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Why would anyone use anything but Adobe Reader to view PDF files? As I outlined at the May 1st Q&A
session, Adobe Reader is the Typhoid Mary of the Internet with an endless stream of security flaws.
Sophos’s Naked Security blog reported in 2018 Adobe fixes 85 serious flaws in Acrobat and Reader. In a
single update! SonicWall reported that 1/5 of all new malicious files are PDFs. The combination of
Adobe’s atrocious security record and the prevalence of malicious PDFs led me to remove Adobe Reader
from my computers. I started using the free Foxit Reader many years ago.

The other reason one might look for a replacement PDF program is a need to edit PDF files. Some
vendors have capable PDF editors, at prices far below Adobe Acrobat’s perpetual licence at $470 or
subscription at $17/month! However, there are not many free PDF editors available.

I received word about a free PDF editor: PDFgear. I was skeptical. The PDFgear website wanted me to
click a big orange button labelled Free Download. I have often found this to be code for Free Demo
Version. But a little research proved this to be wrong. PDFgear is truly a full featured, totally free PDF
editor. The company intends to bring out a paid version in the future that will include premium features.

What do you get for the cost of a free download? A substantial array of interesting features. Along with
some rough edges.

Using PDFgear as a PDF reader

When I compared how PDFgear and Foxit Reader render PDF files, I found that both generally did a very
good job at displaying PDF content. However, there were a few cases where PDFgear did it better.

Sometimes, Foxit Reader does not indicate if text is a hyperlink. While you can hover your mouse over
the link and the cursor will change, just looking at the text does not show a link exists. PDFgear always
displays links in blue text. I could not figure out why Foxit Reader sometimes highlighted links in blue
and sometimes didn’t.

Text as it appears in Foxit Reader
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The same text displayed in PDFgear

Foxit Reader is far more configurable in its Preferences dialogue box, but this can be a double-edged
sword. At some point, when trying to get Foxit Reader to follow myWindows choice for Show accent
colour on title bars and windows borders, I must have chosen the option Replace document colors > Use
Windows color scheme and all text was being displayed as black. If you have a PDF with white text on a
black background, this is a real problem!

White text on black in Foxit Reader

White text on black in PDFgear

By the way, PDFgear honours my choice to display the title bar in my chosen accent colour. Foxit Reader
always displays the title bar in white, making it more difficult to know which window has the focus.
Programs over-riding the choice for the title bar colour is a long-standing gripe of mine.

While both Foxit Reader and PDFgear do a very good job of rendering PDF files, I give a slight nod to
PDFgear.

And PDFgear can do something Foxit Reader does not even attempt: edit PDF files.

The ability to edit PDF files is a stand-out feature, especially in free software. Unfortunately, PDFgear
offers a very mixed bag. While the website says you can Edit PDF text like in Microsoft Word, the reality
is somewhat less than the promise.

What PDFgear struggles with

PDFgear allows you to edit any text within a PDF file. But with complex layouts, it is an exercise in
frustration. I could drag a text placeholder to a different location on the page. If I added text, the
placeholder would extend vertically, but I couldn’t change the width of any placeholder.

Choosing Edit Text allowed me to do in-line edits. Choosing Edit Object allowed me to select strange
snippets of text in blocks scattered throughout the page. In the example below, moving the mouse around
caused the blue box showing ‘s Internet access to appear. Why this selection was part of a sentence in the
middle of a paragraph is a mystery. I chose the option to Edit and the text opened in an edit box rather
than allowing me to edit in-line like in Microsoft Word! I added the text (such as the time of day).
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After clicking the OK button, I ended up with the following:

Suffice it to say, simple small edits may be possible without ending up with a total mess, but don’t count
on it.

Given PDFgear can convert PDF files to several formats, including Microsoft Word, I thought maybe I
could convert the PDF to Word, edit the text there, and save it back as a PDF file. Unfortunately, PDF
files with any sort of complex layout tend to convert into Word documents that are a total mess. In most
cases, Microsoft Word itself does a more credible job opening a PDF file and allowing you to edit it. But
complex layouts in PDF files will stymie Word too.

PDFgear can convert a lot of document formats, such as Word and PowerPoint files to PDF. It generally
does a decent job, but I found using theMicrosoft Print to PDF virtual print driver built into Windows
always did at least as good a job and sometimes much better. In the following example, a PowerPoint text
box with graduated background and bevelled edges shows correctly when usingMicrosoft Print to PDF.

But when converted by PDFgear, the shading & bevelling are lost, and the text is not aligned well.

When filling forms, PDFgear did not honour data type restrictions. On a CRA fillable tax form, while
Foxit Reader would not allow alphabetic characters in the SIN field, PDFgear didn’t care. Then I
discovered that filling in the PDF form using a web browser (Edge, Firefox, Chrome, or Opera) also
allowed letters in the SIN field. Go figure.

I filled out the CRAT1 tax form in PDFgear, saved it, then opened it in Foxit Reader and all the fields I
had filled in were blank! Opening the PDF file in a browser displayed form data correctly. Chalk this one
up to a problem with Foxit Reader…I guess?
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What PDFgear does well

PDFgear has strong annotation features. You can easily highlight text, add lines, stamps, and more.
Unfortunately, while it allows handwriting, it doesn’t support pens. Rather than using the pen with my
Wacom Cintiq display, I had to writeWOW in the example below using a mouse, with the expected poor
result!

I found an issue with Comments. While the comment box labelled CTaylor above looks nice, when I
opened the PDF file in other programs the comment box was far less attractive. I don’t know if this is the
fault of PDFgear or the other readers.

Foxit Reader

Comment missing in Edge

Comment overlays text in Firefox

PDFgear allows you to easily move pages around, insert additional pages from other PDFs or Word
documents, and extract images & entire pages. You can insert and edit hyperlinks. You can even crop and
rotate pages.

The program can perform optical character recognition of text within images, but I found it to be
somewhat hit and miss. If you use the feature, be sure to proof what it produces.

PDFgear can compress PDF files with three different compression levels. It resulted in impressive size
reductions with resulting files between 15% and 50% the size of the original file. The quality of
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embedded images was virtually indistinguishable from the originals when using low compression. There
were noticeable artifacts when using high compression.

You can add watermarks and headers & footers. I ran into a problem with headers and footers when trying
to have page numbers formatted as Page x of y on the right for odd pages and on the left for even pages: a
common enough thing. It put Page 1 of 17 at the right of page 1, Page 1 of 17 at the left of page 2, Page 2
of 17 at the right of page 3, Page 2 of 17 at the left of page 4, etc.

Copilot

Every program wants to include AI features and PDFgear is no exception. Clicking the Copilot icon that
appears in the bottom-right of the program window opens the Copilot pane and the document is analysed.
You can ask Copilot to do things like Summarize this PDF file or query about things that may be in the
document such as the following in a security threat report. It finds related information anywhere in the
PDF, pulls it all together, and provides links to the relevant sections.

On occasion it threw its hands up in defeat yet still linked to pages that had the information:

Rephrasing the question returned better results:
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When I asked Copilot to Add a bookmark called “Ransomware” to page 7, it respondedWould you like to
add an annotation to current view? It appears Copilot is a work in progress.

Late breaking news:Microsoft is set to replace the code in Edge that allows it to read PDF files with the
Adobe engine. I highly recommend you make sure Edge is not the default to read PDF files!

I had one final issue with Foxit Reader. They sell Foxit PDF Editor, so when you install or update Foxit
Reader, an option to Install a free 14-day trial of Foxit PDF Editor is “helpfully” preselected for you. Of
course, if PDFgear releases a premium, paid version, they may pull the same stunt.

Conclusions

PDFgear and Foxit Reader render PDF files well. While I had some minor issues with Foxit Reader, if my
only aim was to display PDF files, I probably would not have changed to PDFgear.

The ability to edit text in PDF files is hit and miss. Simple layouts don’t cause many problems, but
complex layouts are guaranteed to frustrate.

Features including annotation, hyperlinking, rearranging pages, and extracting pages & graphics, are all
quite good, even though there are some rough edges.

When it works, Copilot can do a stellar job of helping you find relevant information in a PDF file.

Bottom line:

PDFgear v2.15
Price: free
Website: https://www.PDFgear.com/
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