
 
 

Database Conversion 
 
Introduction 
 
At midnight on July 8, 2006, the Aspen Regional Health District became the last of seven regions in Alberta to go live with 
a common database of medical records.  That database now serves the entire Province outside Calgary and Edmonton 
(100 facilities and 6,000 beds). 
 
This $100 million project of the Regional Shared Health Information Program (RSHIP) replaced various legacy information 
systems in seven health districts with a new, shared data store that can be electronically accessed by all health providers. 
 
Those regions now link to the Alberta Electronic Health Record, allowing physicians, pharmacists, hospitals, home care 
and other workers to share patient information. 
 
Newdale Systems developed and executed the complex scripting that ported clinical information for 650,000 patients to a 
common MEDITECH database hosted in Red Deer, Alberta. 
 

 
 

Aspen’s Go-Live Command Centre (8 July 2006) 
 
"Alberta is working to harness the power of technology to deliver better health care across the province," said Gary Mar, 
Minister of Alberta Health and Wellness.  "The Regional Shared Health Information Program and Electronic Health Record 
are forging networks of partnership as well as information.” 
 
The seven rural districts deliver patient care to more than one million Albertans living in the Chinook, Palliser, East 
Central, David Thompson, Aspen, Peace Country and Northern Lights regions. 
 
"An unprecedented level of collaboration has been demonstrated by these Alberta regions, and it's likely that this project 
will be used as a future blueprint for additional provinces," says Alan Goldstein, MEDITECH director of marketing for 
Canada.  "To select a common integrated health information system, with consensus on a shared data centre delivery 
model, represents a level of voluntary cooperation previously unseen in North America." 
 
Newdale Systems was also asked to script various post-live initiatives in Aspen that included the collection, cleansing, 
and merging of all vaccination records for the regions, a complete census of laboratory tests, and a kidney-disease 
initiative for the University of Calgary. 



 
Technical Description 
 
Porting records between incompatible database systems is never an easy task. 
 
Different kinds of information, record layouts and possible field values require an intense modeling effort to define what 
data will be ported, and how it will be translated.   
 
That was especially true with RSHIP’s porting effort, since most of the legacy systems were relational databases (mainly 
SQL Server) while MEDITECH is a proprietary, non-relational product with its own operating system. 
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Compounding the difficulty was the fact that patients often visit multiple regions, so their records are partially replicated 
across many of them.  Furthermore, because the legacy systems were frequently the targets of earlier ports within a given 
region, much patient duplication existed within each region’s own source data. 
 
The collection of vaccination records across all regions was particularly subtle.  Patient records included antigen counts 
for each type of vaccination, and the final merge had to compute the total count for each immunization in all patients.  
However, to store complete records, different legacy databases recorded counts for inoculations obtained elsewhere, so 
redundant entries needed to be algorithmically removed before merging. 
 
Because of the sheer volume of data processing, Aspen’s scripts ran 48 hours non-stop before delivering 100+ Gigabytes 
of carefully-structured ASCII data to MEDITECH‘s own input routines which ran several more days.  The whole process 
ended just nine hours before go-live. 
 
To accomplish this task while patients continued to receive care, hospital data entry for one week prior to go-live was 
manually recorded so it could be re-entered into the new system later on.   Meanwhile, during this “lag-week” all 
workstations throughout the region were updated with the new client software.  Technicians and consultants worked 24/7 
on installation, testing and training. 
 
At midnight on go-live, MEDITECH was activated across the region.  Its first (emergency) patient was processed about 
two minutes later, successfully completing a mammoth six-month exercise in data porting that involved several hundred 
Aspen workers. 
 
Many different legacy databases (Oracle, Clipper) were required to be available for ten years after their retirement.  To 
avoid maintaining the costly licensing of the original applications, Newdale Systems replaced them with a variety of 
Access-based, read-only front-ends connected by ODBC.  


