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By Gregg Wartgow
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For some contractors,
transitioning to a
“paperless office” can
be a smart move—
especially if their
account list is growing.

In this era of rising operating costs,
landscape contractors are looking

for ways to remove waste from their
operations on both the production and
administrative sides of the coin. Turning
your office info a paperless com-
munications center can help reduce
labor hours, eliminate missed billing
opportunities, cut down on stress and
improve customer satisfaction.

Any piece of paper a company
would normally file—including esti-
mates, contracts, customer notes,
materials bills, etc.—can be scanned
and filed on the computer, resulting in less
office clutter, less time wasted searching for
files, and less money spent on paper and
printer ink.

Landscape companies that would benefit
most from a paperless office would be gen-
erating at least $500,000 in annual revenue,
according to Dickran Babigian, president of
consulting and software firm Navix. More
importantly, the company would have at
least one dedicated office staff member who
would be responsible for scanning docu-
ments into the computer, etc. “Realistically,
the owner would be too busy to dedicate
the amount of time necessary,” Babigian
explains.

Still, as Glenn Zior of CLIP Software and
CLIP Lawn Care points out, youw'd be hard-
pressed to find any contractor who wished
he had more paperwork sitting around.
“When 1 visit contractors, even the smaller
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companies, virtually all of them say they
wish they could go paperless,” Zior relates.
“They are receptive to the idea, for sure. It’s
just a matter of execution. The dollar invest-
ment can actually be pretty low. The main
investment is in time. But when you think
about it, it really doesn’t have to be that
much of an undertaking, and the time saved
later on can more than make up for it.”

Tracking costs, estimates and
customer information

CLIP Lawn Care has had an almost 100-
percent paperless office since day one. Today,
even with contracts, the paper copy goes right
in the trash once it scanned into the com-
puter. The next step is to get 100 percent of
customer bills sent via e-mail, although many
are being sent that way already. “I think most
customers will be receptive to this,” Zior says.

The only thing that isn't paperless at CLIP
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Benefits of Paperless

® Documents are easier to locate, less likely
to be misplaced or lost

* Saves time and space

o Lowers storage and retrieval expenses

® Documents can be searchable by keywords

® Documents can be shared

e Eliminates photocopying

* No need to purge files annually

® Documents can integrate with QuickBooks

® Increases employee productivity

® Provides disaster recovery

e Eliminates problems associated with docu-
ment wear and tear through frequent and/
or careless use

Lawn Care is accounts payable, though that
too may change soon. “The IRS now allows a
PDF scan as a legitimate receipt,” Zior explains.
“So materials bills and other receipts could also
go paperless now, making it much easier for

[}

|



PRO e Volume 20 Number 2 e January 2008 e www.promagazine.com

17

contractors to keep track of these
things and recover the costs.”

As Babigian points out, the
main objective in going paperless
is to store vital information in a
more orderly fashion, and make
that information readily accessible
to yourself and other members of
your staff. To get things started,
estimates are a good first step.

Zior agrees, saying, “The
biggest issue is finding the esti-
mate when a customer calls.
Understandably, busy contractors
have a growing pile of ‘to be filed’
paperwork ... namely estimates.
It’s not always a quick process to
get an answer back to the cus-
tomer. With an electronic filing
system, it can be more orderly and
much faster.”

MowCow Lawn & Landscape
in Fairfax Station, VA, has recently
begun heading in the paperless
direction for this very reason. “We
wanted important documents
like estimates and notes from the
field to be easier to find, while
also reducing the chance of their
getting permanently lost,” owner
Richard Lindsay says. “Even with
the best paper filing system, things
always seem to get misplaced.”

Post-it notes also lend them-
selves well to a paperless system.
“You want to be able to retrieve
and share notes on customers and
specific phone calls without hav-
ing to dig out a paper file or track
someone else down in the office,”
Babigian says. “The goal is to get
rid of all those notes around the
office, which are easily lost, for-
gotten or simply not legible.”

Paperless mobility

An electronic post-it note
system comes in especially handy
when you are out in the field.
You can retrieve information, log
notes and respond to queries from
customers or the office on your
laptop computer or mobile com-
munications device—without hav-
ing to scribble a note to yourself
or drive back to the office.

“You want to be able to retrieve and share
notes on customers and specific phone calls
without having to dig out a paper file or
track someone else down in the office.”

— Dickran Babigian, consultant

According to Zior, many land-
scapers lose money by not billing
for extra work they've done. The
ability to electronically log the infor-
mation in the field so it syncs back
to the office can make a big differ-
ence over the course of a season.

Mike Ryan of Tempco Pest
Control in Fort Meyers, FL, began
transitioning to a paperless office
last summer. “I'd like to get to a
point where I don't use any paper
whatsoever with routing, schedul-
ing and daily operations,” he says.
“We'll save two trees a year.”

Ryan, a CLIP Software user, is
currently transfixed on two areas:
customer information and routing,
All contracts are scanned into the
computer. “CLIP lets me easily file
the information by customer name
so everything I have on a given cus-
tomer is all in one place,” he says.

To assist with mobile commu-
nications, Ryan was initially think-
ing about putting laptops in each
of his 10 trucks. Instead, he’s gone
with CLIP2Go mobile palm devic-
es. Drivers can access customer
notes and enter new data. “At the
end of the day, they can send me
the information over the Internet,
or bring me the device the next
morning to sync it to the main
computer,” Ryan tells. “Either way,
it saves me hours of paperwork
each day.”

Ryan is also saving big by not
having to print route sheets for his
drivers. CLIP2Go links to a GPS
system, allowing it to schedule
routes in the most efficient order,
helping reduce fuel expenditures.

One other area Ryan has gone
paperless is in the way of training
literature and other documenta-
tion. Files are simply saved to the
computer. “I can still print any of

it at any time if I need to,” Ryan
reminds.

Hopping on the
paperless tralil

Thinking you might like to
head in the paperless direction?
Babigian says it is the perfect time
of year to begin this type of project.
The amount of time you'll spend
transitioning depends on how
much you decide to undertake.

documents and simply file them
in folders you've set up on your
computer, you can get going
immediately. “Prior to that,
though, you should carefully con-
sider the file structure and docu-
ment naming scheme,” Babigian
advises. “Remember, the goal is
quick and easy retrieval of infor-
mation.” (See “Picking a Good
Scanner” on this page.)

Document filing software
offers additional benefits

While a simple, low-invest-
ment system like this can help you
achieve some of the objectives of
going paperless, document filing
software is available that can help
you accomplish even more.

Picking a Good Scanner

The first tool you need if you're thinking about going paperless is a
document scanner. Consultant Dickran Babigian says you should look
for a scanner with the following characteristics:

* High capacity

* Duplex (double-sided, one pass-through)

o File format outputs: TIFF, JPEG, and searchable PDF
* Output resolution that can vary from 75 to 600 dpi
e Document handler that can hold up to 50 sheets

Larger companies will also appreciate a scanner that:

® Is networkable
® Has security features
® Has e-mail capability

® Does black-and-white, gray scale and color
® Has output methods to scan fo network share, scan to print, scan to
e-mail, scan to portable USB drive, scan to FTP, and scan to fax

While the implementation of
incoming documents is pretty
straightforward in terms of time,
committing to an electronic con-
version of your prior paper docu-
mentation is another story. Based
on the volume of documents
already in storage, Babigian says
prior-year conversions are usually
done as time allows.

Navix is going paperless itself.
“We’re working on converting
almost all prior-year documenta-
tion into the electronic format
over the next 18 months, so an
easily retrievable library is cre-
ated,” Babigian tells.

If you're just going to scan

“If you don’t employ a more
formal documentation software
program to file and secure the
documents,” Babigian points out,
“you are unlikely to realize some
of the benefits of going paper-
less (see “Benefits of Paperless”
on page 16). Secure file sharing
is also more difficult. You could
password-protect sensitive docu-
ments, but that provides its own
set of challenges in terms of
remembering all those passwords.”

CLIP Software (clip.com) has
document filing features. eCopy
ShareScan (ecopy.com) quickly turns
paper documents into digital files. A
couple of other popular products are



18

PRO e Volume 20 Number 2 e January 2008 e www.promagazine.com

also available from a company called
Cabinet NG (cabinetng.com). CNG-
SAFE is document management
software, while CNG-Books inte-
grates with QuickBooks Enterprise
Solutions to share billing, credit card,
payment and other information.
Freeman Landscape in
Wilmington, NC, was recently

featured as a QuickBooks success
story for its integration of the afore-
mentioned Cabinet NG products.
Owner Robin Freeman set out on

a quest to become paperless in
both the office and the field. He’s
been able to eliminate as many as
eight hours per week spent creating
invoices. Freeman Landscape has

also increased profits due to better
tracking of labor and materials.
When going paperless, Babigian
says, its very beneficial to invest
in programs that integrate with
QuickBooks, such as Cabinet NG,
to streamline data entry. “Another
feature 1 like about the QuickBooks
link is the ability to have employ-
ees approve docu-
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ments, such as vendor
invoices, via electronic
submission,” Babigian
points out. “For exam-
ple, the bookkeeper
could send a document
electronically to an
account manager for
review, and the account
manager could sign off
and approve the invoice
without ever touching
or seeing a physical
piece of paper. The
approval is then sent
back to the bookkeeper
and filed electronically”

i

Mobile communica-
tions products such as
CLIP2Go let you take
your paperless office
with you in the field.

Have a backup
strategy

While there are
many differences
between a paperless
office and one that
is bogged down by
piles of files, there
is also a similarity:
files and data can be
lost. “As with any

Server or computer-

Document management software
such as eCopy ShareScan quickly
turns paper documents into
digital files.

based system, there needs to be
a solid backup strategy,” Babigian
reminds. “Off-site backup storage
is always important.”

Zior says most of CLIP’s cus-
tomers backup on CD-ROM.
“T'd advise getting an automated
program and pop a CD in every
night, or at least once or twice a
week,” he adds. “How often you
backup your files depends on
how much data you're willing to
re-enter.” Online services are also
available for backing up files.

Making paperless happen

A final thing to consider when
transitioning to paperless is who
will do the work to make it hap-
pen. Babigian says smaller com-
panies will most likely have the
bookkeeper perform the function,
while larger companies may have
a single person dedicated to it.

“Learning to scan the docu-
ments is very simple, so no
cross-training is required, per se,”
Babigian points out. “However, if
a company is employing a prod-
uct like CNG-SAFE in the secure
filing of its documents, someone
should be cross-trained on how
to file and secure the electronic
documentation.”

Depending on how far you
want to go in the paperless direc-
tion, there will be some invest-
ments that have to be made—in
both dollars and time. Consider
the near- and long-term benefits
of going paperless, their associated
savings, and the issues that have
plagued your company due to
filing inefficiencies. More contrac-
tors are going paperless, and wish
they would have long ago. PRO





