SOLAS Version 4

The following is a summary of the new features in version 4 in comparison with version 3.3. 

Separation of client and account handling

SOLAS V4 differentiates between clients and accounts. Details for a client can be entered once and then several accounts can be entered for the client without duplicating the client information. Each client automatically gets a “master” account and additional accounts are given a separate description to identify what they are used for.  When a client has several accounts these are identified by the same first 5 or so characters of the corresponding account codes. A subaccount number is added to the end of the account code.

Time Recording jobs are related to subaccounts. Thus one client can have several subaccounts and in each subaccount can have several time recording jobs. Of course if you do not want this level of detail you can easily keep all jobs associated with client master accounts.

When multiple accounts are set up for a client these apply equally across the trust account and investment accounts. Furthermore,  SOLAS V4 will provide client by client summaries showing totals for all subaccounts and all jobs belonging to each client.  Use the Client Summary and Client Overview options in the Clients Menu to see these consolidated client totals.

Cancel Transactions - Don't reverse them

An area that caused some problems in previous versions of SOLAS was the reversing of transactions entered in error.  In order to meet strict audit requirements it was not acceptable to simply edit the original incorrect transaction.  On the other hand it was often difficult to re-enter all the details of the transaction in order to reverse it (e.g. the amount of GST, or office commission was sometimes omitted).

SOLAS V4 simplifies this considerably.  Now you can cancel the effect of a transaction without removing it from the record of transactions. This cancel operation is done as an option to transaction entry that allows the operator to scroll through a list of transactions till the required one is found. Transactions can be “un-cancelled” easily, re-instating them completely, in case an error is made in the cancellation step.

Cancelled transactions appear in listings of transactions by date order, and in the office ledger listings for a client.  They are flagged conspicuously in these listings.  However, cancelled transactions do not affect client balances.  Thus once a transaction is cancelled it no longer has an effect but is still visible for audit purposes.  However, note that cancelled transactions do not appear on Client Account Statements in order to keep these neater.

There are a few side effects of transaction cancelling that users will need to be aware of but should not cause problems. Cancelling a transaction can affect all subsequent transactions for the corresponding subaccounts and the office advance/ recovery account. If a credit transaction is cancelled the account balance in any subsequent transactions is reduced. This means that following debit transactions may require an advance from the firm even though no advance was necessary before the credit cancellation. SOLAS V4 automatically handles all necessary changes to advances and recoveries and will warn the operator if additional advances from the firm are required as a result of a cancellation.
Similarly one could cancel a fee posting transaction without cancelling subsequent fee payment transactions creating a situation in which the client appears to have paid fees that were not owing. This creates a fee credit situation, which SOLAS V3.3 took some pains to prevent.  Again SOLAS V4 will warn the operator if a fee credit situation arises and the normal response should be to cancel the later fee payment transactions that cause this.

Transaction cancelling operations require a little more information to be placed in the transaction file and because of this SOLAS V4 cannot cancel transactions entered under earlier versions of SOLAS! The UTILITY program now allows a reverse transaction operation if it is really necessary to do this. 

Multiple Investment Accounts

You can now have up to 8 independent investment accounts.  Whenever you select investment account operations you also select which of the 8 possible investment accounts you wish to deal with.  Of course you do not need to use all 8 investment accounts if you do not operate that many.

Investment accounts can be given a specific name (e.g. the name of bank or type of account) which appears on screen when you need to select an account and on listings of transactions.  You can edit these "Account names" at any time.

Separate entry of Trust Account and Time Recording information

The parts of the SOLAS database used for storing Trust Account information has been separated from that used for Time Recording jobs. This has been done to allow completely independent entry information to these parts of the database. 

As in previous versions SOLAS V4 requires all transactions to be entered in chronological order. That is one cannot enter trust account transactions with a date earlier than the last one entered. Similarly one cannot make time recording entries dated earlier than the last one entered. However, there is no interaction between the most recent entry dates for the Trust Account and Time Recording parts of the database. That is one could run Trust Account entries several days ahead of Time Recording ones or vice versa.

Posting of fees in the Trust Account section and entry of bills to the Time Recording section have now been unified.  When posting a fee the operator can specify the corresponding time recording job on the screen form used to enter the fee details. When this is done an automatic bill entry is made in the time recording section.  Because of this no separate billing entry is needed in the Time Recording section.

Running multiple copies of SOLAS

Several copies of SOLAS can operate at the same time on the same database files. Only one copy can be allowed to modify Trust Account information and only one copy can be allowed to modify Time Recording information.  If required, the same copy of SOLAS can be run to modify both parts of the database and this is the default arrangement. Other copies of SOLAS can run as well but are only allowed to read the database - not to change it.

The mode of access to the database is controlled first by DOS environment variables. If the variable SOLASMODE is set to the string “QUERY” then SOLAS run from this DOS environment will not allow modification of any part of the database. i.e. it uses “query only” access to the data files.  If the variable SOLASMOD1 is set to “QUERY” then SOLAS will not allow modification of the Trust Account part of the database. If the variable SOLASMOD2 is set to “QUERY” then SOLAS will not allow modification of the Time Recording part of the database. Thus one can set up batch files or menu scripts that start SOLAS in different access modes.

In addition when a copy of SOLAS starts up it can recognise if the database is open for modification by another copy. If either the Trust Account or Time Recording section of the database is already open for modification by another copy of SOLAS then the new copy will automatically use “query only” mode.  The mode of access adopted by SOLAS is explicitly noted on the initial screen as soon as the programme starts.

Note carefully that you must have modification access to both parts of the database when establishing a new job for a client account. But this is the only operation that requires modify access to both sections of the database.

In order to ensure that several copies of SOLAS correctly share access to the datafiles in a Windows or equivalent multi-tasking environment, it is essential that the SHARE.EXE program is run prior to using SOLAS. Windows 95 does this automatically.

Users should be aware of a possible problem situation that arises when a version of SOLAS that has opened the database for modification crashes (e.g. due to a power failure). In this case when SOLAS is started subsequently it sees the database as still open for modification. In order to correct this situation simply run the UTILITY programme.  Note that the UTILITY programme requires sole access to the database files and other copies of SOLAS should not be running.  However, if the database has been left open by a crashed programme then the UTILITY programme will reset it following a warning prompt to the operator.

Data storage

SOLAS V4 allows storage of more information about clients and their accounts.  This is designed to take advantage of the considerable reduction in the cost of disk space since the original file formats were designed.

The following fields have been expanded:

· client name:  30 characters are allowed for a surname and 30 more for the title and initials part of the name;

· client sub-accounts can have a 40 character title/ description

· addresses have been expanded to allow 3 lines of 40 characters

New information fields for clients are:

· a 3rd address line (40 characters)

· phone  number field of  20 characters

· an office "file reference" of  10 characters allowing a cross reference to any other office filing code system (eg archive file numbers)

· an IRD number field of 10 characters

· one or more group numbers – allowing arbitrary grouping of clients so that any particular clients can be selected together eg “clients who have monthly statements” could be assigned as group 1.

In addition a general "memo" of up to 12 lines of 70 characters can be attached to a client master account, any subaccount, or time&billing job.  These memos can be edited at any time and are available for storage of quite general information.

Screen and keyboard

The immediately obvious difference between SOLAS V4 and earlier versions is the change in screen layout.  An intuitive windowing system is used to indicate how each operation changes the context of your work. When a menu selection is made, typically this results in a new window appearing which does not totally obscure the previous screen and is then used for any new input. In this way you can more easily see where you are in the program, and how to get back to a previous position.

In order to accommodate the new features of SOLAS V4 the menu layout has changed from earlier versions, but previous users should easily find their way around the new menus.

Many additional features have been added to speed keyboard input.  

· Menu options default to the last option used.

· Entry of data on forms allows much more consistent use of up and down arrow and tab and shift/tab keys to move forwards and backwards through a form.  

· Menu options can be selected using up and down arrows and pressing “enter” or, as before, by entering the option number.

· When entering dates, what you type overwrites the default date.  As often the month and year do not need to be changed from the default value this means you can often just type the day of the month followed by "/" and then <Enter>.

· General text fields such as descriptions for transactions, client names and addresses, etc, can be edited on screen where only small changes are required and do not have to be retyped.  Editing characters include: arrow keys, Control/arrow keys, home and end keys, to move the cursor. Also either insert or overtype modes can be selected with the “Ins” key. Note that text editing does not apply to the entry of dollar amounts or account codes - just to text fields like addresses, descriptions, etc.

· There is now more use of prompting boxes where you need to pick from a selection of choices. You can use up and down arrows or enter the first character of the corresponding value to move rapidly up and down these scrolling windows of choices and select the option required with the enter key.  This applies to all client codes, client account codes, earner codes, etc.

This style of entry will mean you can use arrow keys far more and need to do less entry of standard codes.  Of course you can still enter code values as before.

New functions

Automatic generation of client and account codes

SOLAS V4 uses some programmed intelligence to guess a client or account code whenever you enter a new client or account.  This means you do not have to keep a separate system for generating unique client codes.  The codes will conform to the rules you set for your client codes.

Client mailing list for WP.

A Word Perfect merge file can be produced for use as a mailing list for standard letters etc to clients. You select whether you want all, debtor, or credit clients to appear in the merge file (or mailing list). The merge file includes the full client name, address and the corresponding balance and all these can be used (optionally) in the standard letter.

Fee posting and fee write-off transactions linked to Time-Bill jobs

When a fee is posted it can now be linked directly to a Time-Bill job for the corresponding client account.  The operator is prompted with a list of all jobs for the account (if there are any) and can select one of these or enter the fee as "no job".  When a fee is linked to a Time-Bill job the corresponding billing entry is made in the Time-Bill system and will appear in listings from that system.  E.g. listings of work done by job category for a given period.

Transaction summaries

Producing just a transaction summary is now an option of the list transactions operation rather than a separate menu option.  This summary has been expanded to give totals for each earner for the period selected.

Breakdown of Fees by earner.

The summary at the end of a transaction listing now includes totals of fees posted for each earner. The earner associated with a fee posting is taken from the earner code currently assigned to the corresponding client as entered in the client details.

Account reconciliation

SOLAS V4 keeps a separate record of all cheque transactions and uses these automatically in the account reconciliation operation.  When the reconciliation process is started this record is used. Cheque entries with the same reference number are merged (ie replaced with a single entry for the total amount) to allow for payment of a cheque in various parts from more than one account (which would have been entered as a series of separate transactions).  After this consolidation, the list of new cheques is used as a starting point for the list of outstanding cheques.  The reconciliation process allows you to delete all cheques that have been cleared with a single keystroke for each.  You can also edit the list of outstanding cheques to reflect abnormal occurrences.

Investment Account transfer transactions 

Under Investment Account Transactions you can now specify a "transfer" transaction to or from the main trust account.  This allows you to record a debit in one  account and a matching credit in the other (transferring money for the client to or from the working trust account and any of the investment accounts) as a single transaction.  

Editing of Time Recording entries

SOLAS V4 allows you to edit some previously entered information for time recording entries and bills.  These operations change the running balances of time-costed or amount-billed for the corresponding job.  This editing operation allows one to correct the time amounts entered or the description associated with the entry. If an entry has been made to the wrong job its time value must be set to zero and a new entry made for the correct job.

Locking Accounts

SOLAS V4 allows you to lock an account in which case no more transactions are accepted until it is unlocked!  This can allow you to freeze an account for any purpose. This feature can be used to force all client transactions to be recorded against specific sub-accounts.  In this case you would lock the client master account to prevent accidental entry of transactions.

Archiving Accounts
An account can be archived so that the information is not visible for reports etc unless archived accounts are specifically requested. This is useful once all work is finished for a client for the foreseeable future. The Account status (Locked/Unlocked & Normal/Archived) is accessed via Client Details -> Alter Client Details.

Separate fee receiving a/c

SOLAS V4 allows you to specify and change a separate office account that collects all office fees.  GST is still collected to a separate account again.  This allows you to clearly distinguish money used for advances and recoveries from fees.

Utility allows change of colours on screen

The UTILITY programme now allows a simple way of setting your preferred colours on screen (or display modes on some monochrome screens).  If you run multiple sets of SOLAS accounts you can set different display preferences for each.

Previous pages of reports can be viewed on the screen.

Version 4 has the ability to look back at previous screen pages in listings. When you are looking at a listing on the screen you will see a page number in the bottom left and possibly forward and backward arrows. If there is a backward arrow you can hit the Page Up key to see the previous listing screen, any other key goes forward. If there is no forward arrow then there are no more pages so that entering any key other than PgUp in that case goes back to a menu screen.

Note that you can back up into a previous report listing! The last 10 screens are available for viewing.  
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