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Open Source Security:  
A Look at the Security 

Benefits of Source Code Access

“The only truly secure system is one that is powered off, cast in a block of concrete 
and sealed in a lead-lined room with armed guards, and even then I have my doubts.”

– Gene Spafford

In today’s Internet-enabled world, achieving the deceptively straightforward objective of securing your
computing environment is a complex challenge. Organizations seeking a balance between enabling
access to users and safeguarding mission-critical data must contend with a wide range of security

issues. Each week brings reports of new threats to computer systems and attacks that succeed in
compromising the privacy of data, disrupting operations in ways that stifle productivity, and threatening
organizations’ viability.

Among the wide variety of security threats, the most common include:

♦ Sniffing for authentication data – the use of tools that can be used to detect passwords by recording
data transmitted over your network and identifying common login statements. Sniffing can be used 
to find any unencrypted information you send, including administrative passwords.

♦ Denial of service (DOS) and other direct attacks that can cripple a system by flooding it with improper
requests that overwhelm servers and prevent access by legitimate users.

♦ Viruses, among the greatest threats to security, are increasing in frequency and severity. ICSA Labs’ 2000
Computer Virus Prevalence Survey found that the likelihood of a company experiencing a computer virus
has doubled in each of the past five years. More than 90% of respondents experienced downtime due
to viruses in the previous year, with an average cost for virus disasters (affecting 25 or more PCs) of up
to $1 million in hard and soft costs.

♦ Website defacements – including insertion of unauthorized content, digital graffiti, etc.

Organizations also are at risk from a number of bugs or loophole exploits that may exist in 
software, including:

♦ Buffer overflows – which are programming errors that may allow malicious users to gain unauthorized
privileges – for example, enabling them to access data such as customer credit card numbers.

♦ Improper file handling – which may allow malicious users to alter or replace important files such as
passwords or corporate documents.
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♦ Poor security algorithms – which are easily deciphered, creating a false sense of security even as they
enable intruders to steal information.

♦ Trojan horses – malicious programs that mimic the behavior of commonly used software programs for
the purpose of obtaining proprietary information.

These problems may be detected and the threats defused before intrusions or exploits occur, but only
through a comprehensive review of the operating system or application source code.

These vulnerabilities and the risks they create have garnered a great deal of publicity in recent years as the
number and intensity of attacks have increased – and sparked ongoing debate about the best way to
achieve pragmatic yet thorough security. Increasingly, this debate has focused on the comparative security
of open source systems, in which the operating system or application source code is available to and
accessible by users, and closed (or proprietary) source code, in which the source code is distributed only
in an executable (binary) format, and cannot be viewed by users.

Closed source operating systems, the most well-known of which are operating systems from Microsoft,
Sun, Cisco and other commercial vendors, continue to control a large percentage of the marketplace.
However, the use of open source systems is growing exponentially. IDC estimates that shipments of the
Linux server operating system more than doubled between 1998 and 2000 to approximately 1.6 million
units. The same study found that organizations are viewing Linux as a viable alternative to Windows on
both new and existing servers. A 2000 Forrester Research study found that 56% of the 2,500 IT
managers interviewed already use open source software and another 6% planned on installing it within
two years. A total of 84% of those interviewed predicted that open source software would be the spark
behind major innovations throughout the industry.

Not surprisingly, the continuing penetration of Linux, OpenBSD and other open source software has
sparked strong opinions about which model – open source or closed source – provides the greatest
security benefits. Closed source vendors rightly perceive open source software, which is generally available
to users at a distinct price advantage (or free in many cases), as a strong threat to their market dominance.
Several leading vendors have focused recent communications efforts on creating debate and, where
possible, doubts among the user community about the security of open source systems and applications as
part of their effort to maintain and expand market share. (Curiously, even as leading closed source
vendors malign open source software, several are busy developing their own limited versions of open
source applications for sale.)  

In reality, there is ample evidence that open source software is every bit as secure as its proprietary
competition and, in many instances, offers quantifiable security benefits that flow from the accessibility of
the source code.There is growing consensus among IT administrators that open source code does indeed
promote and enable greater security.

Open Source & Security

Open source software, by definition, includes any program or application in which the programming code
is open and visible.

The concept of open source software dates to the earliest days of computer programming. The term
came into popular usage following a February 1998 meeting in Palo Alto, California. A group of leading
free software advocates, reacting to Netscape’s announcement that it planned to make the source code
for its browser widely available, came to the realization that open source software had to be promoted
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and marketed based on pragmatic business strategies to compete effectively against closed source
vendors.

Today, the Internet abounds with open source software in heavy commercial use. Among the most widely
used and well-known:

♦ Apache – which is utilized by more than 62% of the world’s websites, according to the most recent
Netcraft survey.

♦ PERL – the engine for most of the live content on the Web today.

♦ BIND – the leading domain name service software for the Internet.

♦ Sendmail – the most widely used email transport software on the Internet.

♦ Linux – the second-most widely used operating system following Windows.

A growing number of vendors offer solutions utilizing the open source business model including Red Hat,
IBM, Apple Computers, SGI, Netscape, Covalent, Corel and Caldera. Also, Sun Microsystems now ships a
separate CD of open source software with its commercial distributions. Dozens of others incorporate
open source code within their products or offer tools for managing networks that utilize open source
systems, including a wide range of security tools.

Active deployment of Linux, the most popular open source operating system, doubled from 1999 to 2001,
according to the recent IDC study. The study found that Linux enjoys significant perceived advantages
compared to other major operating systems such as Unix and Windows in terms of price, cost of
operation, reliability and performance, including the inherent benefits of operating as an open source
system. A total of 44% of the same study participants indicated that Linux has or would replace Windows
NT as their server operating system, while another 34% said it has or would replace Windows 95/98 or
Windows 2000. Approximately 40% of respondents are deploying Linux for new applications or actively
evaluating it.

In a world where secure business-critical data is the foundation of any business’ viability – and organizations
spend millions of dollars defending their networks and data against a growing number of threats – does
utilizing software with widely available source code make sense?  In fact, IT managers interviewed for the
Forrester study cited security issues most often as the reason for adopting open source software.

Strength in Numbers:  The Security of “Many Eyeballs” 

The security benefits of open source software stem directly from its openness. Known as the “many
eyeballs” theory, it explains what we instinctively know to be true – that an operating system or application
will be more secure when you can inspect the code, share it with experts and other members of your
user community, identify potential problems and create fixes quickly. Without the source code, you remain
dependent on your software vendor – and on their strategic and economic agendas – to correct any
problems that occur.

The principle is simple, yet powerful – the more people who have access to the source code and can
employ their expertise to examine it, the fewer secrets are embedded in the code and the harder it is to
compromise that code by hiding backdoors, bugs or other security-threatening code in it.

In the open source community, notes Eric Raymond author of The Cathedral and the Bazaar, bugs are
viewed as inevitable but shallow phenomena. As with any software, they happen. But they rarely stay
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hidden when exposed to thousands of users and experienced programmers who carefully scrutinize every
new release, find the bugs and race one another to post fixes. In most instances, the people scrutinizing
the code share a genuine interest in it that drives them to examine it closely, learn how it works and why
problems occur, try to resolve any problems they find, and create a usable fix that they are eager to share
with the rest of the user community.

Given the sheer breadth of the open source community (an estimated 15 million people worldwide have
“touched” just the Linux code) a few facts become readily apparent:

♦ With few exceptions, bugs that occur in a given release do not remain undetected.

♦ Experienced development talent, though unorganized in the corporate sense, can be focused on bugs
and other problems literally around-the-clock via the Internet.When the famous Ping ‘O Death bug
occurred several years ago, literally thousands of kernel programmers, armed with the source code and
a thorough understanding of the problem, raced one another to create and secure credit for posting the
first fix. Anyone can propose a fix to the code’s maintainer, and those fixes will be posted or included in
the next revision.

♦ Strong, active communication among the user community through user groups – and online resources
such as Sourceforge, Linux Kernel Mailing List (and Kernel Traffic), Slashdot, Freshmeat and Bugzilla – help
ensure economical debugging and security, since duplication of effort is minimized when fixes are
communicated and distributed quickly.

♦ When found, bugs and exploits are fixed quickly – the Ping ‘O Death was identified and a fix for Linux
posted within hours. In comparison, the response took far longer for Windows operating systems
because fewer programmers had access to the code and, therefore, fewer resources were focused on
the task. In an analysis of 1999 security advisories, SecurityPortal found that Linux vendor Red Hat, with
31 total advisories, took an average of 11.2 days after a bug was discovered to respond with a patch.
In contrast, Microsoft, with 61 advisories, took at average of 16.1 days to issue a patch, while Sun, with 
8 advisories, took an average of 89.5 days from advisory to patch release.

Realistically, few organizations can afford to review any operating system line-by-line for security
weaknesses. This makes open source software even more attractive to those that lack the resources for
exhaustive code reviews or comprehensive audits. Deployment of open source software allows all users
to benefit from the ongoing scrutiny, reporting and expertise of programmers throughout the world.

The ability for any experienced programmer to audit open source code for bugs and other flaws also
serves as a powerful quality assurance mechanism. Just as open source users want to claim credit for
finding security problems and posting fixes, open source developers, who are generally known by their
peers, do not want to be embarrassed by undiscovered bugs in their software. The mere threat of an
audit often promotes tighter, more elegant programming and more thorough quality reviews prior to
release.

When bugs do escape detection prior to release, the efforts of the worldwide developer community can
be organized and focused on creating a solution as rapidly as possible. For example, in June 1998 an
advisory was issued concerning a potential deficiency in the security protocol of the Secure Shell (ssh)
program, which could not be resolved through a simple patch. Because the source code was freely
available, interested developers from around the world were able to work cooperatively via the Internet
to develop and implement a new, secure protocol, and distribute the update before would-be intruders
exploited it.
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Open source code also enables administrators to take a more proactive approach in hardening their
operating systems against security threats in a number of ways unavailable to users of closed source
software:

♦ Removing unwanted code – Consider the virus threats you would avoid if you could access the source
code for Microsoft Word and Excel and eliminate the code that enables macros. Bugs are an
unavoidable fact of life – industry experts place the average occurrence of bugs at one for every 15 lines
of code. The ability to remove unwanted or unnecessary functionality and the corresponding blocks of
code prior to installation can greatly improve security, along with performance and operating efficiency.
OpenBSD is the most extreme example – it is “secure by default” because it disables all but essential
processes at install and requires you to add desired processes one by one.

♦ Tailoring functionality – Open source operating systems also enable an individual or organization to take
even firmer control of security. For example, you can build your own kernel without an executable stack
segment or add customized authentication mechanisms tailored to your requirements, in essence
strengthening any portion of the software to meet your unique needs and security strategy. This
flexibility is rarely, if ever, available with closed source applications.

♦ Third-party security enhancements – A wide range of security tools is now available for open source
software. For example, you can utilize tools that restrict access to Linux files on a process-by-process
basis – so even if an attacker gains access to your system, they cannot exploit programs beyond the
process through which they entered. There also are a variety of Linux kernel and compiler patches that
are extremely successful in halting buffer overflow attacks.

♦ Greater flexibility and expandability – For example, Linux enables users to import their choice of access
control lists (ACLs) including newly developed ACLs – an important consideration for organizations that
are migrating from older existing file systems.

Perhaps most important, open source software lets you stand on the shoulders of previous developers to
create your own functionality. The worldwide open source community is, in effect, a massive collaborative
effort – with developers typically focusing on a particular piece of code and, once it is released, handing it
off to the rest of the community for use and further enhancement. Take, for example, the basic
development work on ruleset-based access controls, which were created by an individual in Germany over
several years. Today, that code is being used by other programmers as the foundation of a series of
patches that address European privacy standards at the operating system level.

That same ability to modify, expand or add functionality – and strengthen security – is available to any
open source user. If your organization lacks the in-house development skills, time or the manpower for
customization, you can select open-source-based applications from any of a number of well-known and
respected individuals or vendors, and have a savvy programmer double-check the source code for any
potential security issues.

Closed Source Software:  “Security by Obscurity”

In contrast, closed source advocates tout the secrecy of source code as a critical security feature. Their
arguments center on the notion that secrecy is necessary to hinder intruders and, if a security exploit does
occur, keep damage to a minimum. In much the same way that a locked door turns many would-be
burglars away or, at the very least, encourages them to search for an easier (presumably open source)
target, hiding the code acts as a deterrent – and opening the code only empowers would-be attackers.
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Security through obscurity, they reason, hides the blueprint (the source code) so it cannot be turned
against software users.

However, experience shows that closed source code is frequently less secure for a number of reasons.
In fact, many experts note, hiding the code creates a false sense of security – programmers who generate
malicious attacks liken security through obscurity to hiding the door key under the welcome mat. Much
like the emperor’s new clothes, the security advantages of opaque code are limited at best and are
vanishing rapidly.

Security isn’t the only reason for hiding source code. It is no secret that closed source software vendors
limit access to the source code for economic reasons. The inability to freely modify code, enhance
functionality or add software from the broader user community chains you to the vendor that controls the
code and to other vendors that have licensed that code to develop complementary products.

At the same time, the need to release product quickly and capture market- or mind-share drives
development considerations in ways that often affect security. In a deadline-driven world the emphasis is
on speed, and bugs may go undetected during quality control checks or consciously ignored if they are
deemed minor. The result is often source code that could be much tighter and bug-free. For example, an
internal Microsoft memo obtained by Sm@rt Reseller revealed that the Windows 2000 version released in
February of that year shipped with more than 63,000 known potential defects, including 28,000 bugs that
were likely to be “real” problems.

Closed source software that targets a broad audience – such as operating systems or office applications –
typically incorporates a much wider array of functionality, along with accompanying code, than any single
user requires. Your inability to remove that code during or immediately following installation means that it
and any accompanying vulnerabilities become part of your system, creating additional security risk with no
business benefit.

Meanwhile, you remain dependent on your vendor and a small group of others with access to the code to
fix any bugs that occur. It also leaves you vulnerable for a number of reasons:

♦ Restricted access to the source code does not mean that it is completely hidden. Since many closed
source vendors license their source code to others, it is open to a degree, but to a much smaller
population than with open source software. There is no guarantee that others with the source code will
be able to protect it fully against unauthorized access.

♦ Despite claims to the contrary, closed source code does not prevent access by a skilled, determined
intruder. Any code can be reverse engineered and disassembled using widely available tools, enabling
programmers to decipher your algorithm and search for vulnerabilities. In fact, recent Black Hat Briefings
included sessions on reverse engineering and function analysis of opaque code. Meanwhile, without the
same tools, and restricted by your closed source licensing agreement, you are prevented from
performing the same analysis to identify any potential security vulnerabilities.

♦ A reasonably experienced programmer may not even need tools to access closed source code. A large
number of security problems originate from a few basic programming flaws, such as buffer overflows, that
can be located and exploited by any experienced programmer who knows where to look. A quick
search of the Internet reveals dozens of sites maintained by individuals who have uncovered and
publicized hundreds of vulnerabilities, all without access to source code.

♦ Unlike the open source community, where information is widely disseminated, those with less-than-noble
motives are far less likely to share information about exploitable vulnerabilities – leaving discovery and
reporting in the hands of the same finite group that developed the code in the first place.
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Because closed source software cannot be audited for security vulnerabilities, users are dependent on the
original programmers to identify bugs and create fixes. As a result, the discovery of code problems, if
found at all, invariably is accompanied by the discovery of additional bugs and security vulnerabilities.

For example, in April 2000, users of FrontPage Web server software learned that Microsoft programmers
had inserted a back door in this popular application. Because FrontPage’s code was hidden in opaque
binary form, this potentially devastating security risk remained undetected for more than four years, known
only to a few enterprising individuals who used their knowledge to exploit sites. Had the source code
been open to all users, this vulnerability would most likely have been discovered quickly and a fix
distributed before any damaged was caused.

Even when vulnerabilities are discovered in closed source code, there is no guarantee that patches will be
created quickly because the relatively small group of programmers with source code access typically must
prioritize their efforts to fix bugs in what the vendor determines to be order of importance. Remember
the estimated 28,000 “serious” bugs in Windows 2000?  Now suppose that your organization is affected by
a bug in process software that is utilized by comparatively few users, but is critical to your business. Unless
it moves quickly to the top of the priority list, you must wait for a patch while your systems and data
remain vulnerable (Remember the SecurityPortal study of average response to advisories?). If that code
were open and freely available, you would have the option of fixing the bug yourself, paying a programmer
to create a patch, or finding one in the user community.

Without the code, the security implications of waiting weeks or months for a patch to a widely known bug
are obvious.

The problem is even more acute for users of non-English versions of popular closed source software.
Vendors typically take far longer to distribute fixes for “foreign-language” versions of closed source
applications, since their primary customers are English-speaking organizations and individuals. In contrast,
an international community typically supports open source programs, so fixes are created and distributed
globally.

The security issues stemming from closed source code were addressed in a 1999 study, Analysis of the
Security of Windows NT, by a group of Swedish researchers. The study’s authors called attention to a
number of problems including:

♦ Weaknesses covering the entire “Confidentiality/Integrity/Availability” range.

♦ The sheer volume of bugs discovered. The authors attributed some problems to the complexity of NT,
but noted that “one could hardly justify missing range checks or tests for invalid parameters by this
argument. These types of errors point toward deficiencies in the review and design processes.”

♦ Reliance on security by obscurity, which they termed “probably devastating in the long run. Security
must be built on concepts and methods that can be described and explained [documented] fully and still
be effective.”

The group predicted dramatic increases in the number of attacks on NT systems, because users would be
required to wait for patches issued by Microsoft, and because of the homogeneity of NT, which increased
the likelihood that any exploits could be turned against all NT installations. “In a [open source]
environment, on the other hand, usually only one variant of the operating system is affected so a potential
attacker has to know which target has which variant,” the authors noted.

In fact, several prominent online security “personalities” had little trouble uncovering vulnerabilities in NT’s
code. Soon after NT’s release, one individual focusing on NT syscalls found a number of buffer overflows
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and posted them, prompting Microsoft to audit their syscalls in-house, a process that rightly should have
occurred prior to release.

The vulnerability of Windows and NT were vividly illustrated in July 2001 with the launching of the Code
Red worm. The worm scans the Internet for web servers, attempts to take control of them and, if
successful, defaces infected web pages with the text “Welcome to http//www.worm.com! Hacked by
Chinese!” It then utilizes those servers to scan and take control of additional servers. The worm was
designed to change tasks at a predetermined time and attack the IP address www.whitehouse.gov in an
apparent attempt to force a denial of service attack. Code Red, which succeeded primarily against
Microsoft Internet Information Servers (IIS), spread rapidly to more than 300,000 servers worldwide and
was depositing terabytes of data per hour onto the Internet at its peak.

In May 2001, NT’s security liabilities prompted J.S.Wurzler Underwriting Managers, one of the first
companies to offer hacker insurance, to increase rates by 5% to 15% for clients using Microsoft Windows
NT for their Internet operations. The rate increase followed a Wurzler assessment of more than 400 small
and mid-sized companies, which discovered that NT-based clients were experiencing more downtime due
to hacking and other attacks than clients utilizing open source software operating systems. They also found
that system administrators who worked with open source systems tended to be better trained than their
Windows counterparts, and tended to stay with their companies longer.

More than 50 vulnerabilities and patches had been issued for NT server software since June 1998,Wurzler
noted.

The security problems of closed source operating systems in production environments also shows up in
reports of successful security breaches. According to the Attrition.org site, from August 1999 through
November 2000, more than 56% of all successful attacks occurred on systems using Microsoft server
software. Statistics kept by alldas.de show that, since April 2000,Windows operating systems suffered 63%
of all successful Website defacements, compared to Linux-based systems (18%), Sun Solaris (3%) and other
systems. While these statistics would seem plausible if there were three times as many Windows systems
as GNU/Linux systems in use, that is simply not the case. These statistics provide strong counterpoint to
the security by obscurity argument.

In short, closed source software is far from being a magic bullet in terms of security. The same secrecy
that proponents claim safeguards your computing environment carries its own set of risks, along with a
burden of hard and soft costs in terms of unanticipated downtime, lost productivity and threats to your
business-critical data.

Security for Your Investment

Often overlooked in the open vs. closed source debate is the fact that whatever operating systems or
applications you choose represent a significant investment of money, time and manpower. Your ability to
protect that investment and extend the payback should be a key differentiator in your selection.

Think back a few years to the Y2K scramble. If you were one of the unfortunate organizations that were
unable to find an up-to-date copy of your source code, you know all too well what having access and
control of the code means in business terms.

It is a simple fact that vendors crash just like hardware and software – they go out of business, abandon
product lines, stop supporting old releases, and even lose control of their source code. When that
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happens to your closed source operating systems or applications, you face hard choices – stick with your
current software and hope for the best, upgrade to a version your vendors will support or commit to a
forklift upgrade of your computing environment.

If you hold the source code, however, your options are much broader. Depending on the conditions of
your license, you typically have much more latitude – and the options of maintaining your own code or
modifying it to accommodate your organization’s changing requirements. The open source community has
always encouraged and supported code reuse. For example, open source programmers routinely build
libraries with “open” APIs. The OpenSSL project provided a general-purpose crypto library with a highly
usable API that is being leveraged by programmers working on crypto implementations in other projects
such as OpenSSH, OpenCA, mod-ssl, apache-ssl, stunnel and PERL. Programmers also can access
www.cpan.org to obtain thousands of PERL modules for free.

This access to source code and the ability to reuse it enables you to start development efforts with solid,
workable scaffolding that you can leverage to the benefit of your project team and your organization.
Equally important, the ability to scale open source systems and applications, and migrate among platforms
offers an entirely different level of security – the assurance that you can continue to reap a return on your
investment even as your organization’s IT requirements change.

The ability to control your source code provides peace of mind (dare we call it security?), along with a
level of financial protection that, unlike closed source software, addresses your organization’s vested
interests.

Security Is Only As Strong As Your Commitment To Managing It

The ways that your operating systems and applications protect against threats is just one part of the
overall security equation.

Effective security is a way of identifying, viewing and prioritizing the variety of threats to your system, and
addressing them in ways that balance protection with the practical needs of your users and your
organization.

No system is totally secure. But experience shows that a foundation of open source operating systems
and software, coupled with an active security policy, the use of the proper tools and dedication to
protecting your system, provide a measurable advantage and improve your ability to minimize risk.

Any security approach must adhere to certain characteristics to be truly effective:

♦ Simplicity – the more straightforward your security policy, the more likely your guidelines will be adhered
to and your system secured.

♦ Ease-of-maintenance – security methodologies and tools are constantly changing in response to new
security challenges. Your security approach must be designed to minimize the impact of any changes on
your system and user community.

♦ Strong integrity – a successful policy optimizes the system’s usefulness rather than decreasing it to
increase security, and sound policies and tools always make a system more secure while offering users
additional choices and functionality.

♦ Dedication – no system is infallible, and the only truly effective security relies on constant vigilance.
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♦ Pragmatism – sound security eschews theoretical problems for real ones, prioritizes them and addresses
the greatest threats first.

♦ Immediacy – a successful security approach quickly fixes problems that pose a risk.

♦ Dynamic – perhaps most important, no effective security policy is static, and must constantly evolve in
step with your system’s and organization’s ever-changing, real-world requirements.

Your security effort can be supported by a number of excellent security tools for open source systems.
For example, Linux security can be managed effectively with:

♦ Shadow utilities – a collection of industry-standard tools for administering local users and groups on
systems using encrypted passwords.

♦ Kerberos 5 – a secure system that provides network authentication services and prevents passing of
plaintext passwords over a network in order to gain access to services, such as logging in or copying files
based on user identities and passphrases. Kerberos was created because the majority of security
breaches come from within an organization – protecting user credentials help stifle these intrusions.
Kerberos has worked well enough that Microsoft uses it as their distributed username/password
software.

♦ OpenSSL – an encryption layer that can be added to applications such as Web servers to provide
secure services over insecure media such as the Internet. Software like OpenSSL enables Web stores to
achieve the security required to accept credit cards online.

♦ OpenSSH – a set of utilities that replaces more insecure tools such as telnet and ftp with more
powerful and secure ssh and scp.

♦ PAM – or pluggable authentication modules, available at www.pam.org. enable you to implement
different authentication methods for different services.

The policies you set and the steps you take to enforce them will ultimately determine the success of your
security effort.You can take a number of active steps to help secure your open source environment
including:

♦ Limiting the number of users who can execute privileged commands, which is the cause of a large
percentage of security problems. Monitoring system logs routinely to determine who is accessing your
system at the privileged level allows you to narrow the number of possible users that might have
changed a particular file – although this is not a foolproof method.

♦ Being fully aware of every software package installed on your system, and staying current on newly
discovered security holes. Knowing what is running on your system lets you focus your monitoring of
errata sources, saving you time and helping ensure security issues are addressed as soon as patches
become available.

♦ Limiting services on your system to those that your users actually need. This is among the simplest and
most effective, yet most often overlooked security measures a system administrator can take.

In addition to active security tools, there are a number of tools that help reduce the administrative burden
of passive security in an open source environment. For example, passive tools for Linux include:

♦ The commercial version of Tripwire – a content manager that verifies files, directories, file systems and
even binary data. Tripwire alerts you when specified files and directories are changed, to help you
determine if unauthorized users are gaining access or making unwanted changed to files.

♦ COPS – a collection of tools that performs a variety of functions, everything from checking open ports
on a given host to identifying poor user passwords.
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♦ Bastille – a system of hardening scripts for Linux that helps administrators tighten security. Virtually every
task it performs is optional, providing immense flexibility. It educates the installing administrator regarding
the topic at hand before asking any question.The interactive nature allows the program to be more
thorough when securing, while the educational component produces an administrator who is less likely
to compromise the increased security.

♦ Titan – a freely available, host-based security tool that can be used to improve or audit the security of a
Unix system.

It comes down to taking thorough stock of your system’s objectives and your users’ needs, defining the
true threats to your system’s security, implementing the proper policies and tools, and working day-to-day
with the determination required to defend your computing environment. The ability to examine source
code for vulnerabilities and other flags gives you an important advantage in the process.

Security by Choice, Not by Market

The debate about the relative security benefits of open source and closed source code will continue for
some time. However, it is clear that open source code offers a number of security benefits that can be
leveraged by every administrator – along with open communication among thousands of others who
share your interests in security and usability – as part of a comprehensive security effort. Chief among
these is the ability to create and implement stronger security regardless of the vendor’s interest in
providing protection. In a number of quantifiable ways, open source software offers the opportunity for
greater security than its closed source counterparts, along with the flexibility that enables an organization
to take a more active and effective role in managing the overall security of its computing environment.


