of a the certifi-
cate revocation record responsive to the certificate status
request, the exhaustion of the DNS responder list or the
exhaustion of a predetermined period of time in which the
certificate revocation record is not discovered that is respon-
sive to the certificate status request.

DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS

The invention will be more readily understood from a
reading of the following specification and by reference to the
accompanying drawings forming a part thereof, wherein an
example of the invention is shown and wherein:

FIG. 1 is a schematic illustrating components of the
invention;

FIG. 2 is flowcharts illustrating the invention; and

FIG. 3 is a schematic of the data flow of the invention.

DESCRIPTION OF A PREFERRED
EMBODIMENT

As will be appreciated by one skilled in the art, the present
invention may be embodied as a method, data processing
system, or computer program. Accordingly, the present
invention may take the form comprising entirely hardware
entirely software or an embodiment combining software and
hardware aspects. Furthermore, the present invention may
take the form of a computer product on a computer-readable
storage medium having computer-readable instructions
embodied in the medium. Any suitable computer readable
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medium may be utilized including hard disks, CD-ROMs,
optical storage devices, or magnetic storage devices.

The present invention is described below with reference
to flowchart illustrations of methods, functions, apparatus
systems and computer programs according to the invention.
It will be understood that each block of the flowchart
illustrations, and combinations of blocks in the flowchart
illustrations, can be implemented by computer readable
instructions. These computer readable instructions may be
loaded onto a general purpose computer, special purpose
computer, or other data processing apparatus to produce a
machine, such that the instructions that execute on the
computer or other data processing apparatus create means
for implementing the functions specified in the flowchart
block or blocks.

These computer readable instructions may also be stored
in a computer-readable medium that can direct a computer
or other data processing apparatus to function in a particular
manner, such that the instructions stored in the computer-
readable medium produce an article of manufacture includ-
ing implementation of the functions specified in the flow-
chart block or blocks or as herein described. The computer
readable instructions may also be loaded onto a computer or
other data processing apparatus to cause a series of opera-
tional steps to be performed on the computer or other
processing apparatus to produce a computer implemented
process such that the instructions that execute on the com-
puter or other processing apparatus provide steps for imple-
menting the functions specified in the flowchart block or
blocks or otherwise herein.

Accordingly, the blocks of the flowchart illustrations can
support combinations of means for performing the specified
functions, combinations of steps for performing the speci-
fied functions, program instruction means for performing the
specified functions, or any combination of these. It will also
be understood that each block of the flowchart illustrations
and other functions described herein, and combinations of
the blocks in the flowchart illustrations, can be implemented
by special purpose hardware-based computer systems that
perform the specified functions or steps, or combinations of
special purpose hardware and computer instructions.

The functions or blocks of the flowchart illustrations may
be presented in terms of program procedures executed on a
computer or a network of computers. These procedural
descriptions and representations are the means used by those
skilled in the art to most effectively convey the substance of
their work to others skilled in the art. A procedure as herein
described is generally a self-consistent sequence of steps
leading to desired results.

These steps are those requiring physical manipulations of
physical quantities. Usually, these quantities take the form of
electrical or magnetic signals capable of being stored, trans-
ferred, combined, compared or otherwise manipulated. An
object or module is a section of computer readable code that
is designed to perform a specific task or tasks. Actual
computer executable code or computer readable instructions
need not be contained with one file or one storage medium.
It should be noted that while illustrated as single computers,
DNS responders, clients and CA servers can be single
computers, server i5 clusters, multiple processors within a
single case, or multiple cases. Therefore, the term “DNS
responder” is not intended to be limited to a single computer.
The term “DNS responder” can be hardware, software or a
combination of hardware and software that provides the
functionality described herein.

DNS responders are devices that broadcast information
for a specific zone of authority. In our case, the DNS
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responder broadcasts information for its DNS zone that it
has received from the CA. A DNS zone is any collection of
domain names that has been delegated by a higher authori-
tative zone. The most authoritative zone is the root zone. For
any given zone there exists one, and only one, primary DNS
responder.

Referring now to FIG. 1, CA 10 is shown. The CA
maintains a certificate revocation list (CRL) 30 within CA
information 16. The CRL contains certificates that have been
issued by that CA, but have subsequently been revoked. CA
10 is in communication with primary DNS responder 12.
The communications connection between the CA and the
primary DNS responder need not be physical. Communica-
tions can be performed by removable media such as CD-
ROM, floppy disk, or other manual means, as well as
through direct transmission such as a network connection.
Removable media may be preferred, since physically dis-
connecting the CA from other computers adds additional
security to the CA.

Through this communication, the CA can provide the
CRL to the primary DNS responder as shown by 32.
Additionally, the CA can provide specific or individual
revocation information 33 representing the revocation of
individual certificates. Revocation information contains the
serial number of the certificate as well as the time when the
certificate was revoked. Periodically, CRL 30 or individual
certificate revocation information 33 is provided to primary
DNS responder 12. Upon receipt, this information is parsed
into DNS compliant data records. In a CRL, the certificate
that has been revoked is identified by its issuer and the serial
number that the issuer assigns. The issuer is the CA that
signed the certificate, and that CA is typically identified by
some “distinguished name”. A CRL, therefore, contains
information identifying the certificates that a particular CA
has revoked.

Certificate revocation information is organized by issuer
fingerprint and certificate serial number in a tree structure.
This enables rapid lookup of revocation information for any
given certificate. Each entry contains a revocation date and
optionally a reason the certificate was revoked. Each revo-
cation record is then signed by the master DNS responder to
ensure its integrity so that the revocation information is now
available in a DNS compliant network. Therefore, the pri-
mary DNS responder will have the very latest CA informa-
tion 16. Secondary DNS responders 14a and 145 can also
contain copies of all the data held by the primary DNS
responder. This data is stored locally at these machines. For
any given DNS zone, there may be any number of secondary
DNS responders. Both the primary and secondary DNS
responders can be considered authoritative DNS responders
for responding to certificate status requests.

The primary DNS responder receives updated informa-
tion, such as a new CRL from a CA, and notifies all
secondary responders. Secondary DNS responders may then
periodically poll the primary responder to ensure that infor-
mation is as up to date as possible. As shown, primary DNS
responder 12 and secondary DNS responders 14a and 145
can all provide responses to any certificate status request
from requesting party 28.

Each primary DNS responder maintains a cryptographic
key pair 20. When the primary DNS responder processes
revocation information from a CA, it creates a DNS record
22 to represent that revocation and digitally signs this
information with a digital signature 24. This signature is
stored along with the revocation information. Whenever a
revocation record is provided, the corresponding signature is
also provided with the revocation information. This allows
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anyone receiving the revocation record to use the associated
digital signature to authenticate the source of the revocation
record.

The secondary DNS responders receive the primary DNS
public key 26, which is used to validate any information
received from this responder. When the secondary DNS
responder replies to a request from a client, it sends the same
revocation record, including the signature that it received
from the primary DNS responder. The client can then verify
the validity of the information received by using the primary
DNS responders’ public key.

As can be seen, another benefit of this invention is that
redundant DNS responders can be easily implemented since
the revocation data has been securely signed by a primary
DNS responder upon creation of the revocation record.
Since the recipient of the information can always authenti-
cate what it receives, revocation data can be safely sent to
redundant computers over insecure networks since each
individual data element of the transmission can be authen-
ticated. Another benefit to this system is that redundant DNS
responders require neither special cryptographic keys nor
any extraordinary secure storage.

DNS responders can be arranged hierarchally. Therefore,
any DNS responder knows the authoritative responders
upstream that can assist in responding to queries for revoked
certificates.

DNS responders may also cache information to improve
the response to subsequent similar queries for revocation
information. Since the individual responses are signed and
self-contained, they are safe to cache and can be verified
independently regardless of which DNS responder provides
the response. In the event that a client receives a response
that indicates a certificate has not been revoked, there is a
potential time window, within which, this certificate could
have been revoked. For this reason, an administrator deter-
mines the length of time that a record lives in the cache.
Once that time has expired, the record is deleted from the
cache, and the query will be to a DNS responder that will
have more up to date revocation information.

Referring now to FIG. 2, the process begins when the CA
creates a certificate in step 32. The certificate is then used for
security purposes under normal operation. At some point,
however, the certificate may need to be revoked as shown in
step 34. The CA then places the certificate in the CRL of that
CA in step 36. Alternatively, the CA can provide the revo-
cation information to the authoritative DNS responder. In
either case, the authoritative DNS responder receives revo-
cation information from the CA. The DNS responder then
parses the revocation information into one or more data
records in step 38, reassembles the data records by DNS
zone information in step 40 and may cryptographically sign
the information in step 42. Subsequently, if a change is made
to the CRL or additional revocation information is received
in step 44, the process returns to step 38. Otherwise, the
DNS responder awaits a certificate validation request from
a client or other device in step 46. If a validation request is
received, the DNS responder provides the validation
response in step 48. Otherwise, the DNS responder waits
until it receives another certificate status request or addi-
tional revocation information.

When client 28 wishes to check the validity of a certifi-
cate, the client determines the identity or fingerprint of the
CA or certificate issuer of the certificate in step 50. The
client then creates a certificate status request to send to a
DNS responder for determining the validity of the certificate
in step 52. This request is then issued to the nearest approved
DNS responder at step 54. The client can receive a list of
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responders known to be authoritative for certificate revoca-
tions for that CA in step 56. The client can also be informed
as to the total number (T) of authoritative DNS responders
available to query. The client then queries the first DNS
responder in step 60. For purposes of this application, (N) is
used to denote the next DNS responder to query. Therefore,
for the first query to the first DNS responder, N:=1. If an
authoritative response is not received in step 62, the client
prepares to query the next DNS responder (N:=N+1) in step
64. If there are no more responders in step 66, the client can
optionally perform the traditional verification in step 68.
Based upon the outcome of that verification, the user can
respond in the same manner as described below. If| in step
62, a determinative response has been received, there are
two possible outcomes. In step 70, if a certificate revocation
record is discovered, then the certificate has been revoked,
but if the certificate revocation record is not discovered, the
presumption is that the certificate is valid.

In the event that all DNS responders have been queried
and no satisfactory response has been received, the valida-
tion request can also be deemed inconclusive. At that point
the user may wish to handle this situation in one of several
possible ways. The application may deem the certificate
invalid and act as if there has been an actual revocation. The
application may deem the certificate valid and act as if an
affirmative verification were received. The user may instead
be prompted by the application at the client level allowing
the user to determine the next course of action. The software
on the client may also attempt verification of the certificate
by attempting to locate the CRL or other revocation indi-
cator. It should be noted that in the event that the traditional
verification process is also inconclusive, the user still has not
received any information as to the certificate’s validity.

When a determinate response is received, there are also
several possible outcomes for the user of the client com-
puter. If the response is returned as valid, then the certificate
has not been revoked and the user of client 14 knows
definitively that the certificate is valid in this respect. For
this to be true, it is also necessary that the response from the
DNS responder be cryptographically verified in order to
assure that the DNS responder is authentic. If such a
cryptographically verified response indicates that a certifi-
cate has been revoked, then the user knows definitively that
the certificate is revoked and can take the appropriate action.
In the event that a response is returned from the DNS
responder but the response is not cryptographically verified,
the appropriate response is to act as if the DNS responder
failed to respond and to query the next DNS responder in
order. In the event that no DNS responder returns a cryp-
tographically verified response, then the user is left with the
situation where no determinate response exists.

Referring now to FIG. 3, the flow of information associ-
ated with this invention will be described in more detail. The
process begins when requesting party 28 has a need to
determine the status of an electronic certificate and particu-
larly whether it has been revoked. In the event that it is
necessary to make such a determination, a certificate status
request 73 is transmitted to the primary DNS responder 12.
The primary DNS responder then queries a set of certificate
revocation records, local to the primary DNS responder,
associated with the certificate status request. In the event that
a certificate revocation record 75 is discovered, it is trans-
mitted back to the requesting party 28. The requesting party
receives the revocation record, including revocation infor-
mation, and can make informed decisions concerning the
validity of the particular digital certificate. In the event that
a secondary DNS responder 14 is queried by the responding
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party 28, rather than the primary DNS responder 12, cer-
tificate status request 72 is transmitted to the slave DNS
responder 14. At this point, the secondary DNS responder 14
can query its local version of the set of certificate revocation
records and discover if the certificate being requested is in
this set of revocation records. In the event that the revocation
record is discovered, certificate revocation record 80 is
transmitted back to the requesting party and the requesting
party is provided with revocation information according to
certificate status request 72.

The secondary DNS responder 14 also queries the pri-
mary DNS responder 12, through query 74, at some prede-
termined interval to receive updates to the set of certificate
revocation records contained locally at secondary DNS
responder 14. In this case, primary DNS responder 12 sends
an updated set of certificate revocation records to the sec-
ondary DNS responder 14.

In order for the primary DNS responder to have the set of
certificate revocation records, the certificate authority 10
provides a certificate revocation list 76 or other revocation
information 77 to primary DNS responder 12. The primary
DNS responder then parses the certificate revocation list to
create a set of certificate revocation records. Primary DNS
responder 12 can also update the set of certificate revocation
records when it receives other revocation information 77.
Primary DNS responders can also include DNS zone infor-
mation within the set of certificate revocation records.
Therefore, the primary DNS responder can contain the
revocation records for the revoked certificates for the DNS
zone associated with the primary DNS responder. This
revocation record set 82 can be passed to secondary DNS
responder 12 so that each DNS responder contains the
necessary information to inform the requesting party the
status of an electronic certificate and can provide authori-
tative responses to such requests. In the preferred embodi-
ment of this invention, the revocation record is of the CERT
type as described in Request for Comment document 2538.
The OID private type is used to store the revocation record
information. Therefore, the algorithm field would need to
contain zero for the private format data type of the CERT
record type.

Revocation records should be stored in the namespaces
associated with the certificate authorities. The location of the
revocation record is organized by serial number 84 (FIG. 3),
issuer 86, and context 88 and is represented by [serial
number].[issuer].[context]. Context is global context for the
preferred embodiment, which is for global certificate revo-
cations, and is represented by “_rev”. The issuer portion of
the name is an alphanumeric representation of the certificate
for the certificate authority or entity issuing certificates. This
alphanumeric representation is the fingerprint of the certifi-
cate authority’s issuing certificate. For example, assume that

the fingerprint of the issuer’s certificate s
alefb4bdde080f0E6DB4218E1012E3B427A35775.  This
fingerprint can be represented by
alef.b4bd.de08.bf0e.6db4.218e.1012.€365.2713.5775  in

dotted decimal format. The insertion of decimals to separate
the fingerprint and serial number into octets is referred to as
the dotted decimal format. Although not required, the dotted
decimal format allows for the DNS look-up processes to
quickly identify the existence of a revocation record. How-
ever, any DNS look-up format can be used.

Each certificate has associated with it a serial number.
Generally, this serial number is in decimal format. If the
serial number is 147430, the hexadecimal translation is
0002.3fe6. To discover a revocation record for the certificate
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in this embodiment, the following information, in dotted
decimal format, can be included in the certificate status
request:
“0002.3fe6.alef.b4bd.de08.0f0e.6db4.218e.1012.e364.
2713.5775._rev”. As shown, the serial number is con-
verted into two hexadecimal octets in the dotted decimal
format and can be combined with the fingerprint. This is
accomplished by converting the decimal version of the
serial number to hexadecimal and appending the finger-
print. Although not a requirement for utilizing DNS
look-up, the hexadecimal format is more convenient.

By organizing certificate revocation records in the [serial
number].[issuer].[context]. format, an advantageous look-up
method is created as DNS look-up can be employed. This
method has significant advantages over the traditional query
through an entire Certification Revocation List. As DNS
look-up provides a means for providing a tree-based struc-
ture for faster searching, the use of the serial number and
fingerprint combination allows for taking advantage of this
tree searching method. The fingerprint allows the look-up to
quickly discover the issuing entity and the serial number will
be organized in numeric order allowing rapid discovery of
the certificate sought. Additionally, Domain Name System
Security Extensions can be used to allow a requesting party
to authenticate the responses to certificate status requests.

By providing the above invention, there is significant
improvement in the ease of using and managing certificates.
Revocation queries are more efficient, since the only trans-
mission necessary to determine whether a certificate has
been revoked is a single query to a DNS responder. This
query is then answered with a single response. Since it is not
necessary to download the CRL, a significant disadvantage
of the current approach is eliminated. It is not necessary to
access and parse large, unindexed CRL’s from multiple
CA’s each time the status of a certificate is requested. While
real-time certificate revocation systems do exist, they
require unique cryptographic signatures to be dynamically
created for each query to a CA. This increases the demand
for the responding server which, in turn, requires more
expensive hardware or specialized cryptographic hardware
to meet this demand. These disadvantages contribute to the
non-acceptance and limited use of such traditional verifica-
tion systems. The benefit of using the DNS responder is that
the cryptographic signatures for all responses are calculated
once and included in all responses. They are verifiable singly
and do not vary from query to query.

While a preferred embodiment of the invention has been
described using specific terms, such description is for illus-
trative purposes only, and it is to be understood that changes
and variations may be made without departing from the
spirit or scope of the following claims.

What is claimed is:

1. A system for verifying the status of an electronic
certificate having a serial number comprising:

a computer readable medium;

a set of certificate revocation records, derived from a
certificate authority, contained in said computer read-
able medium;

a set of computer readable instructions embodied in said
computer readable medium for receiving a certificate
status request for the electronic certificate from a
requesting party, determining a fingerprint for the elec-
tronic certificate’s issuer, appending said fingerprint to
said serial number, formatting said serial number and
appended fingerprint into a dotted decimal format,
including said serial number and said fingerprint in
dotted decimal format within said certificate status
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request, querying said set of certificate revocation
records having revocation information representing the
status of the electronic certificate embodied in said
computer readable medium according to said certificate
status request, and, transmitting said revocation infor-
mation to the requesting party if said certificate revo-
cation record is successfully retrieved from said set of
certificate revocation records so that said requesting
party can be informed of the status of the electronic
certificate.

2. The system of claim 1 wherein said computer readable
medium is embodied in a primary DNS responder.

3. The system of claim 2 wherein said set of computer
readable instructions include instructions for receiving cer-
tificate revocation information from said certificate author-
ity; parsing said certificate revocation information and add-
ing revocation records to said set of certificate revocation
records according to said certificate revocation information
received from said certificate authority.

4. The system of claim 3 wherein said certificate revoca-
tion information is a certification revocation list provided by
said certificate authority.

5. The system of claim 1 wherein said computer readable
medium is embodied in a secondary DNS responder.

6. The system of claim 5 wherein said computer readable
instructions include instructions for receiving a primary set
of certificate revocation records from a primary DNS
responder and updating said set of certificate revocation
records according to said primary set of certificate revoca-
tion records.

7. The system of claim 1 including:

a digital signature associated with said computer readable

medium; and,

said set of computer readable instructions include instruc-

tions for digitally signing said revocation information
with said digital signature associated with said com-
puter readable medium so that said requesting party can
authenticate said revocation information.

8. A system for verifying the status of an electronic
certificate having an associated serial number comprising:

a computer readable medium; and,

a set of computer readable instructions embodied within
said computer readable medium for receiving a certifi-
cate revocation list from a certificate authority, deter-
mining a fingerprint of said certificate authority, asso-
ciating said fingerprint with said serial number for each
certificate represented by said certificate revocation list,
formatting said fingerprint and serial number into a
dotted decimal format, associating said fingerprint and
said serial number within said set of certificate revo-
cation records, creating a set of certificate revocation
records, each having revocation information represent-
ing revoked electronic certificates, according to said
certificate revocation list, organizing said set of certifi-
cate revocation records by DNS zone, and, making
available said set of certificate revocation records to
requesting parties so that the requesting parties can
determine the status of a particular electronic certificate
organized by DNS zone.

9. The system of claim 8 wherein said computer readable

medium is embodied within a primary DNS responder.

10. The system of claim 9 wherein said set of computer
readable instructions include instructions for providing said
set of certificate revocation records to at least one secondary
DNS responder.
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11. The system of claim 9 including:

a digital signature associated with said primary DNS
responder; and,

said set of computer readable instructions include instruc-
tions for electronically signing certificate revocation
records with said digital signature prior to making
available said set of revocation records to requesting
parties.

12. A system for verifying the status of an electronic

certificate comprising:

a computer readable medium; and,

a set of computer readable instructions contained within
said computer readable medium for creating a certifi-
cate status request having certificate authority informa-
tion, querying a DNS responder for a DNS responder
list representing DNS responders having a set of cer-
tificate revocation records according to said certificate
authority information, receiving said DNS responder
list, querying each DNS responder according to said
certificate status request until the exhaustion of said
DNS responder list, receiving certificate revocation
information from said certificate revocation record
from said queried DNS responders if said certificate
revocation record is discovered, and providing certifi-
cate revocation information according to said request-
ing party if said certificate revocation record is discov-
ered so that the requesting party is provided the status
of the certificate according to said certificate revocation
request.

13. The system of claim 12 including a fingerprint of the
certificate’s issuer associated with the electronic certificate
embodied within said certificate status request.

14. The system of claim 12 including a serial number
associated with the electronic certificate embodied within
said certificate status request.

15. The system of claim 12 including:

a fingerprint of the certificate’s issuer associated with the
electronic certificate embodied within said certificate
status request;

a serial number associated with said electronic certificate
embodied within said certificate status request; and,
said fingerprint and said serial number are in dotted

decimal format.

16. A system for verifying the status of an electronic

certificate comprising:

a computer readable medium; and,

a set of computer readable instructions contained within
said computer readable medium for creating a certifi-
cate status request having certificate authority informa-
tion, querying a DNS responder for a DNS responder
list representing DNS responders having a set of cer-
tificate revocation records according to said certificate
authority information, receiving said DNS responder
list, querying each DNS responder according to said
certificate status request until the exhaustion of a pre-
determined period of time in which said certificate
revocation record is not discovered that is responsive to
said certificate status request, receiving certificate revo-
cation information from said certificate revocation
record from said queried DNS responders if said cer-
tificate revocation record is discovered, and providing
certificate revocation information to a requesting party
if said certificate revocation record is discovered so that
the requesting party is provided the status of the
certificate according to said certificate revocation
request.
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17. The system of claim 16 including a fingerprint of the
certificate’s issuer associated with the electronic certificate
embodied within said certificate status request.

18. The system of claim 16 including a serial number
associated with the electronic certificate embodied within
said certificate status request.

19. The system of claim 16 including:

a fingerprint of the certificate’s issuer associated with the
electronic certificate embodied within said certificate
status request;

a serial number associated with said electronic certificate
embodied within said certificate status request; and,

said fingerprint and said serial number are in dotted
decimal format.

20. A system for verifying the status of an electronic

certificate comprising:

a computer readable medium;

a set of computer readable instructions contained within
said computer readable medium for creating a certifi-
cate status request having certificate authority informa-
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tion and a fingerprint of the certificate’s issuer associ-
ated with the electronic certificate and a serial number
associated with said electronic certificate, formatting
said fingerprint and said serial number in dotted deci-
mal format, querying a DNS responder for a DNS
responder list representing DNS responders having a
set of certificate revocation records according to said
certificate authority information, receiving said DNS
responder list, querying each DNS responder according
to said certificate status request until a termination
event is encountered, receiving certificate revocation
information from said certificate revocation record
from said queried DNS responders if said certificate
revocation record is discovered, and, providing certifi-
cate revocation information to a requesting party if said
certificate revocation record is discovered so that the
requesting party is provided the status of the certificate
according to said certificate revocation request.

#* #* #* #* #*



