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Computer: New ‘proven
product’ replaces tangle

FROM 1A

going," says Brian Wolf, the
state’s top information-technolo-
gy officer. “But I realize they will
feel better about that conversa-
tion when you can come back
with a validated first phase.

“That’s what they deserve to
see, and that's what they’re going
to see.”

Sen. Corey Stapleton, R-
Billings, who sponsored the bill to
replace POINTS, says it makes
sense to have Fast continue its
work and replace the old system
entirely.

But that would be betting on
the 2005 Legislature approving
more money, and the political will
isn’t there to take that gamble, he
says.

“It’s unfortunate, because I
think they could finish the whole
thing,” he said last week. “But
that would be more than they
were asked to do.”

James Harrison, a partner in
Fast Enterprises, says his compa-
ny would charge another $15 mil-
lion to incorporate individual and
business income taxes and other
remaining taxes into the new sys-
tem. Those taxes remain on the
POINTS system, which is still
able to function.

POINTS, whose development
began in the late 1990s, was sup-
posed to create a new “integrat-
ed"” computerized system to track
all taxes collected by the Revenue
Department.

The department pulled the plug
on POINTS last year, after strug-
gling for months to fix problems
related to inaccurate data trans-
fers and other flaws in its opera-
tion.

While Unisys attempted to
build a system from the ground
up, Fast Enterprises developed a
software package specifically for
government revenue agencies.

It, too, offers an “integrated”
system, which means the Rev-
enue Department can track on
one system multiple taxes paid
and/or owed by a single customer.

Harrison says Fast was formed
in the late 1990s by computer
experts who thought they could
offer a less expensive, “off the
shelf” software package for rev-
enue agencies.

Instead of building a unique
system each time, Fast built one

product — GenTax — and uses
the same software package,
adapting it to the unique aspects
of each tax-collection agency, he
says. It also costs less and takes
less time to implement, he adds.

“We felt the agencies were
starving for this sort of solution,”
Harrison says.

Hoffman says revenue officials
talked to officials in New Mexico
and Louisiana about GenTax and
visited Idaho before signing a
contract with Fast, to see how the
product worked.

“The way their product works,
it's almost like you going out and
buying Microsoft and plugging it
into your machine,” he says. “It’s
very user-friendly, and this is an
absolute proven product.”

A dozen Fast employees set up
shop in a downtown Helena office
building last fall, working with
Revenue Department employees
to install GenTax.

They started with the state’s
new rental car tax and added
tobacco and lodging taxes as of
last month.

Business withholding and oil-
and-gas taxes are next, and
should be finished by September.

Revenue officials say the proj-
ect looks to be about $1 million
under spending projections,
which already were less than the
Legislature authorized last year.

The state expects to spend
about $13.3 million to get all five
taxes up and running this year,
Hoffman says.

Harrison says once his compa-
ny finishes work this fall, it can't
stick around for phase two unless
it gets paid.

Leaving and then coming back
later to finish the job will cost
more money, he says, and the
state will have to run two separate
systems for at least another year -
GenTax and the remnants of
POINTS.

But revenue officials say
they're not ready yet to plunge
ahead into phase two.

“We're trying to be careful,”
Hoffman says. “Once we get
through (installing) the withhold-
ing tax, maybe we can talk about
what we'd do next. We want to be
on the conservative side as we
move forward.”

Mike Dennison can be reached by
e-mail at capbureau@mt.net, or by
phone at (406) 442-9493.



