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A Practitioner’s View
SURVEYING THE LATEST T1 SOFTWARE
CANTAX, TAXBYTE, GREENPOINT, TAXPREP
 
Several excellent T1 preparation software packages exist.  There is no absolutely correct package for all circumstances.  Many, if not most accountants, continue to use the packages they used in the prior year with good reason.
Familiarity with any given package is very beneficial and an important factor.  A significant investment in files formatted for a particular package would usually preclude changing to another package unless it is capable of converting the carryforward data,   Not all packages are capable of converting prior year data from all other packages.

Firms face software change
This year our firm was faced with possibly having to change T1 software, because we began working more closely with other accounting firms which did not use the same T1 package.  Some or all of the firms needed to change if we were to use the same software.
The experience of some of the other firms processing high volumes of tax returns successfully last year has led us to restructure our T1 process.
The common refrain heard from many accounting firms is that the production of T1 returns is not a very profitable use of staff.  It is done primarily as a service to clients and to some extent for marketing purposes.
Information about the carious T1 packages is available to from a multitude of sources .  I used several sources of information including:
· product websites;

· discussions with accountants; and 

· internet discussion forums (CA-Xchange & Can-AccTech).

I read articles, participated in a teleconference with CA-Xchange, visited product booths at The Bottom Line Show and relied on my personal experience with several products.

Decision-making factors
Important factors in deciding which package to use also included:

· ease of use;

· electronic filing capabilities;

· ability to carryforward prior year information;

· integration of data with other software;

· DOS versus Windows95/98;

· extent and quality of diagnostics;

· visual aids in identifying real or potential errors;

· history of people behind the product;

· reliability and cost.

Our firm rarely if ever prepares Quebec tax returns and relies on affiliated offices to prepare those returns for our clients.  As such the ability to prepare Quebec returns was not an important consideration for us,

We were and continue to be frustrated with having to re-input data into several different packages

The greatest cost of software is frequently, the associated training costs.  I note however, virtually all T1 packages appear to be very user friendly and easy to learn. 

Products in the running:
Can-Tax, Taxbyte, Greenpoint and TaxPrep
The products considered  were Can-Tax, Taxbyte, Greenpoint and TaxPrep.  Greenpoint won out for several reasons.  We found several firms that successfully implemented it last year with relatively inexperienced staff.

Greenpoint
The people behind Greenpoint  have been responsible for some  excellent and reliable products in the past.  The reputations of some of these products suffered greatly when they were no longer involved with their creation,

Taxbyte
Taxbyte was considered to be reliable and quite good for trained staff.  It is not quite as easy to use, nor is it integrated with other software for personal financial planning purposes, as is Greenpoint.

It is debatable, for many accountants, if the personal financial planning module will really be used, but integration with the T1 program is an excellent feature, if it is used.  Ditto for the software’s ability to integrate data with other applications which Greenpoint refers to OSDI (Open Standard for Data integration).

It may not be usable for many accountants until various products are integrated with it,  OSDI is certainly a step in the right direction to eventually replace the duplication of effort currently required to manually re-key the same information in several places.

The comparision of Greenpoint to Taxprep is probably not fair, because Taxbyte is less expensive.  Greenpoint des not charge for live support as does Taxbyte.  But, then Taxbyte has been so well constructed in the past that live support was rarely if ever, needed.

Taxprep
Taxprep has integrated links with electronic reference material.  This feature, appears particularly useful when having more senior staff prepare returns 

It could be a significant timesaver for knowledgeable staff, however, we like many firms plan on using junior staff for most of the data input,  Hence the staff preparing the retutrns will generally need to refer to more senior staff for non-standard circumstances.  Also, extensive context- sensitive help provided by some packages may  be an appropriate substitute most of the time.

Cantax
Cantax has a new product called Tax Base, which is designed to help manage the production end of tax the tax season.  Most packages have rudimentary production information which is available on an office wide basis, only after a bit of data manipulation.  Many firms develop their own systems for managing the process beyond the usual “in” and “out” drawers.  But no demo, was available for downloading from the internet , so I did not evaluate it.  The idea certainly has merit for anyone needing to supervise several people processing T1s.

Each of the products reviewed could be appropriate – depending on the circumstances.
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