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E-filing
touted
as fast,

accurate
IRS, state promote

method as way to get
your refund quicker

By JOEL DRESANG
jdresang@journalsentinel.com

To Terri Wichman, it’'s fast, easy
money.

Filing her income tax return elec-
tronically means the Greendale res-
ident and her husband, Glenn, get
their tax refunds — usually about
$3,000 between federal and state re-
turns — deposited in their bank ac-
count within a couple of weeks, as
opposed to a couple of months with
paper returns.

“I don’t know why anyone would
ever want to wait for a refund of
their own money for six, eight
weeks,” Wichman said. “That
makes no sense to me. And I think
Wisconsinites are just, you know,

we want our mon-
JSOnline.com ey.”
For more Tax collectors
information on are counting on
electronic tax more Wisconsin-
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Both the state De-

partment of Reve-
nue and the Internal Revenue Ser-
vice are promoting electronic tax
filing to get rapid refunds and more
accurate returns.

Wisconsin already is near the
crest of the wave. Last tax season,
nearly 2 million Wisconsin resi-
dentsfiled electronic returns, 67.1%
of all individual filers in the state,
according to the IRS. That beat the
U.S. rate of 57.6% and every other
state except Iowa (70.2%) and Min-
nesota (69.6%).
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“We got on it much earlier than
some other states,” explained state
Secretary of Revenue Roger Ervin.

Wisconsin began allowing tax-
payers to file their returns by com-
puter 15 years ago and has been try-
ing to entice electronic filers ever
since. Last week, at www.revenue
.wi.gov, the state opened up interac-
tive fill-in forms to help individuals
file taxes electronically at no
charge. Next month, the revenue de-
partment rolls out a new online ser-
vice letting businesses file returns,
make payments and check on their
state tax accounts year-round.

“Revenue has been kind of cut-
ting-edge since the beginning,” Er-
vin said. “You know, we were the
first state with an income tax, 1911,
and we've had alot of firsts along the
way.”

Not only does Wisconsin have a
running start on electronic filing, it
also has prepared its professional
tax preparers for it. Since 2002, Wis-
consin has been requiring many tax
firms to file electronically. Prepar-
ers who filed 100 or more individual

’lease see E-FILING, 2D

returns last year are sup-
posed tofile electronically in
2009.

That can make a big differ-
ence in overall e-filing rates,
said David Williams, direc-
tor of electronic tax adminis-
tration for the IRS.

“Look, Wisconsin has a
reputation as being some-
what progressive and frank-
ly advanced,” Williams said.
“And so I suspect you proba-
bly have a sophisticated tax-
payer base.”

It’s a no-brainer

While Wisconsin taxpay-
ersdon’t have a monopoly on
wanting their money, some
tax professionals cite a
heightened sense of frugali-
ty raising the rate of elec-
tronic filing, too.

“Up here, I think people
see the efficiencies that are
being gained and the accura-
cy that’s gained, and they re-
ally just see it as a no-brain-
er,” said Pat Shanahan, a
certified public accountant
in Cedarburg who previous-
ly practiced in Florida.
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Not only do electronic

filers receive tax refunds
quicker — a matter of days
instead of weeks — buterror
rates are around 1%, com-
pared with 20% with paper
returns, according to the
IRS.

Increased efficiencies also
amount to cost savings. The
IRS says it spends 35 cents to
process each electronic re-
furn, compared with $2.87
per paper filing.

Tax agencies are counting
on technology upgrades and
marketing toraise the rate of
electronic filers.

The IRS is doing research

aimed at developing strate-
gies for getting more taxpay-
ers tofile electronically. One
deterrent — extra fees for e-
filing — may be less of a con-
cern, Williams said, because
many companies that
charged $10 to $15 per return
last year are dropping the
fees in 2009.

Privacy concerns

Ervin, who expects Wis-
consin’s rate to rise as high
as 75% this year, also identi-
fied unfamiliarity and secu-
rity concerns as hang-ups.

“The clients that don't
want to electronically file
typically are just afraid of
having their information
transmitted over the Inter-
net,” said Jessica B. Gatzke,
tax supervisor at Scribner
Cohen and Co., in Milwau-
kee.

Reports this month by the
Government Accountability
Office and the U.S. Treasury
Department’s Inspector
General for Tax Administra-
tion called attention to per-
ceived security weaknesses
inaspectsofthe IRS' comput-
er system. Williams noted
that the agency has been
making progress on address-
ing auditors’ concerns,
which he said had no direct
bearing on the safety of elec-
tronic filing.

“Itis very safe. Itis very se-
cure,” Williams said of the e-
filing system. “And we work
annually with the software
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companies that do the e-fil-
ing with us to ensure that the
data is protected. I can’t em-
phasize enough the impor-
tance that taxpayers under-
stand that e-filing is a safe
way to get your taxes done
and into the IRS.”

Tax professionals also ex-
press confidence in the safe-
ty of electronic filing.

A nation of e-filers

“It’s nothing to be feared.
It’s a very safe way. The IRS
Web sites are secure.” said
Cindy Hockenberry, re-
search coordinator at the

National Association of Tax
Professionals, a 19,400-mem-

ber group based in Appleton.
“There’s just really no fear.
And plus, you get your re-
fund so much faster.”

Wisconsin ranks third among all states for electronic filing of

individual tax returns.

Percentage of total returns filed
[148.5%-53.9% [[154.0%-59.4% M 59.5%-64.9% [ 65.0%-70.2%

ME 49.2

| Alaska
| 574

. I}

. Hawaii
485

District of Columbia 53.6 [
<> All total 576 [

Source: Internal Revenue Service ~ BOB VEIERSTAHLER/rveierstahler@journalsentinel.com

Page 2 of 2

& 2008 Joumnal Sentinal Inc.
All Rights Reserved.

Account: 10072A (55)
Wi-286
For reprints or righls, please contact the publisher



