Understanding FTP and Its
Variants

FTP (File Transfer Protocol) is a standard network protocol used for transferring files between a
client and server on a computer network. As a junior system administrator, it's crucial to
understand the different variants of FTP and their implications for security and network
configuration.

Plain FTP

Plain FTP is the original, unencrypted version of the protocol. It typically operates on port 21 for
control connections and port 20 for data transfers. However, it's important to note that plain FTP is
inherently insecure, as it transmits data and login credentials in clear text.

Implicit FTPS

Implicit FTPS is an early attempt to secure FTP connections using SSL/TLS. It uses port 990 for
control connections and assumes that the connection should be encrypted from the start. While
more secure than plain FTP, it's considered deprecated and may not be supported by all modern
FTP clients.

Explicit FTPS (aka FTPES)

Explicit FTPS (also known as FTPES) is the current standard for secure FTP transfers. It uses the
same port as plain FTP (21) but allows the client to request encryption during the authorization
phase (using the AUTH command). This method is more flexible and widely supported by all
modern FTP clients.

Active vs. Passive FTP

Understanding the difference between active and passive FTP is crucial for proper network
configuration.

Active FTP (PORT)

In active mode, the client opens a port and waits for the server to connect back to it. This can
cause issues with firewalls and NAT (Network Address Translation) devices.

Passive FTP (PASV)



Passive mode allows the client to initiate both connections to the server, which is generally more
firewall-friendly.

Pro Tip: Always use passive FTP unless both client and server are on the same physical
LAN. Active FTP often fails when routing is involved due to firewall and NAT complications.

Security Considerations

When setting up an FTP server, consider the following:

1. Use FTPES whenever possible for enhanced security.

2. Configure your firewall to allow passive FTP connections by forwarding all ports in your
server's "passive port range".

3. Regularly update your FTP server software.

Remember, while FTP is a powerful tool for file transfer, some of its limitations may make it
unsuitable for transmitting data securely and efficiently. Unless a protocol of the FTP family is your
only options, SFTP - which is a subsystem of SSH-2, and not at all related to FTP(E/S) - is almost
always your best option.
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