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IBM did not acquire Confluent in March simply to own a larger Kafka business. On November 4, the 

strategic point became considerably clearer: Confluent, now an IBM company, introduced its 

Streamhouse architecture and made Lightning Tables generally available on AWS. The new Query 

pillar joins Stream, Connect, Process and Govern, making continuously updated Kafka state 

available directly to applications and AI agents instead of requiring another dedicated serving 

database.[1][2]

That is important news for CIOs spending heavily on agents that can reason but cannot reliably 

determine whether an order was shipped, a seat was reserved or a customer is still eligible for a 

transaction. IBM is attacking a real architectural weakness: AI can act faster than the enterprise's 

fragmented systems can agree on what just happened.

The Frontier thesis: IBM can make business context available to agents in milliseconds. It still has to 

prove that context is authoritative enough to act on. A fast answer to the wrong business question is 

not intelligence. It is accelerated operational risk.
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What IBM actually added—and why Query 
changes the economics

A Streamhouse is an architectural pattern, not a new database that magically contains the company. 

The Confluent implementation assembles five capabilities. Kafka and its managed Kora engine 

transport durable events; connectors bring in source changes; Apache Flink computes state across 

events; governance applies schemas, lineage and policy; and Query exposes results to consumers.[1]

[3]

That fifth layer is the decisive change. Lightning Tables materializes a Kafka topic as a read-only, 

queryable table. An application can call SQL or an HTTP API without operating a separate consumer, 

cache or serving database. Confluent's Real-Time Context Engine presents this information to 

agents using the Model Context Protocol (MCP). Tableflow serves a different audience by placing 

streaming data into Apache Iceberg or Delta Lake tables for analytics and lakehouse engines.[4][5]

There is a crucial difference in speed and purpose. The Lightning Tables path is intended for 

repeated, low-latency operational reads; Tableflow's documented default publication target is roughly 

five minutes. A warehouse-connected table can be remarkably fresh for analysis yet too old for a 

consequential agent action. The Streamhouse proposition is not to eliminate the lakehouse but to 

stop forcing operational decisions through an analytical refresh cycle.[5]

Confluent reports, in internal testing, roughly 100 milliseconds from new data creation to serving, 

query latency of 10–100 milliseconds and throughput above 1,000 queries per second. These figures 

are not independently benchmarked, do not describe every enterprise integration and must not be 

confused with source-system commit-to-agent-action latency.[1]

The November release is more than Lightning Tables. Confluent also describes generally available 

managed inference from Flink SQL against supported cloud models; Google Cloud and BigQuery 

Tableflow integration; a Kafka-aware Gateway for migration and governance; additional schema 

compatibility safeguards; and private-cloud multitenancy. Other capabilities have more restricted 

statuses, including early-access connector management and preview processing features. CIOs 

should contract against the availability of their specific path, not the perceived completeness of the 

announcement.[3]
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A production boundary, not a universal SQL 
engine

The technical limitations make the opportunity more intelligible, not less. Lightning Tables is generally 

available on supported AWS cluster types, while its documentation says account availability is rolling 

out in phases. Topics need registered Avro, Protobuf or JSON Schema. Upsert views require 

compacted topics and keys. Do not infer that IBM's larger hybrid-cloud portfolio means Lightning 

Tables itself is generally available on IBM Z, Azure or every private-cloud deployment today.[6][4]

Most consequentially, Lightning Table queries read one table at a time. The documented SQL surface 

supports lookups, filters, ordering and limits; it does not support joins, aggregations, subqueries or 

writes. The MCP route also caps returned rows at 200 and has rate and timeout limits. Complex 

business context must be computed upstream, frequently in Flink, rather than assembled ad hoc by 

an agent at query time.[7][8]

That is both a sensible performance trade-off and an architectural commitment. Teams must define 

the right entity—an order with its current payment, shipment and entitlement status, for example—

and build and maintain its semantics before an agent asks. Otherwise every model invents its own 

join logic and an apparently shared context turns into competing interpretations.

It also changes the cost calculation. Materialization, state storage, scanned bytes, Flink computation 

and connectors become durable production expenditures. Confluent's published Real-Time Context 

Engine list prices include $0.105 per compute-unit hour and $0.029 per stored GB-month before 

regional multipliers; keeping a table updated incurs compute even when nobody queries it. Those are 

service price dimensions, not a complete Streamhouse quote. Treat the displaced ETL, cache and 

operational-database costs as potential savings to be demonstrated, never assumed.[9][10]

The unsolved problem: current is not the 
same as correct

Imagine a rebooking agent that checks aircraft location, connections and seat inventory. IBM uses 

just such an example in its announcement. The data may update in milliseconds yet still contain a 

reservation that another transaction is about to commit, an event arriving out of order, or a source-

system correction that has not propagated. An agent that books on the basis of that partial picture 

can create a customer-facing failure before the next event arrives.[1]
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Confluent's documented upsert semantics are last-write-wins by record key; tombstones represent 

deletion. Those mechanics are useful, but they do not make a derived view a globally serializable 

transaction across ERP, payments and reservations. Apache Flink's state checkpointing and replay 

provide strong processing guarantees inside a streaming job; they cannot undo a real-world action 

that an agent has already authorized.[6][11]

The relevant question is therefore not just, “How fresh is this table?” It is: Fresh relative to which 

source commit, complete through which event-time watermark, authoritative under which business 

rule, and still valid when the action executes? Flink's own event-time documentation explains why 

waiting for out-of-order events trades latency for completeness. That trade-off cannot be removed by 

calling the resulting table real-time.[12]

Four failure modes deserve particular attention. A CDC connector can lag or miss a source partition. 

A schema change can invalidate materialization, leaving an apparently legitimate old view. A derived 

state can combine events with different business-effective times. And an MCP tool may expose 

information correctly while the agent using it has excessive privileges to act elsewhere. None is 

solved by faster lookup alone.[6][8]

A defensible Streamhouse needs source ownership, versioned definitions, source-event and 

processing timestamps, lag and completeness indicators, policy enforcement, replay tests and an 

explicit stale-data behavior. For high-risk actions, the agent must recheck the system of record at 

commit and tolerate refusal. Streaming is an excellent way to understand intent and context. It is not 

a substitute for transaction authority.

Why IBM has a credible opening—and what 
it has not proved

IBM completed the Confluent acquisition on March 17 and described day-one integrations with 

watsonx.data, MQ, webMethods Hybrid Integration and IBM Z. IBM said Confluent was already used 

by more than 6,500 enterprises, including 40% of the Fortune 500. Those are IBM-supplied adoption 

figures, but they explain its strategic interest: many of the authoritative records needed by enterprise 

agents are still in large hybrid estates, not conveniently stored beside a cloud model.[2]

If IBM can connect mainframe and application transactions to governed, reusable state, it has a more 

durable proposition than attaching another chat interface to yesterday's warehouse. This is also a 

chance to reduce the repeated data movement and business-logic duplication that make enterprise 

integrations fragile.
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The evidence for outcomes is promising but uneven. In IBM's November announcement, Accenture 

said its Confluent-powered architecture reduced time-to-insight from months to days; Extend 

described using streaming and contracts to support commerce operations. These are named 

customer testimonials, not independent controlled evaluations of the newly available Lightning Tables 

service. Their operational relevance is real; the precise incremental benefit of this week's release 

remains to be established.[1]

Independent reporting confirms the direction of the launch. TechTarget identified the addition of 

queryable, governed live state as the platform shift, while CIO Dive similarly centered its coverage on 

AI-agent access to current business context. Neither publication's report converts vendor benchmark 

numbers into verified production SLAs.[13][14]

The choice is bigger than Confluent

Buy the integrated path if Kafka is already strategic, your first workload fits supported AWS 

deployment and you value managed Flink, governance and low-latency serving together. Challenge 

IBM to demonstrate the promised hybrid integration with your actual IBM Z, MQ, SAP or other 

operational systems, including the cost and failure characteristics of the entire path.

Assemble an open path if you have competent streaming engineers or require different locality and 

portability. Kafka-compatible services, Flink, change-data capture, an operational serving store and 

Iceberg/Delta interfaces can implement the same basic pattern. In September, Aiven, Confluent, 

Redpanda, StreamNative and Ververica established a vendor-neutral Streamhouse definition; the 

word is not IBM's proprietary standard.[15]

Stay nearer the transactional source where the requirement is narrow, such as validating one 

reservation or entitlement before a write. An existing database API, change feed or materialized view 

may be more trustworthy and cheaper than a broad new platform. Continue using the lakehouse for 

historical analysis and training; do not turn every analytical question into a subsecond infrastructure 

project.

The real lock-in risk is not Kafka the protocol. It is the combination of transformation logic, 

governance definitions, agent-facing query contracts, runtime operations and accumulated staff 

expertise. Open data formats are helpful, but portability must be demonstrated through a working 

replacement, not assumed from a marketing diagram.

Three decisions CIOs should make now
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1. Establish a source-of-truth contract before funding a 
Streamhouse

Choose one revenue- or risk-relevant domain—inventory promise, fraud disposition or order 

entitlement—and name the transactional owner for each decisive fact. Document its event-time and 

commit-time semantics, business-effective time, permitted lag, correction behavior, retention, and 

which decisions may proceed when data is partial. Reject any design without a clear revalidation path 

for irreversible actions. Trigger: an agent can change money, customer rights, inventory or regulated 

records using derived state. This defines the trust boundary before vendor selection.

2. Run an end-to-end contest with failure injection, not a 
query-speed demonstration

Within 60 days, compare an integrated Confluent design against at least one credible existing-stack 

or open alternative on the same business scenario. Measure source-commit-to-usable-context p95/

p99, late and duplicate events, schema changes, replay/rebuild time, stale-read behavior, MCP 

authorization, recovery targets and cost per successful business action. Include the real ingestion, 

storage, query and operational labor bill. Demand an AWS availability and region check, and show 

how the design behaves when an upstream source stalls. Buy only if the tested outcome beats the 

baseline at acceptable operational risk.

3. Separate agent context permissions from transaction 
permissions—and preserve an exit

Keep the Streamhouse's agent query interface read-only and least-privileged. Require a policy-

checked service to authorize any consequential write against the authoritative system; log the context 

version and the final decision, and rehearse compensation and human intervention for mistakes. 

Keep schemas, event contracts, evaluation cases and operational runbooks exportable, with a replay-

based alternative path validated before a major commitment. Trigger: an agent moves from advice 

into execution, or one vendor becomes indispensable to both context and action.

IBM's new Query layer may make Kafka substantially more valuable to the AI era. But the winner will 

not be the vendor with the fastest table. It will be the architecture that knows when the table is not 

enough.
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