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PM
Following Wendy's suggestion about Network Attached Storage and Richard's experiments with ftp (file transfer protocol) last month, I have been doing some experiments of my own, in several areas. Please experiment with my ftp and  the new TBI Dropbox, as suggested below, and let me know what you think.

1.
FTP server on my computer, data on TBI hard drive


If you enter  ftp://94.126.197.16   into a web browser (and my PC is on), you should see a directory structure with folders  'PM's TBI pictures',  'TBI Photo Library'  and  'Website image library', all containing  .jpg image files (TBI Photo Library is just a place-holder with a few of my files).  These folders and files are held on the TBI hard drive bought by Julian some months ago which is directly attached to my PC, and accessed via an ftp server set up using a component of Windows XP called 'Internet Information Services'.  There are several reasons why this in itself does not provide the shared photo library service we are trying to achieve:

· Using only a browser, you will probably only be able to view files but not upload and download them.  Doing this would require the use of either a separate ftp 'client' such as FileZilla, or in some cases a browser add-on.

· Even with one of these options it is probably not possible to view thumbnails, and viewing files with Windows image viewer or whatever is slow and the image distorted.

· As the hard disc is connected directly to my PC (or someone else's), external access to the files would only be possible when that was switched on.

2.
Common TBI account on Dropbox


This has always seemed to me what ought to be the obvious way to share files on Dropbox or any other of the online storage services, but I had never worked out how to set it up, and we seemed to be left with the much messier business of sharing folders on individual accounts.  I have now learned how to set it up, and despite my and others' previous reservations about Dropbox I think it could be useful, though perhaps limited by Dropbox's small space allowance.


If you open Dropbox online you will probably be taken straight into your personal account if you have one.  If you sign out of that (click on the account name at top right and select Sign out from the menu), you should be able to sign in to the TBI account I have set up, with username/email  info@transitionblackisle.org  and password  tran5ition  (keep clear of 'Sign in with Google' it it appears).  You should then be able to see the same structure of folders and files as on the hard disc.  


Uploading to Dropbox – online and desktop

I am largely restricted to using Dropbox online, as the desktop application which synchronises with the online storage is no longer supported on Windows XP (though I have now set up the desktop application on Marion's W7 PC, and used it to set up some of the test folders in the Transition Black Isle account).  Uploading structures of folders and subfolders is simple on the desktop, but next to impossible online, which would not be a problem as long as anyone uploading multiple folders had access to the desktop application.

Dropbox seems to have advantages and disadvantages:

· Image files display as thumbnails, and enlarging them to view is quick and easy, both on the desktop if available, or online.

· Uploading and downloading individual files is easy, though uploading complete folders requires the Dropbox desktop application. 

· Limited space is likely to be a problem, with a limit of 2Gb for an individual account.  It might be possible to set up another common TBI account using another TBI email address, and it is possible to 'earn' extra space for an account by referring new users, who I understand could be to some extent fictitious.

· There would also be the possibility of paying for additional space (1Tb = 1000Gb as against the 2Gb limit on a free account) at a cost of  £79 per year, and with a common account this would only have to be done once.

3.
Network Attached Storage with hard drive connected to router


This requires a router with a usb port to connect the hard drive, and as I understand it, suitable 'firmware', known as DD-WRT, to enable access to it via the internet.  I believe this is the kind of system Richard was trying to set up (and may perhaps experiment with further), but I do not have a router with these capabilities and so have only been able to explore this possibility theoretically.

I am not sure how such a system would be accessed by external users (perhaps via ftp as in Richard's tests, though there may be other alternatives), or what the nature of the user interface would be - ie how folders and files would appear to the user, whether thumbnails could be viewed and easily enlarged, and how easy it would be to upload and download files.  It would have the advantage that with the hard drive directly attached to the router, it would not be dependent on the availability of any individual's PC.

If Richard's tests indicate that such a system was worth further investigation, I would suggest that we consider buying a suitable router to enable this, and to enable the system, if set up, to be largely independent of any individual's computer.

4.
FTP linked to website


A former customer of my booking software business had an ftp site to which I could upload program updates etc. and it was easy to use in that the ftp folders appeared as network folders in Windows Explorer, rather than using a browser or ftp client interface.  I don't know much about how this was set up, except that my customer believed that it used a set of web hosting utilities which is also now used by Calico to implement the TBI email system.  I don't know whether such a system could be set up for us by Calico in conjunction with the website, where the files would be located if it were, how it would compare with the other possibilities we are considering, or how much it might cost; but I think it might be worth investigating a little further, which I will try to do.

5.
Interim conclusion


Now that we know we can use a common TBI Dropbox folder, the ease of viewing images in Dropbox, and the relative convenience of uploading and downloading files, makes it my preferred option at the moment for the Photo Library (my previous opposition to Dropbox notwithstanding), as long as we can make sure of obtaining sufficient storage space in one way or another.

