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(57) ABSTRACT

An approach for storing and maintaining data involves
determining whether data has been stored on a first non-
volatile storage for a specified period of time. If so, then the
data on the first non-volatile storage is deleted by overwrit-
ing the data on the first non-volatile storage with a prede-
termined value so that the data cannot be recovered. The first
non-volatile storage is registered with a registration author-
ity to provide authentication of the data maintained on the
first non-volatile storage. A duplicate copy of the data is
stored on a second non-volatile storage and if a determina-
tion is made that the data has been stored on a first
non-volatile storage for a specified period of time, then the
duplicate copy of the data is deleted by overwriting the
duplicate copy of the data on the second non-volatile storage
with the predetermined value.
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METHOD AND APPARATUS FOR ERASING
DATA AFTER EXPIRATION

FIELD OF THE INVENTION

The invention relates to data storage systems, and more
specifically, to an approach for storing and maintaining data
that ensures file integrity and security.

BACKGROUND OF THE INVENTION

Most computer systems include some type of non-volatile
storage to store and maintain data Non-volatile storage
provides a storage medium whose contents are retained if
power is removed. Common examples of non-volatile stor-
age include floppy disks, hard disks and tapes.

Most types of non-volatile storage offer relatively high
reliability, particularly when redundant storage is used. The
performance of non-volatile storage varies widely between
different types of non-volatile storage. For example, hard
disks traditionally offer higher performance, in terms of
access speeds, than floppy disks or tapes. Most types of
non-volatile storage can be re-used, since the process used
to store data is non-destructive. When data in the form of a
data file is deleted, often directory information associated
with the data file is merely updated in the non-volatile
storage, and the data file itself is unchanged. For example,
on many computer systems, deleting a data file is accom-
plished by removing the filename from a file directory or file
allocation table that makes the locations occupied by the
data file available for other data. However, the data file still
resides on the non-volatile storage and can be recovered so
long as it is not overwritten with other data. This approach
makes it difficult to know whether a particular copy of data
is an original copy and makes the data susceptible to being
obtained by a third party.

Another type of non-volatile storage allows data to be
written only once, but read as many times as desired. This
type of non-volatile storage is usually referred to as a write
once, read many (WORM) storage medium. A common
example of a WORM non-volatile storage device is an
optical disk. This type of storage medium is useful for
archiving data, for example certain types of medical and
business records, that are written only once and may be read
several times. This guarantees that a particular copy of data
is an original copy since the data cannot be updated or
overwritten.

Both WORM systems and conventional read/write stor-
age systems suffer from the disadvantage that they are
vulnerable to modification of data. A user of data is not sure
if the data is original or modified by the unknown sources
when using the data. For example, in a disk storage
subsystem, an unauthorized individual may remove the disk
drive and alter, intercept, or copy the information stored on
the disk drive.

In addition, information stored in storage systems can
become undesirable to be stored after the passage of suffi-
cient time. Therefore, in some contexts it is desirable to
provide a way for old information to expire from a storage
system and become unavailable. One such example is a
company record that should be destroyed after five years
according to the company policy.

Based on the need to securely store and maintain data and
the limitations in the prior approaches, an approach for
storing and maintaining data that provides a relatively high
assurance that a particular copy of data is an original copy
is highly desirable.
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2
SUMMARY OF THE INVENTION

The foregoing needs and objects, and other needs and
objects that will become apparent from the following
description, are fulfilled in the present invention, which
comprises, in one aspect, a method for storing and main-
taining data. The method comprises the steps of storing data
in a first non-volatile storage device, determining whether
the data has been stored on the first non-volatile storage
device for a pre-determined period of time and when the data
has been stored on the first non-volatile storage device for
the pre-determined period of time, deleting the data by
overwriting the data on the first non-volatile storage device
with a predetermined value.

According to another aspect of the invention, a data
storage unit for storing and maintaining data is provided.
The data storage unit comprises a first non-volatile storage
device and a processing unit communicatively coupled to
the first non-volatile storage device, wherein the processing
unit is configured to determine whether data has been stored
on the first non-volatile storage device for a specified period
of time and if so, delete the data by overwriting the data with
a predetermined value.

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS

Embodiments are illustrated by way of example, and not
by way of imitation, in the figures of the accompanying
drawings in which like reference numerals refer to similar
elements and in which:

FIG. 1 is a block diagram illustrating a system for storing
and maintaining data;

FIG. 2A is a block diagram illustrating a storage unit
contained in the system of FIG. 1;

FIG. 2B is a block diagram illustrating a portion of the
storage unit of FIG. 2A;

FIG. 2C is a block diagram illustrating a portion of the
storage unit of FIG. 2B;

FIG. 3 is a block diagram illustrating a processing unit
contained in the storage unit of FIG. 2;

FIG. 4A is a block diagram illustrating the contents of a
non-volatile storage device contained in the storage unit of
FIG. 2;

FIG. 4B is a diagram of a registered identifier value;

FIG. 4C is a diagram of a table of a registration authority
database;

FIG. 5A illustrates the contents a directory entry con-
tained in the nonvolatile storage device of FIG. 4A;

FIG. 5B is a flow diagram of an erase process;

FIG. 5C is a flow diagram of an erase on failure process;

FIG. 5D is a flow diagram of an erase on tamper process;
and

FIG. 6 is a block diagram of a computer system on which
embodiments may be implemented.

DETAILED DESCRIPTION OF THE
INVENTION

In the following description, for the purposes of
explanation, specific details are set forth in order to provide
a thorough understanding of the invention. However, it will
be apparent that the invention may be practiced without
these specific details. In some instances, well-known struc-
tures and devices are depicted in block diagram form in
order to avoid unnecessarily obscuring the invention.

OVERVIEW

An approach for storing, maintaining and accessing data
is provided. In general, in one aspect, data is stored on a
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storage unit and erased after a predetermined time. In
another aspect, the data is erased if unauthorized tampering
of the storage unit occurs. In yet another aspect, the data is
erased in the event of a failure of non-volatile storage in the
storage unit. Another approach involves a hardware storage
unit where the data can be stored permanently and can be
authenticated. The approach is to create the device that has
its own operating system with a secure hardware and soft-
ware interface. The interface ensures that the modification of
the data is not allowed. The present invention can be used on
such a device where the authenticity of the data is critical.
These aspects are described in more detail hereinafter.

SYSTEM OVERVIEW

FIG. 1 illustrates a system 100 for storing data. One or
more stations 102 are coupled via a network 104. Stations
102 each comprise a computer, a workstation, or other
similar processing mechanism. For example, in one embodi-
ment each station 102 is a general purpose computer system
of the kind shown in FIG. 6 and described further below.
Stations 102 may each represent a client in a client/server
environment. Using the network 104, one station 102 may
communicate with any other station.

One or more storage units 106 are provided for storing
and maintaining data. Storage units 106 may be connected
to network 104 via link 108 to operate with other devices
such as stations 102 connected to network 104. Link 108
may be any type of communication medium for exchanging
data between storage units 106 and other devices. Examples
of links 108 include network connections, Ethernet, LAN or
WAN connections, or any type of wireless transmission
medium. Alternatively, storage units 106 may also be con-
nected directly to a particular station 102 using a local link
112. Storage units 106 may also be used in other
configurations, for example, connected directly to a particu-
lar number of stations 102 to provide local storage to the
particular stations 102. Links 108 also may comprise an
interface from a station to a storage device, such as a SCSI
interface.

In this arrangement, each station 102 may store or retrieve
information in a storage unit 106 over a link 108 by
communicating an appropriate message over network 104.

The system 100 also includes a registration authority 110
that is communicatively coupled to network 104 and pro-
vides for the registration of storage units 106 as described in
more detail hereinafter.

STORAGE UNITS

FIG. 2Ais a block diagram illustrating a storage unit 106.
Storage unit 106 includes one or more non-volatile storage
devices 200 and 202. In one embodiment, there are two
non-volatile storage devices 200 and 202 that provide redun-
dant storage of data However, the invention is not limited to
a particular number of storage devices 200, 202. As illus-
trated in FIG. 2B, data is written to both non-volatile storage
devices 200 and 202. Thus, as illustrated in FIG. 2C, if one
of the non-volatile storage devices 200, 202 is not available,
for example due to a failure, the data is written to the other
non-volatile storage device 200 or 202. Non-volatile storage
devices 200 and 202 may be any type of non-volatile
storage, for example, one or more magnetic or optical disks,
tapes or other type of non-volatile storage in which stored
data is retained if power is removed.

Storage unit 106 includes one or more sensors, identified
in FIG. 2 as S1-S4, for sensing unauthorized access to
storage unit 106. The sensors S1-S4 are devices that sense
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an intrusion into the storage unit 106, unauthorized access to
the storage unit, or unauthorized tampering with or disabling
a storage unit. The sensors S1-S4 are mechanical,
electromechanical, or electronic devices that generate a
signal in response to a sensed event. For example, in an
embodiment, each of the sensors S1-S4 is a microswitch
that opens or closes when a cover of the storage unit is
opened. Each sensor S1-S4 is coupled to a processing unit
204 through a link 208.

Storage unit 106 includes processing unit 204 that con-
trols the flow of data to and from storage unit 106 via link
108, and carries out other processing functions. Processing
unit 204 also controls the operation of non-volatile storage
devices 200 and 202 including writing data to and reading
data from non-volatile storage devices 200 and 202 via a link
206. Processing unit 204 is also communicatively coupled to
sensors S1-S4 via a link 208. Links 206 and 208 may be
implemented in the same manner as links 108 and provide
for the exchange of data between processing unit 204 and
non-volatile storage devices 200 and 202 and between
processing unit 204 and sensors S1-S4, respectively.

Storage unit 106 also optionally includes backup power
supplies 210 and 212 which each provide power to storage
unit 106 and its components, including non-volatile storage
devices 200 and 202, processing unit 204 and sensors
S1-S4. Backup power supplies 210 and 212 are ideally
implemented so that either backup power supply 210 or 212
can individually provide sufficient power for storage unit
106 to operate in the event of a power loss. For example,
backup power supplies 210 and 212 may be implemented
using batteries or an uninterruptible power supply (UPS).
Preferably, one of the backup power supplies is an onboard
battery that provides backup power to the processing unit
204.

THE PROCESSING UNIT

FIG. 3 is a block diagram illustrating a processing unit
204. Processing unit 204 includes a communication inter-
face 300 that controls, buffers and regulates communication
between processing unit 204 and other devices external to
storage unit 106 via link 108. For example, communication
interface 300 may be an I/O controller such as a SCSI, IEEE
1394 or an Ethernet controller. Processing unit 204 includes
a sensor controller 302 that interfaces and provides com-
munication between sensors S1-S4 and processing unit 204
via link 208. For example, the sensor controller is an analog
I/O interface.

Processing unit 204 also includes a non-volatile storage
controller 304 that controls non-volatile storage devices 200
and 202 via link 206. For example, the storage controller 204
is a disk controller. Processing unit 204 also includes a
processor 306 that controls the operation of the processing
unit 204 and its components described herein. Processor 306
is a microprocessor, for example.

Processing unit 204 includes a volatile memory 308, such
as a RAM, that contains data and instructions for processor
306. Processing unit 204 also includes a non-volatile
memory 310, such as a ROM, PROM, EPROM, Flash
Memory, or other non-volatile memory.

Communication interface 300, sensor controller 302, non-
volatile storage controller 304, processor 306, volatile
memory 308 and non-volatile memory 310 are communi-
catively coupled via a link 312 that allows communication
between these elements. An example of link 312 is a
communication bus or the combination of an address bus
and a data bus.
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Preferably, the processing unit 204 operates under control
of a real-time operating system (OS) such as UNIX. One or
more stored programs, operating under control of the OS,
manage operation of the storage units and the processes
described further herein.

NON-VOLATILE STORAGE

FIG. 4A illustrates the contents of non-volatile storage
devices 200 and 202. Non-volatile storage devices 200 and
202 each include or store storage ID information 400 that
uniquely identifies non-volatile storage devices 200 and 202.
For example, storage ID information 400 may include
unique serial numbers for non-volatile storage devices 200
and 202. Storage ID information 400 also specifies infor-
mation obtained during registration of storage unit 106 that
is used to authenticate storage unit 106. The registration of
storage units is described in more detail hereinafter.

Non-volatile storage devices 200 and 202 also include
directory information 402 that specifies information about
data 404 contained on non-volatile storage devices 200 and
202. According to one embodiment, data 404 includes a
plurality of data files and directory information 402 includes
a plurality of directory entries 500 that correspond to and
specify information about the data files in data 404. A
file-oriented storage system is not required. The data 404
may be stored information of any kind and the directory
information 402 may be any metadata that describes the data
404.

FIG. 5SA illustrates the contents of a directory entry 500
according to one embodiment. Directory entry 500 specifies
the name of the corresponding data file (File Name 502), the
creation date of the corresponding data file (Creation Date
504), the expiration date of the corresponding data file
(Expiration Date 506) and other file management informa-
tion 508 that may vary depending upon a particular appli-
cation. For example, the other file management information
is a file type, associated application, etc.

Directory entry 500 also specifies replication information
510 that identifies one or more directory entries 512 (R1, R2
... RN) for sources of the data file associated with the file
502. Each file contains the complete history of the parent
data with the storage ID information, replication date and
directory path on the storage ID. The file name of the data
is not changed from the original. The expiration data is also
copied.

As used herein, “expiration date” means a time, day or
date at which associated data is invalid or unusable. Infor-
mation in the storage devices is managed by the OS.

ERASE AFTER EXPIRATION

According to one embodiment, data stored on non-
volatile storage devices 200 and 202 is erased after a
specified period of time. This process is data specific, which
means that different data may reside on non-volatile storage
devices 200 and 202 for different periods of time. Also,
different expiration dates may apply to different data. Some
data may not be erased at all and may reside on non-volatile
storage devices 200 and 202 indefinitely.

Referring to FIG. 4A, FIG. 5A, and FIG. 5B, directory
entries 500 contained in directory information 402 are
examined to determine if the Expiration Date 506 has been
reached. This is performed by comparing the Expiration
Date 506 for a particular directory entry 500 to the current
date. Alternatively, instead of maintaining an Expiration
Date 506 in each directory entry 500, a “time to keep” may
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be maintained in each directory entry and the expiration date
may be determined from both the creation date and the “time
to keep.” An alternative approach is to have an agent that
visits all the entries of all the directories to check the time
and date of the system against expiration date of the entries.
If the expiration date is passed, the agent deletes the entries.

FIG. 5B is a flow diagram of a preferred method of
erasing data. In block 520, a current date/time value is
received. For example, the processing unit 204 requests and
receives a date/time value by calling a function of an
operating system that controls the operation of the process-
ing unit. Alternatively, the processing unit contains a clock
that is directly interrogated by the processor 306. The
current date/time value reflects the current day, date, or time
of execution of the method shown in FIG. 5B. Preferably,
the current date/time value is stored in a temporarily location
for later use, such as in a CPU register, a scratchpad memory
area, Or in main memory.

In block 522, one directory entry 500 is selected for
processing. In one embodiment, block 522 involves serial
polling of all the directory entries 500 in the storage devices
200, 202. Alternatively, block 522 involves selecting a
directory entry based on a heuristic process, such as a
least-recently-used (LRU) algorithm, probability, or statis-
tics.

In block 524, a determination is made whether to delete
data represented by the current directory entry. In an
embodiment, block 524 involves testing whether the current
date/time value received in block 520 is greater than or equal
to the Expiration Date value 506 stored in the current
directory entry. If so, then the current directory entry is to be
deleted.

Once a determination is made that particular data is to be
deleted, the data associated with the current directory entry
is deleted from data 404 as shown by block 526. Otherwise,
control passes to block 534. Once the particular data has
been deleted, the directory entry 500 is deleted, as shown by
block 534. All identical copies of the particular data are also
deleted from data 404 since the copies contain the identical
expiration date and are also checked.

According to one embodiment, deleting data 404 and the
corresponding directory entry 500 from directory informa-
tion 402 in blocks 526, 530 and 534 is performed by
overwriting the data and the directory entry with a prede-
termined value. An example predetermined value found to
be suitable is 00H, although other predetermined values may
also be used. Some prior approaches merely delete the
directory entry without deleting the data itself, which allows
the data to be recovered. Overwriting data with a predeter-
mined value is considered more secure because the over-
written data is more difficult to recover. Once data has been
deleted from data 404 and the corresponding directory entry
has been deleted from directory information 402, the over-
written areas may be used to store other data.

According to an alternative embodiment, different prede-
termined values are used to overwrite different data For
example, suppose the Expiration Date for a particular data
file residing on non-volatile storage device 200 indicates that
the particular data file is to be deleted. A copy of the
particular data file is maintained on non-volatile storage
device 202. The particular data file on non-volatile storage
device 200 may be overwritten with a first predetermined
value while the copy of the particular data file on non-
volatile storage device 202 is overwritten with a second
predetermined value that is different that the first predeter-
mined value. Different predetermined values may also be
used to overwrite the corresponding directory entries.
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According to one embodiment, the process of FIG. 5B is
performed by processing unit 204. Specifically, processor
306 may perform this process by executing one or more
instructions maintained in volatile memory 308 and non-
volatile memory 310. Alternatively, the process of examin-
ing entries in directory information 402 may be performed
external to storage unit 106, for example, by another process
or station 102 connected to network 104. In this situation,
the other process or station 102 may query storage unit 106
via link 108 to obtain directory information 402.

Although storage ID information 400, directory informa-
tion 402 and data 404 are described and illustrated as being
maintained together on non-volatile storage devices 200 and
202, some of this information may be maintained separately
in another location. For example, part or all of directory
information 402 may be maintained in volatile memory 308
of processing unit 204 reduce the time required to determine
if any data files need to be deleted from data 404.

ERASE AFTER NON-VOLATILE STORAGE
FAILURE

According to another-embodiment, in the event of a
failure of either of the non-volatile storage devices 200 or
202, all data contained in data 404 and directory entries
contained in directory information 402 are deleted as pre-
viously described. The other storage device is then desig-
nated as the primary storage device and continues to be used.
An example situation in which this might occur is where an
update is being made to both non-volatile storage devices
200 and 202 and a media failure prevents the update from
being made to either non-volatile storage device 200 or 202.
Since non-volatile storage devices 200 and 202 provide
redundant storage, the data is deleted from the non-volatile
storage devices 200 or 202 that failed so that non-volatile
storage devices 200 and 202 will not contain different (and
presumably valid) data.

FIG. 5C is a flow diagram of a preferred method of
erasing a storage device in the event of a failure. In block
540, a storage device failure is detected. For example, block
540 may involve the steps of detecting, in a power-up
routine or bootstrap loader routine, that a power failure or
other failure has occurred. In one embodiment, each storage
device 200, 202 has a dedicated storage location that stores
a marker value. The marker value is a pre-determined value
that signifies a graceful shutdown of the storage device.
When the storage device is shut down gracefully, the pre-
determined marker value is stored in the dedicated storage
location. When the storage device is started up, the pre-
determined marker value is checked and then overwritten
with a different value. Thus, when an unexpected failure
occurs, the dedicated storage location does not contain the
marker value, and the storage device thereby detects that a
failure occurred.

If a failure is detected, then in block 542 the next directory
entry among the directory entries 500 is selected. In one
embodiment, block 542 involves serial polling of all the
directory entries 500 in the storage devices 200, 202.
Alternatively, block 542 involves selecting a directory entry
based on a heuristic process, such as a least-recently-used
(LRU) algorithm, probability, or statistics.

In block 544, all of the data associated with the current
directory entry is deleted, for example, by overwriting the
data with a predetermined value. In block 552 the current
directory entry is deleted, for example, by overwriting it. If
necessary, the directory itself is deleted.

In block 554, a determination is made whether additional
directory entries are in the directory information of the
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storage device. If so, the steps of blocks 542 and 552 are
repeated for each additional directory entry.

In optional block 556, the other storage device is desig-
nated as the primary storage device of the storage unit. Such
designation means that the storage unit continues to operate
with read/write operations directed to the non-failing storage
device. In this way, the storage unit remains operable, but a
failed storage device within the storage unit is rendered
unusable.

Once the data on the failed non-volatile storage devices
200 or 202 has been deleted, the device may be
re-initialized. Once a determination has been made that the
failed device has been successfully reinitialized, the data
contained on the non-volatile storage devices 200 or 202 that
did not fail can be copied onto the recovered non-volatile
storage devices 200 or 202. In the event that the failed
non-volatile storage devices 200 or 202 cannot be
re-initialized successfully, the data from the non-volatile
storage devices 200 or 202 that did not fail may be copied
to a non-volatile storage device in another storage unit 106.

The use of redundant non-volatile storage devices 200,
202 provides significantly higher data reliability because it
is extremely unlikely that both non-volatile storage devices
200 and 202 will fail at the same time. To provide further
data reliability, other storage units 106, each including
redundant non-volatile storage devices 200 and 202 may be
employed to provide further redundancy.

TAMPER PROTECTION

According to an embodiment, storage units 106 are pro-
tected against unauthorized tampering. Sensors S1-S4 are
monitored by processing unit 204 via link 208 to detect
tampering with storage unit 106. The selection and place-
ment of sensors S1-S4 is determined by the requirements of
a particular application, but in general, is designed to detect
unauthorized access to storage unit 106 through the breaking
of seals, opening of sealed compartments, or other forceful
entry into storage unit 106.

In the event that sensors S1-S4 detect unauthorized
access to storage unit 106, a tamper signal is provided by
sensors S1-S4 to processing unit 204. In response to the
tamper signal, processing unit 204 deletes storage ID infor-
mation 400, directory information 402 and data 404 in the
manner previously described from non-volatile storage
devices 200 and 202. This prevents the unauthorized use of
data stored on storage unit 106.

FIG. 5D is a flow diagram of a preferred method of
erasing a storage device in the event of tampering with the
storage device. In block 560, a disturbance to a storage
device, such as tampering with the storage device, invasion
of the storage device, opening the storage device, etc., is
detected. For example, block 560 may involve the steps of
detecting that one or more of the sensors S1-S4 is activated
or is generating a sensing signal.

If a tampering event is detected, then in block 562 the next
directory entry among the directory entries 500 is selected.
In one embodiment, block 562 involves serial polling of all
the directory entries 500 in the storage devices 200, 202.
Alternatively, block 562 involves selecting a directory entry
based on a heuristic process, such as a least-recently-used
(LRU) algorithm, probability, or statistics.

In block 564, all the data associated with the current
directory entry is deleted, for example, by overwriting the
data with a pre-determined value. In block 572 the current
directory entry is deleted, for example, by overwriting it. If
necessary, the directory itself is deleted.
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In block 574, a determination is made whether additional
directory entries are in the directory information of the
storage device. If so, the steps of blocks 562 to 572 are
repeated for each additional directory entry. In one
embodiment, block 562 or other blocks also involve the step
of generating an alert to an authorized person to signify that
tampering has occurred and the erase operations have been
carried out. For example, in block 562 the processing unit
204 generates a message to a pre-determined station 102 that
informs the station that tampering is detected and erasure is
underway.

According to another embodiment, in the event of a power
failure, backup power supplies 210 and 212 provide power
for storage unit 106 including sensors S1-S4. However,
non-volatile storage devices 200 and 202 operate in a power
save mode. When operating in power save mode, normal
write and read operations to non-volatile storage devices 200
and 202 are prohibited to conserve power. Once power has
been restored, write and read operations to non-volatile
storage devices 200 and 202 are continued. However, while
storage unit 106 is operating in power save mode, if sensors
S1-S4 detect unauthorized access to storage unit 106, all
available power is used to delete storage ID information 400,
directory information 402 and data 404 from non-volatile
storage devices 200 and 202 as previously described. In this
way, the erasure process cannot be circumvented merely by
disconnecting power from a storage unit.

STORAGE UNIT REGISTRATION

According to an embodiment, storage units 106 are reg-
istered with registration authority 110 to provide authenti-
cation of storage units 106. According to this approach, each
storage unit 106 is registered with registration authority 110
by providing a unique storage unit identifier value to regis-
tration authority 110. In response, a registered identifier
value is provided by registration authority 110 and stored in
storage ID information 400 on non-volatile storage devices
200 and 202. Once a storage unit 106 is registered in this
manner, a station 102 may verify that a particular storage
unit 106 is registered with registration authority 110 by
requesting the registered ID number from the particular
storage unit 106 and then verifying with registration author-
ity 110 that the registered Storage ID number is valid. This
ensures that data contained on a particular storage unit 106
is original and authentic.

FIG. 4B is a diagram of a preferred embodiment of the
registered identifier value 420 that comprises a header
segment 422, a device maker segment 424, and a serial
number segment 426.

The header segment 422 identifies the registration author-
ity 110. For example, the header segment contains a prede-
termined value that is uniquely associated, within the con-
text of the storage unit or the OS, with the registration
authority 110. The device maker segment 424 uniquely
identifies the manufacturer or brand name of a storage unit.
The device maker segment 424 may be a manufacturer name
or a code number that uniquely identifies a particular manu-
facturer. The serial number segment 426 contains the serial
number of the storage unit.

FIG. 4C is a diagram of the database 111. Preferably, the
database 111 comprises at least one table 460 having one or
more rows 462. Each row 462 corresponds to a storage unit
106. The table 460 has columns 464—468 that store manu-
facturer or brand name values, serial number values, and
assignment date values. Each assignment date value identi-
fies the date on which a row representing a storage device
was added to the table 460.
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DATA ORIGINALITY

In some circumstances, it may be desirable to preserve the
originality and uniqueness of certain data stored on storage
units 106 by not changing or deleting the certain data In this
way, the storage unit can “guarantee” to an external process
or device that certain data is unaltered since it was originally
written.

According to one embodiment, an audit trail is generated
when data is copied from one device to another. As illus-
trated in FIG. 5A, each replication entry (R1, R2 . . . RN)
specifies a date of replication 514 and source information
including a storage ID 516 and a directory entry 512. In
order to replicate data from a source device to a destination
device, a replicate command is issued to the destination
device with the specification of the source device along with
the file information. The destination device then issues a
special read command to the source device so that the data
is encrypted to avoid modification of the data when trans-
ferred from the source device to the destination device.

Therefore, according to one embodiment, an approach is
provided for ensuring that certain data stored on storage unit
106 is written only once and never changed, although the
certain data may be read an unlimited number of times
(read-only) The approach is data specific and does not
require that all stored data be maintained as read-only data.

According to one embodiment, after read-only data is
stored on non-volatile storage 200 and 202, the directory
entry 500 associated with the read-only data is updated to
reflect that the associated data is read-only data and is never
to be overwritten or changed. The update acts as a declara-
tion to other devices or processes that the stored data is
unique and unchanged. For example, after read-only data
has been written to non-volatile storage 200 and 202, other
file management information 508 in the directory entry 500
associated with the read-only data is updated to reflect that
the associated data is read only and is not to be changed.
Thereafter when data is to be changed from non-volatile
storage 200 and 202, the directory entry 500 associated with
the data is examined to determine whether the particular data
is read-only. If not, the associated data is changed as
described herein. If so, then the associated data and directory
entry 500 are not changed.

Another method of ensuring the originality is to limit
write commands that can be executed on a particular device.
For example, for situations where the files stored in a device
are to be kept as authenticated data files to ensure the
originality, the device may require a special status to write.
Without the special write status, a write command fails when
the same file name exists on a device.

This approach is applicable to any of the approaches
described herein, include the erase after expiration, erase
after tamper and erase after failure approaches discussed
herein. This approach provides a way to immunize or
guarantee the validity of stored data, so that the stored data
is more reliable, for example, as legal evidence. The con-
tents and uniqueness of the data are assured or guaranteed.

COMPUTER SYSTEM OVERVIEW

FIG. 6 is a block diagram that illustrates a computer
system that may be used to implement aspects of the
invention; for example, an alternative embodiment of pro-
cessing unit 204. Processing unit 204 includes a bus 602 or
other communication mechanism for communicating
information, and a processor 604 coupled with bus 602 for
processing information. Processing unit 204 also includes a
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main memory 606, such as a random access memory (RAM)
or other dynamic storage device, coupled to bus 602 for
storing information and instructions to be executed by
processor 604. Main memory 606 also may be used for
storing temporary variables or other intermediate informa-
tion during execution of instructions to be executed by
processor 604. Processing unit 204 further includes a read
only memory (ROM) 608 or other static storage device
coupled to bus 602 for storing static information and instruc-
tions for processor 604. A storage device 610, such as a
magnetic disk or optical disk, is provided and coupled to bus
602 for storing information and instructions.

Processing unit 204 may be coupled via bus 602 to a
display 612, such as a cathode ray tube (CRT), for displaying
information to a computer user. An input device 614, includ-
ing alphanumeric and other keys, is coupled to bus 602 for
communicating information and command selections to
processor 604. Another type of user input device is cursor
control 616, such as a mouse, a trackball, or cursor direction
keys for communicating direction information and com-
mand selections to processor 604 and for controlling cursor
movement on display 612. This input device typically has
two degrees of freedom in two axes, a first axis (e.g., x) and
a second axis (e.g., y), that allows the device to specify
positions in a plane.

The invention is related to the use of storage unit 106 for
storing and maintaining data. According to one embodiment,
the storing and maintaining of data is provided by process-
ing unit 204 in response to processor 604 executing one or
more sequences of one or more instructions contained in
main memory 606. Such instructions may be read into main
memory 606 from another computer-readable medium, such
as storage device 610. Execution of the sequences of instruc-
tions contained in main memory 606 causes processor 604
to perform the process steps described herein. One or more
processors in a multi-processing arrangement may also be
employed to execute the sequences of instructions contained
in main memory 606. In alternative embodiments, hard-
wired circuitry may be used in place of or in combination
with software instructions to implement the invention. Thus,
embodiments are not limited to any specific combination of
hardware circuitry and software. The instructions may be
organized as software agents, processes, subroutines, or
programs.

The term “computer-readable medium” as used herein
refers to any medium that participates in providing instruc-
tions to processor 604 for execution. Such a medium may
take many forms, including but not limited to, non-volatile
media, volatile media, and transmission media. Non-volatile
media includes, for example, optical or magnetic disks, such
as storage device 610. Volatile media includes dynamic
memory, such as main memory 606. Transmission media
includes coaxial cables, copper wire and fiber optics, includ-
ing the wires that comprise bus 602. Transmission media can
also take the form of acoustic or light waves, such as those
generated during radio wave and infrared data communica-
tions.

Common forms of computer-readable media include, for
example, a floppy disk, a flexible disk, hard disk, magnetic
tape, or any other magnetic medium, a CD-ROM, any other
optical medium, punch cards, paper tape, any other physical
medium with patterns of holes, a RAM, a PROM, and
EPROM, a FLASH-EPROM, any other memory chip or
cartridge, a carrier wave as described hereinafter, or any
other medium from which a computer can read.

Various forms of computer readable media may be
involved in carrying one or more sequences of one or more
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instructions to processor 604 for execution. For example, the
instructions may initially be carried on a magnetic disk of a
remote computer. The remote computer can load the instruc-
tions into its dynamic memory and send the instructions over
a telephone line using a modem. A modem local to process-
ing unit 204 can receive the data on the telephone line and
use an infrared transmitter to convert the data to an infrared
signal. An infrared detector coupled to bus 602 can receive
the data carried in the infrared signal and place the data on
bus 602. Bus 602 carries the data to main memory 606, from
which processor 604 retrieves and executes the instructions.
The instructions received by main memory 606 may option-
ally be stored on storage device 610 either before or after
execution by processor 604.

Processing unit 204 also includes a communication inter-
face 618 coupled to bus 602. Communication interface 618
provides a two-way data communication coupling to a
network link 620 that is connected to a local network 622.
For example, communication interface 618 may be an
integrated services digital network (ISDN) card or a modem
to provide a data communication connection to a corre-
sponding type of telephone line. As another example, com-
munication interface 618 may be a local area network
(LAN) card to provide a data communication connection to
a compatible LAN. Wireless links may also be implemented.
In any such implementation, communication interface 618
sends and receives electrical, electromagnetic or optical
signals that carry digital data streams representing various
types of information.

Network link 620 typically provides data communication
through one or more networks to other data devices. For
example, network link 620 may provide a connection
through local network 622 to a host computer 624 or to data
equipment operated by an Internet Service Provider (ISP)
626. ISP 626 in turn provides data communication services
through the world wide packet data communication network
now commonly referred to as the “Internet” 628. Local
network 622 and Internet 628 both use electrical, electro-
magnetic or optical signals that carry digital data streams.
The signals through the various networks and the signals on
network link 620 and through communication interface 618,
which carry the digital data to and from processing unit 204,
are exemplary forms of carrier waves transporting the infor-
mation.

Processing unit 204 can send messages and receive data,
including program code, through the network(s), network
link 620 and communication interface 618. In the Internet
example, a server 630 might transmit a requested code for an
application program through Internet 628, ISP 626, local
network 622 and communication interface 618. One such
downloaded application provides for storing and maintain-
ing data as described herein.

The received code may be executed by processor 604 as
it is received, and/or stored in storage device 610, or other
non-volatile storage for later execution. In this manner,
processing unit 204 may obtain application code in the form
of a carrier wave.

The techniques described herein provide several advan-
tages over prior approaches for storing and maintaining data.
In particular, the approach of deleting data from storage unit
106 by overwriting the data with a predetermined value
provides makes it more difficult to recover the data. The
tamper monitoring provides further protection from unau-
thorized access to storage unit 106. The use of registration
authority 110 to register storage units 106 authenticates the
data stored on the registration authority 110. Finally, the
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approach for preserving the originality of data ensures that
when certain data is read from storage unit 106 that the
certain data was written once and has not been changed.
Similarly, when data is deleted from storage unit 106, data
designated as read-only data is not deleted from storage unit
106.

ALTERNATIVES AND VARIATIONS

In the foregoing specification, the invention has been
described with reference to specific embodiments thereof. It
will, however, be evident that various modifications and
changes may be made thereto without departing from the
broader spirit and scope of the invention. The specification
and drawings are, accordingly, to be regarded in an illus-
trative rather than a restrictive sense.

What is claimed is:

1. A method for storing and maintaining data, the method
comprising the steps of:

storing data on a first non-volatile storage device;

storing a copy of the data on a second non-volatile storage

device;

determining whether the data has been stored on the first

non-volatile storage device for a specified period of
time; and

if the data has been stored on the first non-volatile storage

device for the specified period of time, then

deleting the data on the first non-volatile storage device
by overwriting the data on the first non-volatile
storage device with a first specified value, and

deleting the copy of the data on the second non-volatile
storage device by overwriting the data on the second
non-volatile storage device with a second specified
value that is distinct from the first specified value.

2. A method as recited in claim 1, further comprising the
step of:

in response to a failure of the first non-volatile storage

device, deleting the data from the first non-volatile
storage device by overwriting the data on the first
non-volatile storage device with the first specified
value.

3. A method as recited in claim 2, further including the
steps of

re-initializing the first non-volatile storage device, and

if the first non-volatile storage device is successfully

re-initialized, copying the copy of the data from the
second non-volatile storage device to the first non-
volatile storage device.

4. A method as recited in claim 1, wherein the step of
determining whether the data has been stored on the first
non-volatile storage device for a specified period of time
includes the step of comparing an expiration value associ-
ated with the data to a current date/time value.

5. A method as recited in claim 4, flirter including the step
of examining a file directory entry associated with the data
to determine the expiration value for the data.

6. A method as recited in claim 1, wherein the step of
overwriting the data on the first non-volatile storage device
with a first specified value includes the step of overwriting
the data on the first non-volatile storage device with the
value OOH.

7. A method as recited in claim 6, further including the
step of deleting a file directory entry associated with the
data.

8. A method as recited in claim 1, further including the
step of in response to detecting unauthorized access to the
first non-volatile storage device, deleting the data from the
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first non-volatile storage device by overwriting the data on
the first non-volatile storage device with the first specified
value.

9. A method as recited in claim 1, further including in
response to a power failure associated with the first non-
volatile storage device, performing the steps of

providing power to the first non-volatile storage device

from a backup power supply, and

prohibiting writing data to or reading data from the first

non-volatile storage device.

10. A method as recited in claim 9, further including the
step of after power has been restored to the first non-volatile
storage device, allowing data to be written to and read from
the first non-volatile storage device.

11. A method as recited in claim 1, further including the
steps of

if the data is not to be changed or deleted, then designating

the data as read-only data,

determining whether the data is read-only data, and

wherein the step of if the data has been stored on the first

non-volatile storage device for the specified period of
time, deleting the data from the first non-volatile stor-
age device by overwriting the data on the first non-
volatile storage device with a first specified value
comprises the step of if the data is determined to not be
read-only data and if the data has been stored on the
first non-volatile storage device for the specified period
of time, then deleting the data from the first non-
volatile storage device by overwriting the data on the
first non-volatile storage device with a first specified
value.

12. A method as recited in claim 11, wherein the step of
determining whether the data is read-only data includes
examining a directory entry associated with the data.

13. A method as recited in claim 1, farther including
registering the first non-volatile storage device with a reg-
istration authority by performing the steps of

providing a storage unit identifier to the registration

authority,

receiving a registered identifier value from the registration

authority, and

storing the registered identifier value.

14. A data storage unit for storing and maintaining data,
the data storage unit comprising

a processing unit communicatively coupled to first and

second non-volatile storage devices, wherein the pro-

cessing unit is configured to determine whether data

has been stored on the first non-volatile storage device

for a specified period of time and if so, then

delete the data stored on the first non-volatile storage
device by overwriting the data on the first non-
volatile storage device with a first specified value,
and

delete a copy of the data stored on the second non-
volatile storage device by overwriting the copy of the
data on the second non-volatile storage device with
a second specified value that is distinct from the first
specified value.

15. A data storage unit as recited in claim 14, wherein the
processing unit is further configured to determine whether
the data has been stored on the first non-volatile storage
device for a specified period of time by comparing an
expiration value associated with the data to a current date/
time value.

16. A data storage unit as recited in claim 14, further
comprising a backup power supply configured to provide
power to the storage unit in the event of power loss.
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17. A data storage unit as recited in claim 14, wherein the
processing unit is further configured to determine whether a
failure of the first non-volatile storage device has occurred
and if so, delete the data from the first non-volatile storage
device by overwriting the data on the first non-volatile
storage device with the first specified value.

18. A data storage unit as recited in claim 14, further
comprising one or more sensors communicatively coupled
to the processing unit for detecting access to the data storage
unit, the one or more sensors being configured to provide a
tamper signal upon detecting access to the storage unit,
wherein the processing unit is further configured to delete
the data from the first non-volatile storage device by over-
writing the data on the first non-volatile storage device with
the first specified value in response to the tamper signal.

19. A data storage unit as recited in claim 14, further
comprising a secure interface to prevent unauthorized modi-
fication of the data stored on the first non-volatile storage
device.

20. A data storage unit as recited in claim 14, wherein the
processing unit is further configured to:

designate data that is not to be changed or deleted as

read-only data,

determine whether particular data stored on the first
non-volatile storage device is read-only data, and

if the particular data is not read-only data and has been
stored on the first non-volatile storage device for the
specified period of time, delete the particular data by
overwriting the particular data on the first nonvolatile
storage device with the first specified value.

21. A data storage unit as recited in claim 20, wherein the
processing unit is further configured to determine whether
the particular data is read-only data by examining a directory
entry associated with the particular data.

22. A data storage unit as recited in claim 14, wherein the
processing unit is further configured to register the first
non-volatile storage device with a registration authority by

providing a storage unit identifier to the registration

authority,

receiving a registered identifier value from the registration
authority, and

storing the registered identifier value.

23. A computer-readable medium carrying one or more
sequences of one or more instructions for storing and
maintaining data, the one or more sequences of one or more
instructions including instructions which, when executed by
one or more processors, cause the one or more processors to
perform the steps of:

storing data on a first non-volatile storage device;

storing a copy of the data on a second non-volatile storage
device;
determining whether the data has been stored on the first
non-volatile storage device for a specified period of
time; and
if the data has been stored on the first non-volatile storage
device for the specified period of time, then
deleting the data on the first non-volatile storage device
by overwriting the data on the first non-volatile
storage device with a first specified value, and
deleting the copy of the data on the second non-volatile
storage device by overwriting the data on the second
non-volatile storage device with a second specified
value that is distinct from the first specified value.
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24. A computer-readable medium as recited in claim 23,
further comprising one or more additional instructions
which, when executed by the one or more processors, cause
the one or more processors to perform the step of in response
to detecting a failure of the first non-volatile storage device,
deleting the data on the first non-volatile storage device by
overwriting the data on the first non-volatile storage device
with the first specified value.

25. A computer-readable medium as recited in claim 24,
further comprising one or more additional instructions
which, when executed by the one or more processors, cause
the one or more processors to perform the steps of

re-initializing the first non-volatile storage device, and

if the first non-volatile storage device is successfully
re-initialized, then
copying the copy of the data from the second nonvola-
tile storage device to the first non-volatile storage
device.

26. A computer-readable medium as recited in claim 23,
wherein the step of determining whether the data has been
stored on the first non-volatile storage device for a specified
period of time includes the step of comparing an expiration
value associated with the data to a current date/time value.

27. A computer-readable medium as recited in claim 26,
further comprising one or more additional instructions
which, when executed by the one or more processors, cause
the one or more processors to perform the step of examining
a file directory entry associated with the data to determine
the expiration time for the data.

28. A computer-readable medium as recited in claim 26,
wherein the step of overwriting the data on the first non-
volatile storage device with a first specified value includes
the step of overwriting the data on the first non-volatile
storage device with the value O0OH.

29. A computer-readable medium as recited in claim 28,
further comprising one or more additional instructions
which, when executed by the one or more processors, cause
the one or more processors to perform the step of deleting a
file directory entry associated with the data.

30. A computer-readable medium as recited in claim 23,
further comprising one or more additional instructions
which, when executed by the one or more processors, cause
the one or more processors to perform the step of in response
to detecting unauthorized access to the first non-volatile
storage device, deleting the data from the first non-volatile
storage device by overwriting the data on the first non-
volatile storage device with the first specified value.

31. A computer-readable medium as recited in claim 23,
further comprising one or more additional instructions
which, when executed by the one or more processors, cause
the one or more processors to perform the step of in response
to a power failure associated with the first non-volatile
storage device, performing the steps of

providing power to the first non-volatile storage device

from a backup power supply, and

prohibiting writing data to or reading data from the first

non-volatile storage device.

32. A computer-readable medium as recited in claim 31,
further comprising one or more additional instructions
which, when executed by the one or more processors, cause
the one or more processors to perform the step of after power
has been restored to the first non-volatile storage device,
allowing data to be written to and read from the first
non-volatile storage device.

33. A computer-readable medium as recited in claim 23,
further comprising one or more additional instructions
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which, when executed by the one or more processors, cause 34. A computer-readable medium as recited in claim 33,
the one or more processors to perform the steps of wherein the step of determining whether the data is read-
if the data is not to be changed or deleted, then designating only data includes examining a directory entry associated
the data as read-only data, with the data.
determining whether the data is read-only data, and s 35. A computer-readable medium as recited in claim 23,

further comprising one or more additional instructions
which, when executed by the one or more processors, cause
the one or more processors to perform the steps of

wherein the step of if the data has been stored on the first
non-volatile storage device for the specified period of
time, deleting the data from the first non-volatile stor-
age device by overwri[ing the data on the first non- 10 registering the first non-volatile storage device with a

volatile storage device with a first specified value registration authority by performing the steps of
comprises the step of if the data is determined to not be providing a storage unit identifier to the registration
read-only data and if the data has been stored on the authority,

first non-volatile storage device for the specified period 15 receiving a registered identifier value from the regis-
of time, then deleting the data from the first non- tration authority, and

volatile storage device by overwriting the data on the storing the registered identifier value.

first non-volatile storage device with a first specified
value. ok ok ok



UNITED STATES PATENT AND TRADEMARK OFFICE
CERTIFICATE OF CORRECTION

PATENT NO. : 6,304,948 Bl Page | of 1
DATED : October 16, 2001
INVENTOR(S) : Motoyama et al.

it is certified that error appears in the above-identified patent and that said Letters Patent is
hereby corrected as shown below:

Column 13, claim 5,
Line 54, replace “flirter” with -- further .

Signed and Sealed this

Twenty-sixth Day of March, 2002

Attest:

JAMES E. ROGAN
Atresting Officer Director of the United States Patent and Trademark Office




