Compilation of Handy Tools
Background
· My wife, Cindy, works for the IRS in a group that deals with changes to tax forms.

· The specialized software used by the IRS generates a .PFA file for each form that they need to edit. 
Note: The .pfa files are plain text files, which you can open in either NotePad or WordPad (I recommend WordPad). When you double-click a .pfa file the first time, you should get the opportunity to select the program from a list. Select WordPad, and place a check in the box that reads "Always use the selected program to open this kind of file".
· A very tedious process was included as part of the task, and, this had to be repeated each time an edit was required. This had to be a very painful process!  

· Cindy asked “can’t this process be automated?” and was told it was not possible by several people. Then she asked me.


[Show Initial (Cindy.pfa) vs. Final (p6301.pfa)]

Scoll about half way down. You will see records that start with "FIELD START".  There are usually (but not always) three rows that need to be combined. The end of each row usually (but not always) ends with the "/" character. 

Solution

The solution I came up with demonstrates several techniques, each of which are fairly simple, but put together makes a nice utility that gets the job done. While the code could have likely been written in any VBA host (Excel, Word, etc.), I used Access because that's what I work with most of the time.

1. One method of remembering the user's last choice. If you pick "No" on the option button "Open Explorer when Finished", and then quit the application, this option will be selected by default. The same with the "Yes" option.

Note: I am storing the user’s choice in a table, but there are other methods that could have been used, such as GetSetting / SaveSetting, writing the value to a .ini file, or using a more advanced method: How To Use the Registry API to Save and Retrieve Setting


2. How to call the Windows common dialog using Application Programming Interface (API) code. This avoids the use of the Common Dialog ActiveX control, which can be problematic for users on different machines.

3. How to open a text file (.PFA file extension) for input, and open another text file with the same name in an output folder for writing the results. 

4. If the output folder is missing, it gets created on-the-fly.

5. How to open Windows Explorer to a specified output folder.

6. How to force the user to run the application from their local hard drive only. It will refuse to run from a shared folder on a file server, a thumb or floppy diskette, etc.

7. How to use code to obtain the user's NTUserID. I use this to present "cute" error messages and output folder name to Cindy only. Her co-workers get more serious error messages. To see this functionality work, you can enter the following command in the Immediate Window of the .mdb file (Cindy is distributing the .mde version only):
      gstrUserName = "X4VLB"

Notes: X4VLB just happens to be Cindy's NT UserID at work. Instead of hardcoding this, one could save customized messages and/or output folder names for various users in a table. Try that as a programming challenge for yourself!

8. How to actually process the input file. While the specifics of this may be of less interest to most people, since they won't have a need to process .PFA files, there are examples of programming code that they might be able to use for their own purposes.

To understand the customized messages for gstrUserName = "X4VLB", which are currently hardcoded,
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you need to know that we refer to our puppies, Booboo Bear (Beagle) and BabyBear (Pointer Mix) as "The Girls". Here are some recent pictures of Cindy with The Girls:
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And here is a picture of me with Cindy, taken 16-Sep.-2006 along CA. coastal highway 101:
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I hope you enjoy playing with "RearrangePFAFile.mdb" and learning some techniques from it to incorporate in your own applications!

Tom Wickerath

Microsoft Access MVP
October 10, 2006

