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Mercy Ships is the leader in delivering free world-class

healthcare services to the poor through a growing fleet of

hospital ships. Founded in 1978 by Don and Deyon Stephens,

Mercy Ships brings hope and healing to the poor in developing

nations around the world. Volunteer doctors, dentists,

nurses, community developers, teachers, cooks, seamen,

engineers, and many others from around the world donate

their time and skills to the effort. Over the years, Mercy Ships

has performed more than 2 million services, with a value of

$250 million US, and has impacted more than 2.5 million lives.

Some of the more notable statistics include: treating more

than 300,000 people in village medical clinics, performing

18,000 surgeries, 110,000 dental treatments, and completing

close to 350 construction and agriculture projects, including

schools, clinics, orphanages, and water wells. Each year, more

than 1,600 short-term volunteers serve with Mercy Ships. The

growing fleet of hospital ships has visited more than 500

ports in more than 50 developing nations as well as 17

developed nations.

CHALLENGES

Today’s not-for-profit organizations depend heavily on

technology to help further their missions. For global charity

Mercy Ships, information technology is often the only means of

communication between its hospital ships, its headquarters, and

its in-country local office volunteers. In order to continue to

work effectively around the world, Mercy Ships needed to:

Modernize its internal application development 

Traditionally, Mercy Ships had developed all of its internal

applications using Informix® 4GL. With the growing popularity

of the Internet as a faster, cheaper way to communicate globally,

Mercy Ships wanted to update its existing internal

applications—including its mission-critical PartnerShip

database application—to a modern development language that

would enable it to take advantage of functionality that included

graphical user interfaces.

Improve project consistency

Mercy Ships has been fortunate in its ability to retain developers

for long periods of time. For years, the organization’s primary

developers worked together. However, as volunteer developers

residing around the world now join and leave the organization

more frequently, some never visit the main office, making it

more difficult for Mercy Ships to maintain application

consistency. To combat this potential issue, Mercy Ships

recognized that it needed a solution that would enable it to

better document projects and requirements.

Ensure flexibility

Like most not-for-profit organizations, Mercy Ships is

continually evaluating cost vs. return. For this reason, the

development team was adamant about working in a flexible

development environment that seamlessly integrated with a

variety of other applications and backend systems.

SOLUTION

In 1999, Mercy Ships was looking for a way to advance its

internal application development from Informix 4GL without

completely rewriting its applications from scratch. The

Mercy Ships Borland® modernizes Mercy Ships’ development
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organization received assistance from ArtinSoft, which

translated Mercy Ships’ internal applications from 4GL into

Java.™ A Borland JBuilder® development shop, ArtinSoft

recommended JBuilder to Mercy Ships.

For organizations such as Mercy Ships, JBuilder speeds

Enterprise JavaBeans,™ Web, Web Services, XML, mobile,

and database application development with two-way visual

designers and rapid deployment to leading J2EE™ application

servers.

“IT is our communications infrastructure. We use it for

fundraising, public relations, recruiting volunteers, and more.

It’s the glue that facilitates all of our activities,” says Kelvin

Burton, Mercy Ships Chief Technology Officer. “The 4GL

language was dying, and we couldn’t afford to wait any longer to

convert our applications to a modern language, like Java, that

had robust development tools, such as JBuilder, that would

provide us with more development options.”

The first and most critical application converted was

PartnerShip, the organization’s distributed database application,

which manages all of Mercy Ships’ key relationships, including

requests for making donations, donor contact information, and

more. “This is our core application; it’s mission-critical,”

explains Burton. “With JBuilder, we have been able to accelerate

development and dramatically improve our application’s

functionality, which makes it easier for volunteers around the

world—on land and at sea—to access and use PartnerShips.”

Recently, Mercy Ships also began experimenting with Unified

Modeling Language™ (UML®) modeling using Borland

Together.® “With developers all over the world, application

development consistency is more difficult,” says Burton. “We

realized that we needed to do a much better job of defining

what is required. UML modeling with Together allows us to

more effectively model specifications, which greatly improves

development consistency—and ultimately quality.”

RESULTS

The Borland solution is saving Mercy Ships time and effort.

Improved productivity

With JBuilder, Mercy Ships has improved its developer

productivity. “JBuilder is all about efficiency and quality of

code,” Burton says. “JBuilder produces results.”

Increased flexibility

For Mercy Ships, ensuring that its development tools work

effectively with a variety of applications is essential. “Unlike

businesses, we can’t afford to be locked into a single vendor

solution, because relationships always change,” adds Burton.

“With Borland’s solution, we aren’t locked in. JBuilder ties into

our existing source code maintenance application, and it also

supports a variety of back-end systems, which is very important

to us.”

Increased usability

According to Burton, the Borland solutions are easy to use and

intuitive for his developers around the world. “We haven’t had

to call Borland support yet.”

Fast Facts
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Company

Mercy Ships is the leader in

delivering free world-class

healthcare services to the

poor through a growing

fleet of hospital ships

Industry

Not-for-profit

Geography

Worldwide

Challenges

■ Modernize internal

application development

■ Improve project consistency

■ Ensure flexibility

Solution

■ Borland JBuilder
®

■ Borland Together
®

Results

■ Improved productivity

■ Increased flexibility

■ Increased usability
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