Abstract – Evolutionary SOA Implementation in the MHS

Synopsis

Many IT projects today, SOA or otherwise, fail to reach their full potential due to organizations taking a revolutionary approach when defining project goals, architectures, and implementations.  A safer, evolutionary approach more readily allows existing assets to be leveraged, while extending the use of valuable data from those assets in ways that provide strategic advantages.  In the Department of Defense, the Military Health System (MHS) considered phasing out its Composite Healthcare System (CHCS) several years back.  With the considerable cost to replace CHCS functionality with alternative applications, the MHS has recently decided to modernize CHCS, exposing underlying routines and data via web services.  This evolutionary SOA approach is allowing the MHS to roll out modern web-based applications that leverage existing business logic at a fraction of the cost it would take to start anew.
Abstract

In this age of rapidly changing information technology, many organizations are quick to latch onto the next big idea that generates significant industry buzz.  At one time, common thought dictated a preference to buy multiple best-of-breed COTS applications to address functional needs for the enterprise, resulting in many disparate systems, without the ability to share information effectively.  Another trend was to replace legacy systems with a single enterprise resource planning (ERP) system with broad functionality.   These systems were huge in scope and often difficult and costly to deploy successfully.  All the while, many of the systems that organizations have considered for retirement are still functional and providing value.  The Composite Healthcare System (CHCS) being run by the MHS is an excellent example of how SOA principles applied well, can allow an evolutionary approach to system deployment and sustainment. 

CHCS is the hospital information system deployed at over 100 military treatment facilities around the world.  Several years ago, CHCS was on the slate to be eliminated.  There were legitimate reasons for considering retirement of the system, not the least of which was the pending retirement of the hardware on which it is supported.  The archaic nature of the character-based user interface was also a motivating factor.  The MHS started down the path to replace CHCS functionality with best-of-breed COTS applications several years ago.  The initial venture was enterprise-wide scheduling and registration (EWS-R), which proved much more costly to transition than initially believed.
This challenge convinced the MHS to take a step back and explore an evolutionary approach with their hospital system needs.  It was decided to move the CHCS application logic and data to a platform that allows hardware/operating system portability.  The application platform had to provide seamless integration with modern technologies, including Java, .NET, and web services to allow optimal interoperability with other systems.  In August 2006, the MHS selected the Caché database/application platform to host CHCS, which allowed data and logic to be exposed via web services.  The first web-based application of the newly hosted CHCS application will handle all MHS scheduling and registration needs.  This presentation explores how a dying system has received a second life by evolving it to a service-oriented architecture.  
