
Rewriting a legacy 
application in Elixir

The good, the bad and the ugly

Raphael Costa
CTO @ Eficiência Fiscal



$ whoami



“Erlang + Ruby”





2600 hours
per year/company





● Not a “webscale” case

○ 1300 companies using our services

○ 900 active users



● Not a “webscale” case

○ 1300 companies using our services

○ 900 active users

● High customer-to-data ratio

○ 80 GB of database

○ 15 million items already processed
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The Problem

● Built on top of a legacy multi-tenant monolith

● Hard to maintain and code rot spreading fast

● Had paying users

● Small team (sometimes just me)



The Watcher



The Watcher

1. Make a request to an endpoint

2. Parse the response XML

3. Check if some data changed

4. Send a email with the changes

5. Repeat in 1 hour



The Watcher - Results

● Took 13 commits and 4 days

● First deployed Aug 18th, 2015

● Single commit one year later to refactor

● It’s still up and running to this day
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The first endpoint

1. Receive two text files

2. Parse and cross reference them

3. Put the built dataset through a lengthy audit process

4. Make sure the thing runs until the end





The first endpoint - Results

● A lot faster than anything else we had ever built

● Used websockets for live updates of the audit process



The first endpoint - Results

● A lot faster than anything else we had ever built

● Used websockets for live updates of the audit process

● The thing ran until the end!
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We had two problems

● The legacy application was too messy for the “just migrate 

the logic” strategy

● The team was seeing the Phoenix app as secondary
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● Use Phoenix as a reverse proxy to the legacy application





nginx

Phoenix

Legacy 
ApplicationREQUEST /*

/api/* /*



Less than 1ms
overhead
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The Elixir Way



Adjusting the plan

● Use Phoenix as a reverse proxy to the legacy application

● No more just porting the old solutions, but actually 

rethinking the logic

● Model the application as an umbrella to support the 

background services



Switching the 
architecture



Switching the architecture

● Monolith

● Microservices



Switching the architecture

● Monolith

● Microservices



Switching the architecture

● Monolith

● Microservices
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● Monolith
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● ???



Switching the architecture

● Monolith

● Microservices

● Umbrellas
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The Results

● Team’s morale went up

● The code became easier to refactor and reason about

● Things were moving smoothly and management was 

happy









Contexts FTW!



Our current status



Our current status

● Over 36k LOC (and growing)

● 3 developers + 2 interns (all using Elixir)

● 11 apps in our umbrella
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● credo





credo
● Ensure a consistent codebase

● Find simple problems more easily

● Avoid discussions regarding style



Things that might help

● credo

● Property testing





Property Testing

● Catching bugs in edge cases

● Test complex features much more easily



Things that might help

● credo

● Property testing

● Using Elixir’s unique capabilities to solve problems







Closing thoughts
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