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Cool Tools I Use: Demonstrating Useful 
PL/SQL and SQL Programming Tools
Patrick Dugan Holmes, IPC—The Hospitalist Company
Presentation Summary

This presentation demonstrates a number of "cool tools" that make PL/SQL and SQL programming easier. These are "best-of-breed" utilities that increase productivity significantly and are also very inexpensive. The products demonstrated include: Allround Automation's "PL/SQL Developer" (a fabulous PL/SQL IDE, including step-wise debugging!), TextPad (the best text editor!), ExamDiff Pro (great for file comparisons), a Search-and-Replace tool, Happy Fish and DB Designer (low-cost ERD reverse-engineering and design tools), SQLWays and File Convert Enterprise (two great database migration tools), File-Locator-Pro (finding files), V-The File Viewer (the best file-viewer!), febooti (command-line email), visionapp (a Remote Desktop client tool), Time-Target (batch-job scheduling), ScreenPrint32 and Snag-IT (screen capture tools), WinTail (Windows "tail" utility), and other tools and tips.

Overview

This is a very simple presentation (and paper).  I’ve found some inexpensive tools which I think are cool, and I’m going to tell you about them and demonstrate many of them.   I use some of these tools everyday and some only occasionally.   I hope you find something useful here.  (Also, if you have a “cool tool” to recommend, please share it with me!  My email is: pholmes@ipcm.com) 
There is a lot of great software available for building applications to solve business problems.  However, all of that software is built by humans (for better or worse...) and therefore there are problems such as bugs, deficiencies, new features that break old applications, strange interactions between software programs, integration issues, operating system problems, etc.  This presentation is about the “little software problems”, the ones that are NOT central to the business problem being solved, but get in the way and need to be solved or else the business problem won’t get solved.  One of my favorite expressions is “the devil’s in the details”.  Here are three example “details” that interrupted my work that were then solved by “cool tools”:

	The “detail”: How am I going to...
	How I solved this problem

	Code confusion: I’m having trouble following some PL/SQL code, perhaps code that someone else wrote (perhaps code I wrote, but that’s another story...)  I could insert dbms_output statements but that is not always the most convenient solution... 
	I wanted a way to “step” through stored PL/SQL code line-by-line, inspecting the value of variables as I went.  When I looked some years ago, TOAD’s free version and the $800 version did not have “stepwise” debugging, although the $1,600 version did.  I searched and found an outstanding and inexpensive PL/SQL Developer tool that included “stepwise” debugging

	I’ve got a batch process that runs every 30 minutes to generate fax jobs to submit to a 3rd-party faxing system.  If a problem happens, I wanted to be paged and emailed.  If this were UNIX, I’d use “mailx”, but the batch process has to run under MS-Windows because it uses a Windows-only submitfax utility provided by the Fax system vendor...
	febooti – a very inexpensive program that will send email messages from a Windows command-line.

	IPC used Oracle Lite on hand-held computers.  We had many issues getting that to work originally (we were basically a beta site.)  Log files could be generated that we would use to work through problems, but these log files were sometimes larger than 1 Gb.  Have you ever tried to view a multi-gigabyte text file with Notepad, Word, Wordpad?  Painful!
	V—the file viewer – a very inexpensive program that painlessly and efficiently views massive files, but has many other features also


Some of these programs that I will discuss are simple, small, utilities.  Another of my favorite expressions is “Keep it simple”!  There is sometimes software from the big software vendors that can do what these utilities do, but that also do *MUCH* more, cost *MUCH* more, are *MUCH* more bloated, take up *MUCH* more room on my hard disk, etc.  
How did I find this software?  I usually found the software using one of four web sites:

1. Downloads: http://www.download.com/
2. General search: http://www.google.com/
3. Downloads: http://downloads-zdnet.com.com/
4. Downloads: http://www.componentsource.com/
Many of the companies that have produced the software are one-man or very small companies.  I have had reason to report bugs to, make enhancement suggestions to or ask questions of a number of the companies in the list below, and those that I’ve dealt with were very responsive and cooperative.   This is one advantage of dealing with a small company.
Lastly, these software programs have many useful features.  I will only talk about a few of the features that I use.  I do NOT attempt to describe programs fully.  i.e. This is NOT a full software review of any of the programs.  I provide links to the software vendors’ web sites so you can investigate further.   

Note: I will NOT be describing Quest’s Formatter Plus product as that is no longer sold separately. 
List of programs

	Program name
	What it is/does
	Web site
	 1-user license

	PL/SQL Developer
	PL/SQL IDE1 
	http://www.allroundautomations.nl/
	US $180

	Happy Fish
	Database design/modeling/maint.
	http://www.polderij.nl/happyfish/
	 ≈ US $132

	DB Designer 4
	Database design/modeling/maint.
	http://www.fabforce.net/
	Free/Donation

	Full Convert Enter.
	Database object migration
	spectralcore.com/fullconvert/index.php
	US $249/$129

	SQLWays
	Database object migration
	http://www.ispirer.com/
	US $4952

	V-The File Viewer
	File Viewer, Directory Browser, File Finder and File UnZipper
	http://www.fileviewer.com/index.html
	US $20

	FileLocator Pro
	File searching utility
	http://www.mythicsoft.com/
	US $30

	ExamDiff Pro
	File and Directory Comparison
	http://www.prestosoft.com/ps.asp
	US $35

	TextPad
	Powerful Text File Editor
	http://www.textpad.com/
	US $33

	Search and Replace
	Advanced Search/Replace
	http://www.funduc.com/
	US $25

	febootimail
	command-line email
	http://www.febooti.com/
	US $89/$45

	visionapp
	Remote Desktop client tool
	http://www.visionapp.com/ 
	Free

	Time Target
	Windows scheduling
	http://www.runtimesoftware.com/
	???

	SnagIt
	Powerful screen capture
	http://www.techsmith.com/
	US $40

	ScreenPrint32
	Simple screen capture
	provtech.co.uk/software/screenprint32.asp
	Free/$20

	ClickTricks
	Presentation software
	http://www.southpac.com/
	US $40


Notes:

1 IDE means “Integrated Development Environment”
2 SQLWays is licensed by the # of objects that will be migrated.  $495 is the price for a 100-object license. It goes up to $6,995 for an
  unlimited license
Below, I will briefly discuss and show a screen shot or two of each of the programs from the list above.  The screen shots in the paper are small to save room, so you may want to zoom in to see the detail better.
PL/SQL Developer

This is a full-featured PL/SQL Integrated Development Environment (IDE).  When I first purchased it, there was a review at www.orafaq.com that gave it had a much higher rating than all other PL/SQL IDEs, including TOAD.  The latest review is available at http://www.orafaq.com/tools/comparison, and PL/SQL Developer still has the highest rating
It has most if not all of the features you would expect from a PL/SQL IDE, including stepwise debugging.  Below is a screen shot that shows editing a procedure in a stored package.  Note, for example, that the beginning and the end of the IF/END IF statement is highlighted in blue, a very convenient feature for matching up the start and end of statements:
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I’ve used the stepwise debugging in PL/SQL Developer many times.  For example, sometimes I use the stepwise debugging to debug a stored package or procedure that generates an HTML report using Oracle’s htp package.  Normally that package is called from Oracle’s Web Application Server (iAS) using the PL/SQL cartridge.  Offhand, I don’t know of a way to call the package and display output using DBMS_OUTPUT because SQL*Plus can’t handle the htp commands.  Normally, I’ve debugged these PL/SQL web report packages by either (1) displaying values to the web page itself with additional htp.p() calls (analogous to using DBMS_OUTPUT,) (2) inserting values into temp tables in the database, or (3) using the stepwise debugging available in PL/SQL Developer.  Here are the steps for stepwise debugging (which I will demonstrate and explain during my presentation):

Find the package in the Browser, right-mouse-click, then check “Add debug information”, then right-mouse-click the procedure or function in the package that you wish to test, which will set up the test script.
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You can first set breakpoints in the left margin of the actual code so that the code can run until the breakpoint is reached.   Then, set the initial parameters, then press the Start debugging option
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Note the following in the screen shot below:
  -- the Run, Step-Into, Step-Over, Step-Out, and Stop buttons (1st red oval)
  -- an example of a breakpoint that has been set (a toggle: just click to set, click again to remove) (2nd red oval)
  -- at the bottom, an example of entering the names of variables so you can inspect the values of the variables (3rd red oval)
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It seems that whenever I think of a feature that I wish PL/SQL Developer had, the tool already has that feature!  Here are some cool or useful features that I’ve used:

· step-wise debugging (described above)
· color-coding keywords, showing/bracketing code fragments 
· highlighting every occurrence of a variable in its scope!

· SQL-Window for editing and executing one or more statements 
· You can keep typing while other queries are being executed!

· graceful interruption of an executing statement using the red lightning bolt

· explain-plan a query (F5) (automatically comments "into" statements, substitutes for cursor vars, etc.)
· A Command window is great for running a script file as if it was SQL*Plus, but get output back!

· Use CTRL key and mouse-click on a tablename to bring up the table’s properties window
· use ALT to select columns of text

· comment/uncomment icons

· command window: like SQL*Plus with history!

· compare database objects tool, including showing differences using an older version of ExamDiff
· can use lexical parameters ("&") in the SQL-Window

· keyboard macros!

· great variety of preferences so you can customize the tool as you see fit.  
· PL/SQL formatter ("beautifier", created a custom "pdh.br" file)

· Text Importer!

· cool shortcuts, such as: select, re-click, then drag text to a new location

· manage users, objects in the database

Happy Fish Database Designer

I just wanted to reverse-engineer an ERD.  I didn’t want to spend thousands of dollars or learn how to install or use a robust, powerful CASE (Computer Assisted Software Engineering) tool like Oracle Designer.  (Remember when Oracle Designer took days to install?  Those were the days!)  Actually, IPC already has a license for Oracle Designer, but it installs junk (i.e. a repository) into my database so I won’t use it.  Instead, I use Happy Fish Database Designer!  It is low-cost, installs nothing in my database, and seems really well-designed.  It has many features that I don’t use but worked great for what I needed.  I was very pleasantly surprised by how well it worked—it was the best by far of all the low-cost ERD tools that I tried.

[image: image4]
DB Designer 4
This is the same story as with Happy Fish Database Designer above.  I just wanted a simple ERD reverse-engineer tool to reverse-engineer an ERD that wouldn’t require any changes to my database server or database.  DB Designer 4 is open-source (i.e. free or you can pay a donation if you’re so inclined), and has many elegant features.  I haven’t used it enough to vouch for its robustness, but the price is right!
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Full Convert Enterprise

I needed a way to migrate an Oracle schema to MS-Access.  I had already purchased another migration tool called SQLWays, described below, but it would not create an MS-Access database as a target database.  This tool did the best job of migrating my Oracle schema to MS-Access of any I tried and was reasonably priced.  I did run into a small problem and the programmers were very responsive!  It is a GUI, wizard-based tool, is very easy to use, seems to be thorough and provides a lot of useful feedback to the user.  You can purchase the full product for $249, or purchase a version that only writes to one target database for $129.


[image: image6]
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SQLWays
I needed a way to migrate MS-Access database tables to Oracle periodically.  I needed it to be something that could be automated so that users could make data or structure changes to MS-Access tables and then refresh the Oracle copy of the tables simply.  I found this program that does this beautifully, and it can be done via a GUI front-end wizard or using a command-line so I could put the commands into a batch script.  This is rather full-featured, and works with many different databases.  The SQLWays programmers have solved migration problems that I hadn’t discovered yet.  I would have had to spend months learning about and trying to resolve issues for which the SQLWays folks already had a solution!  Here is a screenshot of one of the steps in the GUI wizard:
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SQLWays generates export, import and control scripts, which then get executed separately.  Here is a command-line execution of SQLWays that will generate the scripts:
"C:\Program Files\Ispirer\SQLWays 3.8\SQLWays.exe" /IMPS=Windows /MIGS=Fast /GCMD=sqlways_all.bat /D=ATO_DOCUMENTATION_AUDITS /CDEL=, /SROW=1 /R=1000 /DIR=R:\Access-to-Oracle\Documentation_Audits\Export /RPT=sqlways_report.html /LOG=sqlways.log /NSTOP /TARGET=Oracle /TVER=8i /TD=XYZDB /TU=%1 /TP=%2 /PRJF=sqlways.xml /INI=sqlways_wzd.ini

Here is an example of one of the batch files (with blank lines removed) that was created to then export/import a table:
@echo off

echo.

echo Importing table tbl07_Summary_of_Cases to Oracle

rem Generated by (c) Ispirer SQLWays 3.8 Build 137 Licensed to IPC--The Hospitalist Company

rem Timestamp: Sun Jan 08 10:52:17 2006

rem --------------------------------------------------------------

rem How to use this command file:

rem To create table, import data, create constraints and indexes run:

rem 
tbl07_summary_of_cases.bat all

rem To create table only run:

rem 
tbl07_summary_of_cases.bat table

rem To import data into the table run:

rem 
tbl07_summary_of_cases.bat import

rem To create table constraints run:

rem 
tbl07_summary_of_cases.bat cns

rem To create indexes for the table run:

rem 
tbl07_summary_of_cases.bat idx

rem To execute all DDL statements for the table run:

rem 
tbl07_summary_of_cases.bat ddl

rem --------------------------------------------------------------

rem Define a task to perform

if "%1"=="" goto create_table

if %1==all goto create_table

if %1==table goto create_table

if %1==import goto import_data

if %1==cns goto create_cns

if %1==idx goto create_idx

if %1==ddl goto create_table

goto end

rem --------------------------------------------------------------

:create_table

echo Creating table using the Oracle SQL*Plus utility

sqlplus xxxxx/xxxxx@XYZDB @tbl07_summary_of_cases_tab.sql

if "%1"=="" goto import_data

if %1==all goto import_data

if %1==ddl goto create_cns

goto end

rem --------------------------------------------------------------

:import_data

echo Importing data using the Oracle SQL*Loader utility

sqlldr userid=xxxxx/xxxxx@XYZDB control=tbl07_summary_of_cases.ctl log=tbl07_summary_of_cases.log rows=1000 readsize=1048576 bindsize=1048576

echo Creating a sequence and trigger to implement the identity column

sqlplus xxxxx/xxxxx@XYZDB @tbl07_summary_of_cases_id.sql

if "%1"=="" goto create_cns

if %1==all goto create_cns

goto end

rem --------------------------------------------------------------

:create_cns

echo The table has no constraints

if "%1"=="" goto create_idx

if %1==all goto create_idx

if %1==ddl goto create_idx

goto end

rem --------------------------------------------------------------

:create_idx

echo The table has no indexes

rem --------------------------------------------------------------

:end

V—The File Viewer
As I described above, I had massive, multi-gigabyte text log files to review and search through.  I found this excellent program and fell in love with it.  It handles text and binary files, but also can unzip Zip files, browse directories and find files.  (One nice little extra feature I use often is a word/line-count feature.)  This is a very handy program!
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FileLocator Pro
Windows File Explorer in some (all?) versions of Win2000 and WinXP does NOT correctly search for text in files.  There was a very cryptic work-around that fixed that problem.  However, then I found that I still could NOT search for text inside certain file types, such as .ASP files (the search purposely ignores these files types—must be some kind of security “feature”.)  Unfortunately, here in the real world, I had a web reports menu system built using .ASP and .CSP files which I needed to search and change.  Therefore, I needed a serious program for searching for files.  I found FileLocator Pro, which is very powerful, quite fast, with many useful features.  I use this every day!  (Note: There’s a freeware version called Agent Ransack, with fewer features: http://www.mythicsoft.com/Page.aspx?type=flpro&page=features)
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ExamDiff Pro
This Windows program is like the UNIX diff command, but GUI, with many powerful features.  This is great for comparing files and also for comparing directories to see which files have changed.  I use this to compare files with backups to remember/discover what changes were made.  Below are screen shots, one comparing directories, and one comparing files:
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TextPad
A terrific text editor, that has extra little features that add up to a big difference in making a programmer more efficient.  For example, the editor has an option for saving Tabs as spaces, which it does gracefully keeping your indentation, which is really convenient if you are changing code that was originally written with another editor that handles tabs conventionally.  TextPad has automatic indentation for coding, spell-checking, a keystroke compatibility preference so it can mimic any of six different types of editors (for example: MS-Windows-style, BRIEF, Wordstar), allows you to create and replay keystroke macros (!), and many other cool features.  It has the kind of features that you didn’t know you needed until you discover them and then can never live without.  You’ll never use Notepad again.  We have even used TextPad as the “System Editor” with some Oracle Forms applications because it has spell-checking.
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Search and Replace
We have, unfortunately, a process that takes hours to create a very large text file (300 Mb; 600,000 lines).  This text file then needs to be processed by a special 3rd-party program that exists for calculating risk factors and other medical information regarding patient cases.   The way that the software works, I needed each record to have “CMS” in two places on each line in the first pass through the program, and to have “APR” instead of “CMS” on the second pass.  I could generate the file twice, but it would be very time-consuming, plus I might risk getting a different file since hours had passed since generating the first file if I were reading from production tables.  Instead, I found a nifty program that does elegant search-and-replace.  Typically you would use the GUI interface to work out the options, then save the options as a “favorite”, which then can be called from a command-line.  Below is a sample screen shot and a sample command-line.
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febootimail
One of the reasons I need cool and inexpensive utilities is because sometimes real-life applications and processes require creating interfaces to third-party software packages.  For example, unfortunately, I have to receive and send information between Oracle and a proprietary medical billing software package that is based on a non-relational database.  There is no ODBC or any other way of connecting to this database, so an operating system (O/S) batch process is necessary!  There are other situations where an O/S batch process seemed the most likely choice, like with submitting faxes to our 3rd-party faxing server.  Once you have to create an O/S batch process, then you have to do something at the O/S level to create logs and to notify you if something goes wrong.  This is the kind of situation where febootimail is useful.  Our UNIX batch processes are programmed to notify administrators using the built-in mailx program, but I wanted something similar for our Windows-based batch processes.  febootimail is great for this.  Here is a sample command-line from one of my batch files (with some info ‘xxx’ed for security):

febootimail -FROM pholmes@ipcm.com -TO pholmes@ipcm.com -CC xxxxxxxxxx@messaging.sprintpcs.com,xxxxxxxxxx@skytel.com,xxxxxxx@ipcm.com -SUBJECT FaxPress-Job-Error -TEXT FaxPress-Job-Error -SERVER xxxxxx.xxxxxxx.com   [-SERVER name-of-IPC’s–exchange-server]
visionapp

I frequently open multiple RDP sessions to separate servers.  Using the standard RDP client has some advantages but I typically had to remember the various login credentials and it would get messy when I had many client sessions running.  Microsoft has a multiple-session RDP client tool, called “Remote Desktops” (i.e. “Remote Desktop” but plural, with an ‘s’ on the end.)  This worked well enough but it doesn’t come with Windows and instead has to be installed out of some kind of Management Tools package which I couldn’t find.  Instead, my network engineer introduced me to visionapp, which is superior and free!  


[image: image13]
Time Target
We use Time Target for scheduling Windows-based batch processes.  We tried using the scheduling that comes with Microsoft Windows but ran into bugs and deficiencies.  (Apparently, nearly every software program that IPC uses “has never been used that way before”! It seems to be our curse! ;o)  The Time Target program has worked great for us for years, although sometimes it isn’t for sale, and hasn’t been upgraded in years.  It really is a fine program with many features:
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SnagIt
SnagIt is a premiere program for making screen shots.  I could not create papers (like this one), presentations or documentation without a screen-capture tool.  It has a number of cool features, for example: the ability to extract the text from an error message dialog box—very useful for reporting bugs/issues to software vendors! 
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ScreenPrint32

I wanted a simpler and easier-to-use screen capture tool.  I also wanted one that I could use for free for home use.  I found both qualities in ScreenPrint32.  I liked it so much, I bought it for my work computer also, and use it most of the time instead of SnagIt!  It is very fast to use if all I want to do is capture a window or a region on the screen.  (Which is 99.999% of the time… ) If I want to capture the whole current window, it is as simple as: “Alt-PrtScreen” followed by an ‘Esc”, then paste it into my application!  (To capture a region: Alt-PtrScreen, click-and-drag, right-mouse-click/select..)
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ClickTricks
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Lastly, if you ever give presentations using computers, you should check out ClickTricks.  It came bundled with some wireless mice/pointers, but you can buy it stand-alone.  It has many features also, but I mainly use it to magnify or point to sections of the screen.  Here is a screen shot of the program along with some sample screen shots, showing the “geometric pointer” (I use a red arrow) and the zoom features (which greys out whatever is not “zoomed”):
Other programs I can’t live without

5. GoToMyPC: remote control software, available from http://www.gotomypc.com/
6. WinZip: $30: Zip file utility, http://www.winzip.com/
7. PrimoPDF: Free: Print to PDF: http://www.primopdf.com/
8. SyncBack: Free: Directory backup and synchronization:  http://www.2brightsparks.com/downloads.html#freeware
Miscellaneous Utilities

9. FreeWatch: free: stopwatch, available from http://www.download.com/
10. Unix for DOS utilities: free: work w/ command-line: http://short.stop.home.att.net/freesoft/unix.htm
11. WinTail: free: view the end of a Windows text file (like the UNIX “tail”, http://www.baremetalsoft.com/wintail/
12. Miracle-C: US $19: simple C compiler, used for “quick-and-dirty” programming: http://www.c-compiler.com/
Biographical Information
Pat Holmes is Vice President of Technology for IPC-The Hospitalist Company, a healthcare company that hires doctors that work in hospitals. He is an expert in Oracle development, and has lectured extensively on various Oracle developer topics, both as a classroom trainer and as a presenter at numerous Oracle conferences including IOUG-Live, OOW, and ODTUG. He is also president of the Los Angeles Oracle Users Group (LAOUG).  Contact him at: pholmes@ipcm.com
Sample Command-line:  C:\tools\sr\Sr32.exe /c"C:\tools\sr\Favorites\CMS-to-APR.srs" /r /q
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