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(54) Centrally managed virus scanning system

(57) A malware detecting system is described in
which a client computer 8 sends a file access clearance
request to an assessment computer 24 to determine
whether or not access is permitted to that file. In this
way, the different client computers on a network 2 may
share their scan results and centralised control may be
provided over access permissions to individual files or
groups of files.
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Description

[0001] This invention relates to the field of data
processing systems. More particularly, this invention re-
lates to the field of malware scanning, such as, for ex-
ample, scanning for computer viruses, Trojans, worms,
banned computer files or E-mails containing banned
words or content.
[0002] It is known to provide malware scanning sys-
tems and mechanisms for identifying malware within a
computer file to be accessed. As the number of compu-
ter viruses and the like that are present in the wild in-
creases the processing associated with scanning a
computer file to identify the presence of any of those
viruses similarly increases. This increase in the
processing required is disadvantageous. Furthermore,
with the increasing levels of network connectivity be-
tween computer systems and the use of E-mail and oth-
er fast messaging systems, the spread of computer vi-
ruses has become increasingly rapid. In a number of re-
cent cases mass mailing viruses have spread at such a
speed that considerable damage has been caused be-
fore appropriate countermeasures have been able to be
put in place. The delay in deploying such countermeas-
ures is further increased by the need in many cases to
update virus definition data on every individual node
computer to be protected. The speed of spread of recent
viruses is such that the download and installation delays
associated with installing such new countermeasures,
even when they have been developed and are available,
is a significant disadvantage.
[0003] An anti-virus system produced by Sophos us-
es a locally held record of previously conducted on-ac-
cess scans on the individual computer in question to de-
termine whether or not a scan should be conducted for
a computer file or a previously determined result used
instead when this is available.
[0004] Viewed from one aspect the present invention
provides a computer program product for controlling a
computer to detect malware, said computer program
product comprising:

detecting logic operable to detect a file access re-
quest to a computer file by a requesting computer;
file access clearance request generating logic op-
erable to generate a file access clearance request
including data identifying said computer file;
file access clearance request transmitting logic op-
erable to transmit said file access clearance request
from said requesting computer to an assessment
computer responsible for assessment of whether
said computer file contains malware;
file access clearance response receiving logic op-
erable to receive at said requesting computer a file
access clearance response from said assessment
computer; and
file access permitting logic operable if said file ac-
cess clearance response indicates said computer

file does not contain malware, to permit said file ac-
cess request by said requesting computer.

[0005] The invention recognises that an individual
computer requiring a file access may pass the task of
determining whether or not that access should be al-
lowed to a different assessment computer. Whilst at first
sight this may seem that it would slow down the file ac-
cess, in practice there are considerable advantages. For
example, the assessment computer to which the task is
passed may be more rapidly updated with new virus def-
inition data as this is released than would be possible
for the requesting computer. Accordingly, the requesting
computer can benefit from the most up-to-date virus def-
inition data more rapidly. Furthermore, the invention is
particularly well suited to systems in which a plurality of
requesting computers share an assessment computer
since in many cases the individual requesting comput-
ers will show a high degree of correlation in the compu-
ter files to which they are requesting access and for
which a malware scan is needed. Thus, rather than each
requesting computer individually scanning the computer
files that are also being scanned by a large number of
other computers, (e.g. the computer files associated
with the operating system shared by all the requesting
computers), these computer files can instead be
scanned once by the assessment computer and then
each requesting computer can check that the computer
file has been scanned and cleared by sending an ap-
propriate request to the assessment computer rather
than having to scan the file itself. Thus, in exchange for
the use of a small amount of bandwidth on the connec-
tions between the requesting computers and the as-
sessment computer, a considerable processing burden
may be lifted from the requesting computers. The addi-
tional processing burden on the assessment computer
does not increase disproportionately since the high de-
gree of correlation between the computer files accessed
by the different requesting computers means that in
many cases the assessment computer will be able to
respond to a clearance request from a requesting com-
puter on the basis that it has already scanned that file
and without the need to rescan that file.
[0006] In order to identify the computer file to be
scanned in a secure manner to the assessment compu-
ter, the data identifying the computer file preferably in-
cludes a checksum value. Checksum values may be
made sufficiently specific for a computer file from which
they have been calculated so as to be difficult to bypass
as a way of uniquely identifying a computer file.
[0007] Additional data that is highly useful to the as-
sessment computer in managing the requests it re-
ceives includes the filename of the computer file, data
identifying the requesting computer and the storage lo-
cation of the computer file. This provides useful audit
information as well as providing for the possibility of files
having the same name and same storage location on
different computers in fact being different files with dif-
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ferent checksums, both of which should be treated as
separate entities when determining whether or not a re-
quest from another requesting computer relates to a file
that has already scanned.
[0008] In circumstances when a requesting computer
wishes to access a file that has not already been
scanned, the assessment computer may send a scan
request message back to the requesting computer such
that the requesting computer may send a copy of the file
to the assessment computer for scanning. It will be ap-
preciated that this may be slower than scanning the file
locally, but the benefit will be that should a different re-
questing computer later wish to access that same file,
then the scanning result produced by this action can be
shared with that other computer, so speeding the oper-
ation of that other computer.
[0009] If the assessment computer determines that
access should be denied to a computer file, then this
may be used to trigger denied access actions within the
requesting computer, the assessment computer, or
elsewhere. Such denied access actions may include de-
letion of the computer file, repair of the computer file,
quarantining of the computer file, generation of user
warning messages, generation of administrator warning
messages and the like.
[0010] Viewed from another aspect the invention also
provides a computer program product for controlling a
computer to detect malware, said computer program
product comprising:

file access request receiving logic operable to re-
ceive at an assessment computer a file access
clearance request from a requesting computer, said
file access clearance request including data identi-
fying a computer file to be accessed by said re-
questing computer;
file access clearance response generating logic op-
erable in dependence upon said data identifying
said computer file to determine if said computer file
has previously been assessed as not containing
malware and to generate a file access clearance re-
sponse; and
file access clearance response transmitting logic
operable to transmit said file access clearance re-
sponse to said requesting computer.

[0011] The assessment computer may advanta-
geously store the results of its previous scans within a
database. This database may include a variety of fields
relating to each computer file that has been scanned.
These fields may include an access flag indicating
whether access is to be denied to that computer file and
a persistence flag indicating whether or not the entry for
that computer file should be purged during purge oper-
ations.
[0012] The access flag is particularly useful as in ad-
dition to allowing the recording that access should be
denied due to malware being detected, it also allows the

central management of whether or not a particular indi-
vidual file or class or type of file should be permitted to
be accessed by all of those requesting computers that
seek their access permissions from that assessment
computer. This centralised control is a powerful tool that
may be used to implement techniques such as the trig-
gering of a lock down mode of operation in which higher
level security provisions are put in place by denying ac-
cess to certain files or types of files. As an example, if
a message was received indicating that the higher se-
curity mode should be entered, then the assessment
computer may use its mechanisms to deny access to
any newly encountered computer file that had not pre-
viously been scanned and cleared for use. This would
typically allow the large majority of computer activity to
continue whilst providing protection against newly re-
leased malware threats until the appropriate counter-
measures could be put in place.
[0013] The persistence flag allows control of the flush-
ing of entries from the assessment computer. Whilst one
of the advantages of the invention is storing the results
of previously conducted scans such that they need not
be repeated, this has to be tempered by allowing the
results to be refreshed at a later time for at least some
files. It is possible to envisage that a particular computer
file carrying a newly released virus may not be detected
as carrying that virus when it is first scanned, but later
when a new virus driver is available, that computer file
would be detected and blocked. Accordingly, as an ex-
ample, it may be that all previous scan results could be
purged from the system whenever the virus definition
data was updated.
[0014] Viewed from a further aspect the invention pro-
vides a computer program product for controlling a com-
puter to detect malware, said computer program product
comprising:

file access request detecting logic operable to de-
tect a file access request to a computer file by a re-
questing computer;
file access clearance request generating logic op-
erable to generate a file access clearance request
including data identifying said computer file;
file access clearance request transmitting logic op-
erable to transmit said file access clearance request
from said requesting computer to an assessment
computer responsible for assessment of whether
said computer file contains malware;
file access clearance request receiving logic oper-
able to receive at said assessment computer said
file access clearance request from a requesting
computer;
file access clearance response generating logic op-
erable in dependence upon said data identifying
said computer file to determine if said computer file
has previously been assessed as not containing
malware and to generate a file access clearance re-
sponse;
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file access clearance response transmitting logic
operable to transmit said file access clearance re-
sponse to said requesting computer;
file access clearance response receiving logic op-
erable to receive at said requesting computer said
file access clearance response from said assess-
ment computer; and
file access permitting logic operable if said file ac-
cess clearance response indicates said computer
file does not contain malware to permit said file ac-
cess request by said requesting computer.

[0015] As well as the complementary aspects of the
invention embodied in the form of the client software,
the server software and the combination of the client and
server software, the invention may also take the form of
corresponding methods of malware detection and ap-
paratus for malware detection.
[0016] Embodiments of the invention will now be de-
scribed, by way of example only, with reference to the
accompanying drawings in which:

Figure 1 schematically illustrates a computer net-
work to which the present technique may be ap-
plied;

Figure 2 is a flow diagram illustrating an example of
the processing that may be performed on a client
computer;

Figure 3 is a flow diagram illustrating an example of
the processing that may be performed on a server
computer;

Figure 4 is a flow diagram illustrating an example
process that may be run on a server computer wait-
ing for a lock down signal;

Figure 5 schematically illustrates a database entry
relating to a computer file that has previously been
scanned; and

Figure 6 is a diagram schematically illustrating the
form of a general purpose computer that may be
used to implement the above described techniques.

[0017] Figure 1 schematically illustrates a computer
network 2 comprising a plurality of client computers 4,
6, 8, 10, 12, 14, 16, 18 connected to respective depart-
mental servers 20, 22 and to a corporate anti-virus (as-
sessment) server 24. The computer network 2 is also
connected via a network link to an anti-virus providers
FTP server 26 from which virus definition data may be
downloaded and from which messages, such as lock
down messages or messages relating to the availability
of new virus definition data may be received.
[0018] In operation a client computer 8 conducts
processing activity during which it seeks to make a file

access to a particular computer file (in this example, win-
word.exe). Rather than scanning this file itself for mal-
ware such as computer viruses, Trojans, worms,
banned content etc, the client computer 8 instead pass-
es an access clearance request relating to the computer
file through to the assessment computer 24 via the de-
partmental server 20. The access clearance request in-
cludes the file name of the computer file being ac-
cessed, a checksum derived from that file in an effort to
uniquely identify it (e.g. an MD5 checksum), data iden-
tifying the name of the client computer 8, and the path
used by that client computer 8 to access the computer
file. The assessment computer 24 receives the access
clearance request and uses the data identifying the
computer file to look up within an associated database
28 as to whether or not a malware scan has already
been conducted for that particular computer file. The
computer file is uniquely identified by its filename and
checksum value. If the computer file in question has al-
ready been scanned, then the result of that scan may
be reused rather than conducting the scan again. The
assessment computer 24 can accordingly pass back to
the client computer 8 a clearance request response in-
dicating whether or not access to that file is permitted
or some other further action should be taken. The client
computer 8 can then use this access clearance re-
sponse to either permit access to the file or take the fur-
ther action specified.
[0019] The further action specified could be that the
computer file has already been identified as containing
malware and accordingly an appropriate anti-virus or
other anti-malware response should be initiated on the
client computer 8. A corresponding response could al-
ready have been initiated on the assessment computer
24. The denied access responses could take the form
of deleting the computer file concerned, repairing the
computer file concerned, quarantining the computer file
concerned, issuing a user alerting message, issuing an
administrator alerting message, issuing a message to
an anti-virus provider or some other action.
[0020] A different type of further action that could be
required by the client computer 8 in response to the ac-
cess clearance response arises when the assessment
computer 24 has not previously scanned that file and
accordingly the client computer 8 should send a copy of
that file through to the assessment computer 24 to be
scanned. When such a copy of the computer file has
been sent through to the assessment computer 24 and
scanned, an appropriate pass or denied access action
triggering response can be sent back from the assess-
ment computer 24 to the client computer 8.
[0021] It will be appreciated that the client computers
4, 6, 8, 10, 12, 14, 16, 18 operate to share the results
of the malware scanning that is performed on their be-
half by the assessment computer 24. Since there is like-
ly to be a high degree of correlation between the files
being accessed by the different client computers, in
many cases the scan that a client computer is request-
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ing will already have been performed on behalf of an-
other computer and that scan need not be run again by
the assessment computer but instead merely the result
of the previous scan returned. The use of a checksum
allows the computer files to be reliably uniquely identi-
fied.
[0022] The co-ordination of file access permissions by
the assessment computer 24 also allows central man-
agement of which computer files may be accessed upon
the network 2 in a manner that allows the rapid imple-
mentation of any higher security level mode should this
be desired. As an example, a lock down trigger message
may be received from the anti-virus provider FTP server
26 that will trigger the assessment computer 24 to enter
a higher security level mode compared to its normal
mode of operation. In the higher security level mode, it
may be that the access to whole variety of different types
of files may be temporarily banned. As an example, the
access to VBS files which are often a source of viruses
may be banned across the network 2, as could access
to e-mail attachments which are another potential
source of virus propagation. Thus, when a new threat is
identified by the anti-virus provider, lock down messag-
es may be used to trigger predetermined, in accordance
with user configuration and preferences, higher security
level modes within connected assessment computers
24 to provide a degree of protection for the networks
concerned whilst allowing the majority of their normal
operations to continue.
[0023] Figure 2 is a flow diagram illustrating the
processing performed by a client computer. At step 30
the computer waits to receive a file access request from
a computer program executing on that client computer.
At step 32 a checksum value is calculated in accordance
with one of several different possible checksum algo-
rithms, such as the MD5 algorithm. At step 34 the filena-
me, path, originating computer name and checksum val-
ue are sent through to the assessment computer. At step
36 the client computer waits to receive a response from
the assessment computer. When that response is re-
ceived, step 38 serves to determine whether or not the
response indicates that the computer file had passed its
scanning. If the computer file had passed its scanning
and access is to be permitted, then processing proceeds
to step 40 at which the access is allowed.
[0024] If the response is not that the computer file had
passed its scan, then processing proceeds to step 42 at
which a test is made as to whether or not the response
indicated that a remote scan was required. If a remote
scan was required, then the computer file in question is
sent to the assessment computer at step 44 and
processing is returned to step 36.
[0025] If the test at step 42 does not identify a remote
scan request, then since the response is neither a pass,
or a remote scan request, then the computer file must
be one to which access is denied and accordingly step
46 serves to trigger the denied access actions. These
may include deletion, repair, quarantining or other ac-

tions upon the computer file in question as well as the
generation of appropriate warning messages to a user
or an administrator.
[0026] Figure 3 illustrates the processing performed
by the assessment computer. At step 48 the assess-
ment computer waits to receive a request from a client
computer. When a request is received, step 50 serves
to identify whether a copy of a computer file is being
returned to the assessment computer for scanning fol-
lowing a remote scan request that had earlier been is-
sued by the assessment computer. If a copy of a com-
puter file is being returned for scanning, then processing
proceeds to step 52 at which the necessary malware
scanning is conducted. Step 54 determines whether or
not the computer file passed this malware scanning. If
the computer file did pass the malware scanning, then
step 56 serves to add details of that computer file to the
database of scanned files held at the assessment com-
puter relating to scans already performed. Step 58 then
returns the pass result to the client computer.
[0027] If the scanning at step 52 was detected as not
being passed at step 54, then processing proceeds to
step 60 at which malware detected actions are triggered
within the assessment computer. These malware de-
tected actions may be similar to those previously de-
scribed in relation to the client computer file. In addition,
an entry specifying the malware scan fail of that compu-
ter file may also be added to the database. At step 62
an access denied result is returned to the client compu-
ter.
[0028] If the test at step 50 did not indicate that a com-
puter file was being returned for scan, then step 64
serves to compare the file details being passed to the
server with the database entries of computer files that
have already been scanned. The computer file may be
uniquely identified by its filename and its checksum. If
at step 66 a match within the database is detected, then
step 68 determines whether or not this entry indicates
that access should be allowed to that computer file. If
access is not to be allowed, then processing proceeds
to step 60. If access is allowed, then processing pro-
ceeds to step 70 at which a pass result is returned to
the client computer.
[0029] If the test at step 66 indicated that a match was
not found within the database, then step 72 serves to
return a remote scan required result to the client com-
puter in order to trigger the client computer to return a
copy of the computer file to the assessment computer
for scanning at step 52.
[0030] Figure 4 illustrates a process that may run on
the assessment computer as a background task. At step
74 the assessment computer waits to receive a lock
down trigger message from the anti-virus provider. If
such a message is received, then step 76 serves to ac-
tivate a lock down mode in the assessment computer.
The lock down mode can switch on a user predeter-
mined set of measures intended to provide a higher de-
gree of security, normally at the cost of at least some
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functionality. As an example, access to e-mail attach-
ments or VBS files as a class may be denied. These are
known to be particular vulnerabilities.
[0031] At step 78 the assessment computer waits for
a user command to cancel the lock down mode. When
such a command is received, then step 80 serves to
cancel the lock down mode.
[0032] Figure 5 schematically illustrates the data that
may be stored for a particular computer file within the
database of previously conducted scan results held by
the assessment computer 24. For an individual compu-
ter file, its filename, the originating computer for which
the scan of that file was first conducted, the path to the
file, the checksum value for the file, an allowed access
flag and a persistence flag are all stored. The allowed
access flag may be used to indicate whether or not that
file passed its scan result. The allowed access flag may
also be used as a powerful tool for switching off or on
access to individual files or classes of files by an admin-
istrator. The persistence flag controls how the entry is
flushed from the database on a regular interval, such as
when new virus definition data is received. It will be ap-
preciated that other fields could be added to the data-
base relating to the particular file as required.
[0033] Figure 6 schematically illustrates a general
purpose computer 200 of the type that may be used to
implement the above techniques. The general purpose
computer 200 includes a central processing unit 202, a
random access memory 204, a read only memory 206,
a hard disk drive 208, a display driver 210 and display
212, a user input/output circuit 214 and keyboard 216
and mouse 218 and a network interface unit 220 all con-
nected via a common bus 222. In operation the central
processing unit 202 executes program instructions
stored within the random access memory 204, the read
only memory 206 or the hard disK drive 208. The work-
ing memory is provided by the random access memory
204. The program instructions could take a variety of
forms depending on the precise nature of the computer
200 and the programming language being used. The re-
sults of the processing are displayed to a user upon the
display 212 driven by the display driver 210. User inputs
for controlling the general purpose computer 200 are re-
ceived from the keyboard 216 and the mouse 218 via
the user input/output circuit 214. Communication with
other computers, such as exchanging e-mails, down-
loading files or providing internet or other network ac-
cess, is achieved via the network interface unit 220.
[0034] It will be appreciated that the general purpose
computer 200 operating under control of a suitable com-
puter program may perform the above described tech-
niques and provide apparatus for performing the various
tasks described. The general purpose computer 200 al-
so executes the method described previously. The com-
puter program product could take the form of a record-
able medium bearing the computer program, such as a
floppy disk, a compact disk or other recordable medium.
Alternatively, the computer program could be dynami-

cally downloaded via the network interface unit 220.
[0035] It will be appreciated that the general purpose
computer 200 is only one example of the type of com-
puter architecture that may be employed to carry out the
above described techniques. Alternative architectures
are envisaged and are capable of use with the above
described techniques.

Claims

1. A computer program product for controlling a
computer to detect malware, said computer pro-
gram product comprising:

detecting logic operable to detect a file access
request to a computer file by a requesting com-
puter;
file access clearance request generating logic
operable to generate a file access clearance re-
quest including data identifying said computer
file;
file access clearance request transmitting logic
operable to transmit said file access clearance
request from said requesting computer to an
assessment computer responsible for assess-
ment of whether said computer file contains
malware;
file access clearance response receiving logic
operable to receive at said requesting compu-
ter a file access clearance response from said
assessment computer; and
file access permitting logic operable if said file
access clearance response indicates said com-
puter file does not contain malware, to permit
said file access request by said requesting
computer.

2. A computer program product as claimed in claim
1, wherein said data identifying said computer file
includes a checksum value calculated from said
computer file.

3. A computer program product as claimed in claims
1 and 2, wherein said data identifying said computer
file includes one or more of a filename of said com-
puter file, data identifying said requesting computer
and a storage location of said computer file.

4. A computer program product as claimed in claims
1, 2 and 3, wherein if said file access clearance re-
sponse indicates a scan of said computer file is re-
quired by said assessment computer, then compu-
ter file transmitting logic is operable to transmit said
computer file from said requesting computer to said
assessment computer.

5. A computer program product as claimed in any
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one of the preceding claims, wherein if said file ac-
cess clearance response indicates access to said
computer file is denied, then triggering a denied ac-
cess response in said requesting computer.

6. A computer program product as claimed in any
one of the preceding claims, wherein a plurality of
requesting computers share access to an assess-
ment computer for determining whether file access
requests by those requesting computers should be
denied.

7. A computer program product for controlling a
computer to detect malware, said computer pro-
gram product comprising:

file access request receiving logic operable to
receive at an assessment computer a file ac-
cess clearance request from a requesting com-
puter, said file access clearance request includ-
ing data identifying a computer file to be ac-
cessed by said requesting computer;
file access clearance response generating log-
ic operable in dependence upon said data iden-
tifying said computer file to determine if said
computer file has previously been assessed as
not containing malware and to generate a file
access clearance response; and
file access clearance response transmitting
logic operable to transmit said file access clear-
ance response to said requesting computer.

8. A computer program product as claimed in claim
7, wherein said data identifying said computer file
includes a checksum value calculated from said
computer file.

9. A computer program product as claimed in any
one of claims 7 and 8, wherein said data identifying
said computer file includes one or more of a filena-
me of said computer file, data identifying said re-
questing computer and a storage location of said
computer file.

10. A computer program product as claimed in any
one of claim 7, 8 and 9, wherein if said file access
clearance response indicates a scan of said com-
puter file is required by said assessment computer,
then computer file receiving logic is operable to re-
ceive at said assessment computer said computer
file from said requesting computer and performing
a malware scan of said computer file.

11. A computer program product as claimed in any
one of claims 7 to 10, wherein if said file access
clearance response indicates access to said com-
puter file is denied, then triggering a denied access
response in said assessment computer.

12. A computer program product as claimed in any
one of claims 7 to 11, wherein said assessment
computer stores a database of computer files pre-
viously assessed as to whether they contain mal-
ware.

13. A computer program product as claimed in claim
12, wherein said database includes for each com-
puter file fields specifying one or more of a filename
of said computer file, data identifying said request-
ing computer and a storage location of said compu-
ter file, a checksum value calculated from said com-
puter file, an access flag indicating whether access
to said computer file is denied and a persistence
flag indicating whether entries relating to said com-
puter file should be purged from said database dur-
ing purge operations.

14. A computer program product as claimed in any
one of claims 7 to 13, wherein said assessment
computer is operable in at least a higher level se-
curity mode and a lower level security mode, said
assessment computer serving to deny access to
greater range of computer files when operating in
said higher level security mode compared with said
lower level security mode.

15. A computer program product as claimed in claim
14, wherein said assessment computer is triggered
to change from said lower level security mode to
said higher level security mode by a lock down trig-
ger message received at said assessment compu-
ter from a remote computer.

16. A computer program product as claimed in any
one of claims 7 to 15, wherein a plurality of request-
ing computers share access to an assessment com-
puter for determining whether file access requests
by those requesting computers should be denied.

17. A computer program product for controlling a
computer to detect malware, said computer pro-
gram product comprising:

file access request detecting logic operable to
detect a file access request to a computer file
by a requesting computer;
file access clearance request generating logic
operable to generate a file access clearance re-
quest including data identifying said computer
file;
file access clearance request transmitting logic
operable to transmit said file access clearance
request from said requesting computer to an
assessment computer responsible for assess-
ment of whether said computer file contains
malware;
file access clearance request receiving logic
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operable to receive at said assessment compu-
ter said file access clearance request from a re-
questing computer;
file access clearance response generating log-
ic operable in dependence upon said data iden-
tifying said computer file to determine if said
computer file has previously been assessed as
not containing malware and to generate a file
access clearance response;
file access clearance response transmitting
logic operable to transmit said file access clear-
ance response to said requesting computer;
file access clearance response receiving logic
operable to receive at said requesting compu-
ter said file access clearance response from
said assessment computer; and
file access permitting logic operable if said file
access clearance response indicates said com-
puter file does not contain malware to permit
said file access request by said requesting
computer.

18. A computer program product as claimed in claim
17, wherein said data identifying said computer file
includes a checksum value calculated from said
computer file.

19. A computer program product as claimed in
claims 17 and 18, wherein said data identifying said
computer file includes one or more of a filename of
said computer file, data identifying said requesting
computer and a storage location of said computer
file.

20. A computer program product as claimed in any
one of claims 17 to 19, wherein if said file access
clearance response indicates a scan of said com-
puter file is required by said assessment computer,
then computer file transmitting logic is operable to
transmit said computer file from said requesting
computer to said assessment computer, receiving
at said assessment computer said computer file
from said requesting computer and performing a
malware scan of said computer file.

21. A computer program product as claimed in any
one of claims 17 to 20, wherein if said file access
clearance response indicates access to said com-
puter file is denied, then triggering a denied access
response in said assessment computer.

22. A computer program product as claimed in any
one of claims 17 to 21, wherein if said file access
clearance response indicates access to said com-
puter file is denied, then triggering a denied access
response in said requesting computer.

23. A computer program product as claimed in any

one of claims 17 to 22, wherein said assessment
computer stores a database of computer files pre-
viously assessed as to whether they contain mal-
ware.

24. A computer program product as claimed in claim
23, wherein said database includes for each com-
puter file fields specifying one or more of a filename
of said computer file, data identifying said request-
ing computer and a storage location of said compu-
ter file, a checksum value calculated from said com-
puter file, an access flag indicating whether access
to said computer file is denied and a persistence
flag indicating whether entries relating to said com-
puter file should be purged from said database dur-
ing purge operations.

25. A computer program product as claimed in any
one of claims 17 to 25, wherein said assessment
computer is operable in at least a higher level se-
curity mode and a lower level security mode, said
assessment computer serving to deny access to
greater range of computer files when operating in
said higher level security mode compared with said
lower level security mode.

26. A computer program product as claimed in claim
25, wherein said assessment computer is triggered
to change from said lower level security mode to
said higher level security mode by a lock down trig-
ger message received at said assessment compu-
ter from a remote computer.

28. A computer program product as claimed in any
one of claims 17 to 27, wherein a plurality of re-
questing computers share access to an assess-
ment computer for determining whether file access
requests by those requesting computers should be
denied.

29. A method of detecting malware, said method
comprising the steps of:

detecting a file access request to a computer
file by a requesting computer;
generating a file access clearance request in-
cluding data identifying said computer file;
transmitting said file access clearance request
from said requesting computer to an assess-
ment computer responsible for assessment of
whether said computer file contains malware;
receiving at said requesting computer a file ac-
cess clearance response from said assess-
ment computer; and
if said file access clearance response indicates
said computer file does not contain malware,
then permitting said file access request by said
requesting computer.
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30. A method as claimed in claim 29, wherein said
data identifying said computer file includes a check-
sum value calculated from said computer file.

31. A method as claimed in claims 29 and 30,
wherein said data identifying said computer file in-
cludes one or more of a filename of said computer
file, data identifying said requesting computer and
a storage location of said computer file.

32. A method as claimed in any one of claims 29 to
31, wherein if said file access clearance response
indicates a scan of said computer file is required by
said assessment computer, then transmitting said
computer file from said requesting computer to said
assessment computer.

33. A method as claimed in any one of claims 29 to
31, wherein if said file access clearance response
indicates access to said computer file is denied,
then triggering a denied access response in said re-
questing computer.

34. A method as claimed in any one of claims 29 to
33, wherein a plurality of requesting computers
share access to an assessment computer for deter-
mining whether file access requests by those re-
questing computers should be denied.

35. A method of detecting malware, said method
comprising the steps of:

receiving at an assessment computer a file ac-
cess clearance request from a requesting com-
puter, said file access clearance request includ-
ing data identifying a computer file to be ac-
cessed by said requesting computer;
in dependence upon said data identifying said
computer file determining if said computer file
has previously been assessed as not contain-
ing malware and generating a file access clear-
ance response; and
transmitting said file access clearance re-
sponse to said requesting computer.

36. A method as claimed in claim 35, wherein said
data identifying said computer file includes a check-
sum value calculated from said computer file.

37. A method as claimed in claims 35 and 36,
wherein said data identifying said computer file in-
cludes one or more of a filename of said computer
file, data identifying said requesting computer and
a storage location of said computer file.

38. A method as claimed in any one of claims 35 to
37, wherein if said file access clearance response
indicates a scan of said computer file is required by

said assessment computer, then receiving at said
assessment computer said computer file from said
requesting computer and performing a malware
scan of said computer file.

39. A method as claimed in any one of claims 35 to
38, wherein if said file access clearance response
indicates access to said computer file is denied,
then triggering a denied access response in said as-
sessment computer.

40. A method as claimed in any one of claims 35 to
39, wherein said assessment computer stores a da-
tabase of computer files previously assessed as to
whether they contain malware.

41. A method as claimed in claim 40, wherein said
database includes for each computer file fields
specifying one or more of a filename of said com-
puter file, data identifying said requesting computer
and a storage location of said computer file, a
checksum value calculated from said computer file,
an access flag indicating whether access to said
computer file is denied and a persistence flag indi-
cating whether entries relating to said computer file
should be purged from said database during purge
operations.

42. A method as claimed in any one of claims 35 to
41, wherein said assessment computer is operable
in at least a higher level security mode and a lower
level security mode, said assessment computer
serving to deny access to greater range of computer
files when operating in said higher level security
mode compared with said lower level security
mode.

43. A method as claimed in any one of claims 35 to
42, wherein said assessment computer is triggered
to change from said lower level security mode to
said higher level security mode by a lock down trig-
ger message received at said assessment compu-
ter from a remote computer.

44. A method as claimed in any one of claims 35 to
43, wherein a plurality of requesting computers
share access to an assessment computer for deter-
mining whether file access requests by those re-
questing computers should be denied.

45. A method of detecting malware, said method
comprising the steps of:

detecting a file access request to a computer
file by a requesting computer;
generating a file access clearance request in-
cluding data identifying said computer file;
transmitting said file access clearance request
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from said requesting computer to an assess-
ment computer responsible for assessment of
whether said computer file contains malware;
receiving at said assessment computer said file
access clearance request from a requesting
computer;
in dependence upon said data identifying said
computer file determining if said computer file
has previously been assessed as not contain-
ing malware and generating a file access clear-
ance response;
transmitting said file access clearance re-
sponse to said requesting computer;
receiving at said requesting computer said file
access clearance response from said assess-
ment computer; and
if said file access clearance response indicates
said computer file does not contain malware,
then permitting said file access request by said
requesting computer.

46. A method as claimed in claim 45, wherein said
data identifying said computer file includes a check-
sum value calculated from said computer file.

47. A method as claimed in claims 45 and 46,
wherein said data identifying said computer file in-
cludes one or more of a filename of said computer
file, data identifying said requesting computer and
a storage location of said computer file.

48. A method as claimed in any one of claims 45 to
47, wherein if said file access clearance response
indicates a scan of said computer file is required by
said assessment computer, then transmitting said
computer file from said requesting computer to said
assessment computer, receiving at said assess-
ment computer said computer file from said re-
questing computer and performing a malware scan
of said computer file.

49. A method as claimed in any one of claims 45 to
48, wherein if said file access clearance response
indicates access to said computer file is denied,
then triggering a denied access response in said as-
sessment computer.

50. A method as claimed in any one of claims 45 to
49, wherein if said file access clearance response
indicates access to said computer file is denied,
then triggering a denied access response in said re-
questing computer.

51. A method as claimed in any one of claims 45 to
50, wherein said assessment computer stores a da-
tabase of computer files previously assessed as to
whether they contain malware.

52. A method as claimed in claim 51, wherein said
database includes for each computer file fields
specifying one or more of a filename of said com-
puter file, data identifying said requesting computer
and a storage location of said computer file, a
checksum value calculated from said computer file,
an access flag indicating whether access to said
computer file is denied and a persistence flag indi-
cating whether entries relating to said computer file
should be purged from said database during purge
operations.

53. A method as claimed in any one of claims 45 to
52, wherein said assessment computer is operable
in at least a higher level security mode and a lower
level security mode, said assessment computer
serving to deny access to greater range of computer
files when operating in said higher level security
mode compared with said lower level security
mode.

54. A method as claimed in claim 53, wherein said
assessment computer is triggered to change from
said lower level security mode to said higher level
security mode by a lock down trigger message re-
ceived at said assessment computer from a remote
computer.

55. A method as claimed in any one of claims 45 to
54, wherein a plurality of requesting computers
share access to an assessment computer for deter-
mining whether file access requests by those re-
questing computers should be denied.

56. Apparatus for detecting malware, said appara-
tus comprising:

a detector operable to detect a file access re-
quest to a computer file by a requesting com-
puter;
a file access clearance request generator op-
erable to generate a file access clearance re-
quest including data identifying said computer
file;
a file access clearance request transmitter op-
erable to transmit said file access clearance re-
quest from said requesting computer to an as-
sessment computer responsible for assess-
ment of whether said computer file contains
malware;
a file access clearance response receiver op-
erable to receive at said requesting computer
a file access clearance response from said as-
sessment computer; and
a file access permission unit operable if said file
access clearance response indicates said com-
puter file does not contain malware, to permit
said file access request by said requesting
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computer.

57. Apparatus as claimed in claim 56, wherein said
data identifying said computer file includes a check-
sum value calculated from said computer file.

58. Apparatus as claimed in claims 56 and 57,
wherein said data identifying said computer file in-
cludes one or more of a filename of said computer
file, data identifying said requesting computer and
a storage location of said computer file.

59. Apparatus as claimed in any one of claims 56
to 58, wherein if said file access clearance response
indicates a scan of said computer file is required by
said assessment computer, then a computer file
transmitter is operable to transmit said computer file
from said requesting computer to said assessment
computer.

60. Apparatus as claimed in any one of claims 56
to 59, wherein if said file access clearance response
indicates access to said computer file is denied,
then triggering a denied access response in said re-
questing computer.

61. Apparatus as claimed in any one of claims 56
to 60, wherein a plurality of requesting computers
share access to an assessment computer for deter-
mining whether file access requests by those re-
questing computers should be denied.

62. Apparatus for controlling a computer to detect
malware, said apparatus comprising:

a file access request receiver operable to re-
ceive at an assessment computer a file access
clearance request from a requesting computer,
said file access clearance request including da-
ta identifying a computer file to be accessed by
said requesting computer;
a file access clearance response generator op-
erable in dependence upon said data identify-
ing said computer file to determine if said com-
puter file has previously been assessed as not
containing malware and to generate a file ac-
cess clearance response; and
a file access clearance response transmitter
operable to transmit said file access clearance
response to said requesting computer.

63. Apparatus as claimed in claim 62, wherein said
data identifying said computer file includes a check-
sum value calculated from said computer file.

64. Apparatus as claimed in claims 62 and 63,
wherein said data identifying said computer file in-
cludes one or more of a filename of said computer

file, data identifying said requesting computer and
a storage location of said computer file.

65. Apparatus as claimed in any one of claims 62
to 64, wherein if said file access clearance response
indicates a scan of said computer file is required by
said assessment computer, then a computer file re-
ceiver is operable to receive at said assessment
computer said computer file from said requesting
computer and performing a malware scan of said
computer file.

66. Apparatus as claimed in any one of claims 62
to 65, wherein if said file access clearance response
indicates access to said computer file is denied,
then triggering a denied access response in said as-
sessment computer.

67. Apparatus as claimed in any one of claims 62
to 66, wherein said assessment computer stores a
database of computer files previously assessed as
to whether they contain malware.

68. Apparatus as claimed in claim 67, wherein said
database includes for each computer file fields
specifying one or more of a filename of said com-
puter file, data identifying said requesting computer
and a storage location of said computer file, a
checksum value calculated from said computer file,
an access flag indicating whether access to said
computer file is denied and a persistence flag indi-
cating whether entries relating to said computer file
should be purged from said database during purge
operations.

69. Apparatus as claimed in any one of claims 62
to 68, wherein said assessment computer is oper-
able in at least a higher level security mode and a
lower level security mode, said assessment com-
puter serving to deny access to greater range of
computer files when operating in said higher level
security mode compared with said lower level se-
curity mode.

70. Apparatus as claimed in claim 69, wherein said
assessment computer is triggered to change from
said lower level security mode to said higher level
security mode by a lock down trigger message re-
ceived at said assessment computer from a remote
computer.

71. Apparatus as claimed in any one of claims 62
to 70, wherein a plurality of requesting computers
share access to an assessment computer for deter-
mining whether file access requests by those re-
questing computers should be denied.

72. Apparatus for controlling a computer to detect
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malware, said apparatus comprising:

a file access request detector operable to de-
tect a file access request to a computer file by
a requesting computer;
a file access clearance request generator op-
erable to generate a file access clearance re-
quest including data identifying said computer
file;
a file access clearance request transmitter op-
erable to transmit said file access clearance re-
quest from said requesting computer to an as-
sessment computer responsible for assess-
ment of whether said computer file contains
malware;
a file access clearance request receiver oper-
able to receive at said assessment computer
said file access clearance request from a re-
questing computer;
a file access clearance response generator op-
erable in dependence upon said data identify-
ing said computer file to determine if said com-
puter file has previously been assessed as not
containing malware and to generate a file ac-
cess clearance response;
a file access clearance response transmitter
operable to transmit said file access clearance
response to said requesting computer;
a file access clearance response receiver op-
erable to receive at said requesting computer
said file access clearance response from said
assessment computer; and
a file access permission unit operable if said file
access clearance response indicates said com-
puter file does not contain malware to permit
said file access request by said requesting
computer.

73. Apparatus as claimed in claim 72, wherein said
data identifying said computer file includes a check-
sum value calculated from said computer file.

74. Apparatus as claimed in claims 72 and 73,
wherein said data identifying said computer file in-
cludes one or more of a filename of said computer
file, data identifying said requesting computer and
a storage location of said computer file.

75. Apparatus as claimed in any one of claims 72
to 74, wherein if said file access clearance response
indicates a scan of said computer file is required by
said assessment computer, then a computer file
transmitter is operable to transmit said computer file
from said requesting computer to said assessment
computer, receiving at said assessment computer
said computer file from said requesting computer
and performing a malware scan of said computer
file.

76. Apparatus as claimed in any one of claims 72
to 75, wherein if said file access clearance response
indicates access to said computer file is denied,
then triggering a denied access response in said as-
sessment computer.

77. Apparatus as claimed in any one of claims 72
to 76, wherein if said file access clearance response
indicates access to said computer file is denied,
then triggering a denied access response in said re-
questing computer.

78. Apparatus as claimed in any one of claims 72
to 77, wherein said assessment computer stores a
database of computer files previously assessed as
to whether they contain malware.

79. Apparatus as claimed in claim 78, wherein said
database includes for each computer file fields
specifying one or more of a filename of said com-
puter file, data identifying said requesting computer
and a storage location of said computer file, a
checksum value calculated from said computer file,
an access flag indicating whether access to said
computer file is denied and a persistence flag indi-
cating whether entries relating to said computer file
should be purged from said database during purge
operations.

80. Apparatus as claimed in any one of claims 72
to 79, wherein said assessment computer is oper-
able in at least a higher level security mode and a
lower level security mode, said assessment com-
puter serving to deny access to greater range of
computer files when operating in said higher level
security mode compared with said lower level se-
curity mode.

81. Apparatus as claimed in claim 80, wherein said
assessment computer is triggered to change from
said lower level security mode to said higher level
security mode by a lock down trigger message re-
ceived at said assessment computer from a remote
computer.

82. Apparatus as claimed in any one of claims 72
to 81, wherein a plurality of requesting computers
share access to an assessment computer for deter-
mining whether file access requests by those re-
questing computers should be denied
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