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Paring password pileup

Firms working on streamlining
security, from fingerprints to
smart cards / Simson L. Garfinkel

ASSWORDS ARE THE
digital keys that unlock
the resourees of today’s
computer nerworks, If
you access the Internel
at all, then you almest certainly
hava a password that logs on to
your on-line service, a password
that gets your electronic mail, and
many others to aceess Web sites,
your bank account, your on-line
brozerage, and those ubiquitous
multi-uger games. Your computer
at home may aven have its own
password — handy if you have files
voudon’t want other members of
your household getting into.
Passwords have been a part of
corrputer security for more than
30 years, mostly beeause they are
relatively easy 1o use and don’t re-
guire special hardware. But
passwords have a fundamental
catch: To remain secure, they
st remain secret, Unfortunate-
ly, there are many ways your
password can be easily revealed (o
people who mean you harm.
Miscreants ean figare out your
password in many ways. You
might make the mistake of picking
a pessword that is easy to guess,
such as “password,” “secret,” or
your spouse’s first name. Even if
your passworid is hard to guess,
you might share it with somebody,
whe in turn shares it with some-
body else.
Sometimes con artists simply

call yau up or send you e-mail ask-
ing fer your password. Semesne
posing as a technical support per-
son, for example, wight isform
you that there & a problem with
your account, and they need your
password o fixit. Whatever you
do, don’t give your password to
anyone, Technizal support staff
should never need your password
1o fix systems.

Passwords are also a sain be-
cause most of us have so
many of themn. Most peo-
ple I <now have at least a
dozer passwords, codes,
and FINs that they have
1o use every week.

Companies around the
world are working hard {»
make passwords obsolete.
One yossible way to do
away with thenr is to use
the haman body to ident-
fy each computer user,
This &= catled biomeirie
technology, and in recent
years companies have
tried asing fingarprints,
voice prints, pam prints,
reting prints, iris prints,
and even keybomrd typing
characteristics o identify
individnals.

For the last month
I've been experimenting
with the Fingerprint
Tdentification Unit, a low-

eost {ingerprint reader designed
for desstop computers. My reader
eame with a software package cre-
ated by I/0 Software
{www.bsoftware.com} thatlet me
use the deviee to log into my Win-
dows NT desktop workstation.

It’s pretty coal to be able to sit
down . your computer, press &
little gizmo, and get loggedin. Un-
fortunately, the fingerprint reader
is a bit slower than a username
and password. It is also less aceu-
rate: About one out of every five
tries, the scanner didn’t work and
I had te get fingerprinted a sec-
ond tirme. A few days into my
experiment, I discovered that you
nead to have a fingerprint scanner
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connected to every eomputer en
your network if you are going to
use these devices instead of 2
PasSTFOIC.

The higpest preblem, however,
is that programs on my system
and on Irternef Web sites dont
et know how to use fingerprints,
so I ended up still needing touse
passwords daily.

Another approach te solving
the password problem is {0 use
smart cards, A smart card looks
tike a credit card but contains a
special-purpose computer and a
chunk of memory. The card ean
store a number of secret keys that
can be verified by your compnter
or by other computers on the In-
ternet usng publickey
eryptography. For systems that
don’t know about pablic key *digi-
tal certifizates,” the card eanalso
store conventional passwords.

To use & smart, card
you need a reader and
special aoftware, Litronic
{www litronic.com) sellz a
variety of rzaders for PCs
anq software that inte-
grates with Netscape
Navigator. The standard
reader costz $139 (inelud-
ing a smart eard and the
software) and connects to
the serial port on the hack
of your computer. A $179
reader plugs into the
PCMCIA slot on the side
o many laptops. Litronie
iz also working on a key-
board withifs own smart
curd reader built in.

One of the nice things
abont using 2 smart card
isthat youeanlend ittoa
colleague, then take it
back and be assured the
parson hase't made a
cepy. That's something

vou can’t do with either finger-
prints or ccnventional passwords,

~ Besides uniocking Web sites,
smart cards can also be used for
enerypting information or signng
digital doctments. For this rea-
som, many businesses are
considering deploying smart cards
o their corporate networks.

“We have been overwhelmed
with pilot roquests and people de-
ploying tes: networks inside thair
eorporatiors,” says Erie Green-
berg, Litronic’s chief operating -
officer. The firm is involved in
dozens of pilots with some of the
world’s largest companies, he said.

Using & smart card is a little/
like using a bank card foran
ATM. When you sit at the com-
pater, you insert your smart card
axd type & PIN. {Of wourse, al-
though the PIN is a code you have
to remember, it can reduce the
number of necessary passwords
from dozens to one.)

As long as the smart card isin
the reader, you can aceess files
wnlock secret documents, and visit
Web sites that use digital certifi-
cates. When you are done, just
pall out your smart eard and the
access is gene. The card can also
bz programmed to erase itself f
semebody steals it and tries to
gaess different passwords.

Today Litronic’s system works
only with Netscape Navigator.
Ideally, you would also like to e
able to use the smart card for log-
ging on to your compister as well
as unlocking other resources on
the network that are not acceszed
throngh a Web browser. Green-
berg says Litronie is working on
such a product, whick may he
available this year.

Teehnology writer Simson L. Gar-
Jfinkeel can be veached v phugged-
in@simsonnet.




