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Do you know what’s going on in your machines? If you want to keep closer tabs
onyour computer systems, you'll need to get aninventory tool. Natverk &
Kommunikation ran some tests to find out what some of these tools are like,
and has picked a Norwegian, and worthy, winner. AvJohan Modig

I nve ntO ry tools offer

numerous benefits. First and
foremost, you save wearand te-

™ TESTED PRODUCTS: ===

Enterprise Directory Reporter
*Snow Inventory 2.07

this test. The classic PC-Duo
is a complete client adminis-
tration package, with func-

ar on your feet because you no PC-Duo1.2 tions for the network distri-
longer have to run around your -VidamicNetlog2.0 bution of software and remo-
company and fuss with each linventory5.0 te control. However, accor-
and every computer in order to -Webcensus ding to information from the

list what hardware is sitting in-
side, and what software has been installed.

In addition, you have a good tool for tasks
such as listing all the workstations with less
than 256 megabytes of memory, or those that
are pressed for hard drive space. That is infor-
mation that is good to have during the plan-
ning stages before you roll a new OS out onto
your desktops. A third benefit, and one that is
at least as important, is that you gain control
over the number of installed copies of a given
piece of software. A quick check against your
licenses will show whether you have bought
too many or too few. If you’re lucky, a good
software inventory can save you money.

Atthestartingline

At the starting line we find six hungry contes-
tants, all of whom offer fast, accurate and
comprehensive functionality.
Scandinavia is well represented with Snow In-
ventory (Norway) and Vidamic Netlog (Swe-
den), both of which are pure inventory pro-

inventory

grams. Snow Software also has more to offer

You canalsoread aboutall our tests at:
www. nok.idg.se/arkiv/tester.asp.

in its product portfolio, for those who are in-
terested in adding on.

Two of the products are intended to be mo-
re than just inventory programs, even though
that is the functionality that was the focus of

Swedish distributor, itis pos-
sible to purchase individual modules, so we
thought that we were justified in looking at
just the inventory section. Enterprise Directo-
ry Reporter (EDR) from Aelita Software is a
tool for gaining complete control over all as-
pects of Active Directory and Exchange Ser-
ver. Inventory functionality was naturally a
part of what we looked at.

At their own request, Tally Systems entered
their lighter product in the inventory field.
Webcensus is a rather unusual creation that is
entirely web-based. The administrator gets a
private office at Tally, and the inventory is
then conducted in that agents that are down-
loaded directly by the users, or distributed on
the network in some other way, send data over
the Internet to the server. This system has both
advantages and disadvantages, as we shall see.

Finally, linventory came in with a strongen-
try, which formerly went under the name La-
nauditor. This is a dedicated inventory pro-
duct that boasts being the only one in this test
that inventories Mac and Linux computers.

Installation and agent distribution
All of the tested products are essentially con-
structed along the same lines, except for Web-
census. A central database receives informa-
tion from small programs (”agents”) that are
running on the computers to be inventoried.
The results of the inventory and tools for
post-processing of inventory data are presented
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in an administrative interface that runs on the
database server, or on a standalone computer.
The way in which the agents are distributed
on the network is a point of interest when an
inventory is to be run. Snow Inventory’s agent
can be distributed in a number of different
ways that vary in appropriateness depending
on how the network is configured and where
the computers to be inventoried are located.
The agent can be installed locally on each
computer to be inventoried after its behaviour
has been configured by the administrator. In
the case of Snow, the results of the inventory
are stored in an ini-file that accompanies the
installation. Information is stored there con-
cerning which data are to be sent when the in-
ventory is complete, as well as information re-

garding the agent’s behaviour during the actu- =>

steps for getting valid
andreliableresults

*Each and every one of the tested applica-
tions was installed with its accompanying
database. A number of them were able to
work with, e.g. SQL Server, which may be a
good choice if a large number of computers
are to be inventoried. We also made sure to
distribute the agent software in the appro-
priate manner.

*Inventories were performed on a number
of computers using all the tested products,
and we then assessed the overall handling
and userinterface.

*Once the inventories were complete, we
assessed the scope of the information pre-
sented for each inventoried computer.

*Finally, we attempted to create a number
of filters to pull up information from the in-
ventory databases, and evaluated how well
the process worked.




The big test: Inventory tools
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Precise Norwegian
was clearly best in test

Snow Inventory generates the most detailed re-
ports, while at the same time being tidy, elegantand
efficient, easy to use and extremely flexible in terms
of networkinstallation.

A bit further down we find the Swedish product
Vidamic Netlog which, despite its lack of certain he-
avyweightfunctions, performed extremely well. Ho-
wever, the wish list for this product includes a more
powerful database than Access File and the ability to
exportdata.

The middle of the pack continues with two pro-
ductsthatare actually capable of more functionality
than we looked at in this test. Enterprise Directory
Reporter from Aelita Software works best with Acti-
ve Directory. We liked the user interface and the de-
tailed reports, butfound that it was difficult to create
customized filters and searches in the database. PC-
Duo1.2,whichisabouttobereplacedbyversion 2.0,
wasatits bestwhenitcameto hardwareinventories,
which were highly detailed and well presented.

linventory was found to work better on Mac than
on Linuxor Windows, where we were lessimpressed
with the results, despite the product’s respectable
age and presumed level of maturity. The bright spot
was the flexible and efficient agent configuration
model wizard.

Tally Systems should have submitted their heavi-
erproduct, T.S.Census, for the test. They camein last
place with their Webcensus which, despite a techni-
cally interesting approach, did not perform well in
certain parts of the test.

=> al inventory process. The Standalone Edition

offers an alternative to an installed agent. He-
re a configured agent is put on a network disk
towhicheveryonehasaccess. Theagentiscon-
veniently started via a login script, and the file
containing the inventory data is sent to a cen-
tral location in the network for further pro-
cessing by the server section. To enable large
numbers of clients to write to the site location,
an arbitrary file name is generated that con-
tains enough characters to make a name con-
flict practically impossible.

Configure first, then deploy

A similar process is encountered in inventori-
eswhere you first configure your agent in a wi-
zard before deploying it on a network volume.
Instead of each inventoried computer genera-
ting a file, linventory uses a common file that
is filled in with data.

Using either Snow or linventory itis possible
to distribute the agent by an alternative means,
such as by CD or e-mail, to reach those com-
puters that do not log onto the network or
which do not access the network volume for
some other reason. The problems arise when
data are to be sent back to the server. Either the
user has to handle them manually or, as is the
case with Snow, the agent can e-mail the results
to a selectable e-mail address with a user-spe-
cified subject line. The server section then
checks the account and searches for the infor-
mation with the proper subject line, and then
retrieves the information to the database.

Vidamic Netlog is certainly not as flexible
but, onthe otherhand, the user getsalotof help
in setting up the system. Here again the agent is
distributed via a distributed network volume,
but it is not possible to choose where it will be
placed in relation to the server, but rather it
must be on the same computer. Theagentin the
login script is also copied to a local directory,
sothatitisnot possible to runaninventory wit-
hout some trace on the client itself.

PC-Duo, which is indeed intended to do a
bit more than just inventory, must have a cli-
ent installed on the computer that is to be in-
ventoried. This is most easily achieved by
using the Landeploy tool, which pushes the cli-
ent software out onto computers in the net-
work. Naturally it has to be run with adminis-
trator authorizations on all the computers.
The computers on which the agent is to be in-
stalled are selected in Landeploy.

Aelita EDR works somewhat differently. The
domainadministrator Data Collection Manager
first starts on the server, distributing itself out on
the network to collect data from the selected
computers. Itisalso responsible for collecting in-
formation about AD and Exchange but, as no-
ted, we did not consider those areas in this parti-
cular test. The process is very tidy and flexible,
but more dependent on the right assumptions
being in place than many of the other solutions.

Finally, Webcensus is quite different, given its
web-based model. When you log onto the ad-
ministrator account for the first time, you get to
determine how you want the inventory to pro-
ceed. Youcaneither download anagentand dis-
tribute it in a manner similar to those described
above, or you can e-mail links to the agent to
your users, or create the links on your intranet.

The disadvantage with the latter models is
that they demand the active participation of
the users, and you cannot just blindly assume
that everyone will follow orders. It is an inter-
esting solution on the whole, but we were not
particularly impressed. It is worth noting that
if you are just interested in a one-time inven-
tory, you can buy a license for just one mon-
th’s use fora very low price. All the data can be
retrieved and presented in Excel. The winner
in the installation and agent distribution
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BEST IN TEST N&K FEB. 2003

Snow Inventory 2.07

Supplier: Snow Software

Price/250 clients: SEK 72,000
Price/2500 clients: SEK537,000.

Both pricesinclude one year of support
and updates.

Database: Access (default), SQL-server,
Oracle or others via ODBC

Agent: The agentis installed or started
from the network volume.

HANDLING/GUI 30%x4=1.2
Good. All componentsin the system are
easy to use, and you seldom need to
consult Help.
RICHNESS OF DETAIL 30%x5=1.5
Excellent. Both hardware and software
inventories were highly comprehensive.
Clearly produced the test's most com-
prehensive inventories.
FILTERING/QUERIES 20%x4=0.8
Good. Simple, but sometimes slightly
unclear which units are being used. Re-
quires that you know what the wildcards
from SQL mean (such as%and ).
INSTALLATION/FLEXIBILITY
20%x5=1.0
Excellent. The system can beinstalled in
anumber of ways, depending on what
suits the user best. It also works well for
inventorying computers outside of the
local network. Multi-tier solution for lar-
geinstallations.
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round is undoubtedly Snow Inventory, which
is very well thought-out and flexible, so that
you can access all your computers with the le-
ast possible amount of effort.

Theserversection
At the other end of the system (relative to the
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Enterprise Directory
Reporter5.1

Supplier: Aelita

Price/250 clients: SEK 31,250
Price/2500 clients: SEK 262,500
Both pricesinclude one year
of supportand updates. Note
that EDRis licensed per user
account.

Database: MSDE (included)
or SQL Server 2000

Agents: Notinstalled (in nor-
mal case)

HANDLING/GUI 30%x4=1.2
Good. Tidy, elegantand at-
tractive.lfyouare running
Active Directory, you need
only pointat the computers
youwanttoinventory when
you run Data Collection,and
the program does the rest.
RICHNESS OF DETAIL
30%x4=1.2
Good. Third place whenit ca-
me toidentifying installed
applications on our guinea
pig computer. Offers good
hardware inventory that
should be able to meet most
needs.
FILTERING/QUERIES
20%x3=0.6
Passing. Eventhoughyou
don’thave to write SQL code
directly, EDRis the most diffi-
cultofthe test products to
createfiltersin. There are ma-
ny cryptic table and column
names to keep track of. The
saving grace s the predefined
reports, which are editable.
INSTALLATION/FLEXIBILITY
20%x3=0.6
Passing. Installed only on the
serverin normal cases (Active
Directory and network-con-
nected clients). Itis possible
toinventory machines outsi-
de of the domain, but it
quickly gets a bit cumberso-
me. A multi-tier solution that
can handle large domains.

agent) we find the server, where all the data are
collected in a database. The choice of database
varies among the various suppliers, and may
provide someindicationasto the scopes of the in-
ventories for which their products are intended.

Vidamic Netlog and linventory are content
to save data in an Access file on the server’s

VidamicNetlog 2.0
Supplier: Vidamic Security
Price: SEK 8995 per server
(SEK 6995 for schools and mu-
nicipalities). Free support. Up-
dates required aboutoncea
year, price depends on scope.
250 clients: SEK 16,250

2500 clients: SEK 162,500
Database: Access
Agent:The agentis started
from the network volume

HANDLING/GUI 30%x4=1.2
Good. Not quite as elegant,
but easy to grasp. Stands alo-
nein terms of function that
matches inventory results
against the number of licen-
ses purchased.
RICHNESS OF DETAIL
30%x3=0.9
Passing. A notch below the
top productsin richness of
detail in the software inven-
tory. Hardware inventory not
especially detailed.
FILTERING/QUERIES
20%x4=0.8
Good. A dialogue boxis all
thatis needed. Nice that the
list boxes are populated by
datafrom the database. If
youwantto listcomputers
that contain a given network
card, the alternatives found
in the database are listed.
INSTALLATION/FLEXIBILITY
20%x3=0.6
Passing. Very simple to get
underway with. The clientis
distributed appropriately via
network volume with the
help of login script. However,
there are not many alternati-
vesto this.

PC-Duo 1.2

Supplier: Vector Networks
Price/250 clients: SEK 58,750
Price/2500 clients: SEK347,500
Both pricesinclude one year
of supportand updates.
Database: Access (default),
SQL-server, Oracle or other
viaODBC

Agents: Installed agent

HANDLING/GUI 30%x3=0.9
Passing. For this test we just
missed the updateto 2.0,
which was a shame. Amore
polished and easy to usein-
terface would nothave been
amiss. Ability to generate re-
ports directly to PDF format s
nice.
RICHNESS OF DETAIL
30%x4=1.2
Good. PC-Duo performed
splendidly when it came to
hardware inventory. Compre-
hensive and well presented.
The software inventory recei-
ved a passing grade. Niceto
be able to add objects other
than computers manually.
FILTERING/QUERIES
20%x3=0.6
Passing. Using SQL Wizard,
you create queries that gene-
rate adesired SQL code. Lack
of information about which
units are being used in the
underlying tables can, howe-
ver, create problems with
this.
INSTALLATION/FLEXIBILITY
20%x3=0.6
Passing. Installation and dis-
tribution can occurinanum-
ber of ways. Different databa-
ses can be selected to house
inventory data. Help in edi-
ting login script for agent dis-
tribution.

hard drive. Because each inventory does not
generate massive amounts of data, you can get
by with this approach for a fairly long time,
but things can geta bit stickier if you’re talking
about tens of thousands of computers.

Snow and PC-Duoalso use the Access format
intheir standard installations, but they offer the

The big test: Inventory tools

linventory 5.0
Supplier:linventory Ltd.
Price/250 clients: SEK 37,800
Price/2500clients: SEK 230,000,
includingoneyearof support
andupdates.

Database: Access

Agent: The agentis started
from the network volume, or
locally (requires manual co-
pying of resulting file)

HANDLING/GUI 30%x3=0.9
Passing. Just like running Ac-
cess. In other words, not too
elegant, butfairly easy to use.
RICHNESS OF DETAIL

30%x2=0.6
Poor.Amere 13 applications
were identified on our test
computer. The hardwarein-
ventory was somewhat bet-
ter, but not at the top.
FILTERING/QUERIES

20%x3=0.6
Passing. Using Easy Builder,
you can create your own que-
ries, but it still feels like a rat-
her blunt tool.
INSTALLATION/FLEXIBILITY

20%x4=0.8
Good. Good wizard for confi-
guring the agent, which can
then be distributed in selec-
table fashion. Extra points for
the ability toinventory Mac
and Linux computers.

Webcensus

Supplier: Tally Systems
Price/250 clients: SEK 33,750
Price/2500clients: SEK337,500
foroneyear'suse.

Database: Non-local databa-
seatthesupplier.

Agent: Agent downloaded di-
rectly from the Internet (link
in e-mail or onintranet), or
started from network volume.

HANDLING/GUI30%x3=0.9
Passing. Webcensus offers
neither unpleasant surprises
norany major benefits.
RICHNESS OF DETAIL

30%x3=0.9
Passing. Webcensusis able to
lista greatdeal, butitis notat
thetopinterms of either
hardware or software.
FILTERING/QUERIES

20%x2=0.4
Poor. Very limited optionsin
terms of creating custom fil-
tersto pose queries to the da-
tabase. Decent offering of
predefined reports.
INSTALLATION/FLEXIBILITY

20%x3=0.6
Passing. You are definitely
locked into having your data
atTally Systems, but on the ot-
herhandyou can access them
from any computer with Inter-
net.Furthermore, the agent
can bedistributed inanum-
ber of ways.

advantage of being able to switch over to com-
municating with a more powerful database ma-
nager via ODBC. Microsoft’s SQL-Server and
databases from Oracle and Sybase will thus

work well. The same holds for Aelita EDR, the

difference being that EDR’s standard installa-
tion uses MSDE (Microsoft Data Engine), =>



The big test: Inventory tools

Snow Inventory2.0

Good: Extremely flexible with
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respect to both clientand ser-
ver. Tidy and attractive inter-
face and very detailed inven-
tories, with good data catego-
rization.

Poor:Thefilter functions could
have been made even better.
N & K's opinion: Without a
doubt, the best productin this

s
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test.

<a EASY TO USE. Snow Inventory
installsitself on the serverasaser-
vice whichis configured viaa
number of tabs. Both simple and
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easy to understand.

> which is a slimmed down SQL-Server. MSDE

naturally comes with the installation disk.

It is not really relevant to talk about Web-
census in this section, since all the data are stor-
edat Tally Systems. We have not been informed
as to what database manager they use there.

User-friendliness and flexibility

A good user interface is not only pleasant to
look at, it also helps the user find the correct
path through a logical setup.

Atthe top of the heap, with an interface that
is both flexible and easy to use, we find Snow
Inventory, all parts of which have been desig-
ned in exemplary fashion. The only criticism
we can make is that it sometimes requires a bit
of thought to create filters, for instance if you
want to create a filter that lists all your com-
puters that contain network cards from a gi-
ven manufacturer.

Thisactually worked better in Vidamic Net-
log, which offers options from the database
when you are setting up your filter criteria. Vi-
damic Netlog has an interface that is otherwi-
se simple and efficient; it looks like a gradua-
tion project from the Visual Basic school. It is
also the program with the fewest refinements,
and we felt the lack of, e.g. the ability to export
detailed data in any good way. However, one
plus is that you can manually create objects,
such as printers, in the database.

This is also true of PC-Duo, which has an
”asset database” in which selectable objects
can be entered. We found PC-Duo to be a bit
muddled otherwise. A large portion of the
main screen is taken up by predefined reports
thatare spread out in somewhat helter-skelter
fashion. However, the situation can be impro-
ved with a bit of configuring. If you want to
create custom filters, you can either type in
SQL statements directly, or use a wizard that
is, unfortunately, hard to get along with. A
shame, because the ability to make your own
selections from the database is one of the most

important functions in an inventory program.
On the other hand, the ability to generate re-
ports directly in PDF format is a plus.

User-friendly as an Access hack?

The filtering section is set up in similar fashion
inlinventory, where you can choose between ty-
ping SQL statements or using a wizard. Unfor-
tunately, the wizard did not work very well he-
re either, although a large number of predefined
filters are available. Overall, linventory was the
trickiest program when it can to administration
and the user interface. The only bright spot was
the wizard for configuring the various agents
(Win, Mac and Linux), but otherwise it felt like
we were running an Access hack from 1995.

Webcensus from Tally Systems received a
passing grade with its web-based interface. It is
uncomplicated and easy to understand, with fi-
ve clearly named main tabs. The biggest disad-
vantage is that you have very limited options in
terms of addressing queries to the database. If
you want to combine criteria into a filter such
asone for findingall those computers with a bit
of vacant hard disk space available that have a
given application installed, you will have a
hard time. The predefined reports cover only
basic needs.

Aelita EDR has many predefined reports
that can also be modified. Naturally many of
them concern issues that are not relevant here,
but EDR looks good even if we consider just its
inventory section. Unfortunately, it is fairly
complicated to modify selections in the report
or, even worse, to create your own. You runin-
tocryptictable and column names from the da-
tabase. Some of this can be forgiven, as EDR is
perhaps the nicest looking program in the test.

How much do they find?

All of the products tested are able to perform
a fairly comprehensive hardware inventory of
processors, memory, local hard drives and
plug-in cards, i.e. enough to cover most needs.

The detail differences are not sufficient to ena-
ble us to name any winners or losers with re-
spect to the hardware section

The biggest differences appear when the
programs are used to inventory installed soft-
ware. In order to compare the richness of detail
in the software inventories, we picked one of
the test lab’s computers for detailed study. It
was allowed to represent a typical office com-
puter with the most common applications for
word processing, e-mail, etc. installed, along
with a few other goodies. Imagine our surprise
when the inventories varied between 13 and
171 programs found. The amount of informa-
tion about each program also varied dramati-
cally in the reports. Snow Inventory generated
ahighly comprehensive report in terms of both
the number of programs found and theamount
of detail provided about each one.

The report listed the supplier, version num-
ber and search path for each and every one of
the 171 programs. A bitexcessive perhaps, but
the situation is saved in that the programs are
neatly sorted into different categories.

For example, Snow checks shortcuts on the
desktop and assigns those programs that are
found by this path to their own separate cate-
gory. From there it was a real step down to Vi-
damic Netlog and Aelita EDR, each of which
found fifty applications.

Dropping down by another 35 we getto PC-
Duo and Webcensus. PC-Duo also cheated a
little and reported the client for Terminal Ser-
vices more than once. linventory came in dead
last, reporting only 13 programs. However,
the selection was quite sensible, which saved
the situation somewhat.

Finally, on the subject of software invento-
ry, we gave bonus points to Vidamic Netlog,
which includes a simple function for measu-
ring how many licenses you have purchased
for a given application and comparing that to
the inventory results.

Overallimpressions

When this test was in the planning stages, we
were convinced that we would be facing a
highly homogenous product group in which
allthe tools would be able to do roughly the sa-
methings. Thatcertainly wasnot the case. Per-
haps most striking was that the number of ap-
plications found varied by more than factor of
ten. Other important features were of course
the ability to run an inventory efficiently and
without needing too much intervention, and
assurance that all the computers that were to
be included had in fact been accessed. An in-
ventory is not worth much if it is not accurate,
complete and current.

Johan Modig is the test editor for Natverk & Kommuni-
kation. You canreach him at johan.modig@idg.se.
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