Shipboard text messaging service
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Hong Kong company Txt2home has established an innovative service enabling seafarers to send and receive text messages from mobile phones at home, for just USD 0.50 per text message.

The system, initially targeted at ships with Filipino seafarers, is installed free of charge on ships with over 15 seafarers onboard. The company provides two keypads, to be located in different places on the ship and a small server box, which plugs directly into the shipping company’s computer network.

The system converts the text messages into e-mails, which can then be delivered through whatever ship-shore e-mail system the ship is using, so long as it can be configured so that the cost of the e-mail can be billed back to Txt2home (and not put on the shipping company’s communications bill).

These e-mails are sent from the ship to a short message service (SMS) server gateway in the Philippines, from where they can be sent to end users by text message to their mobile phone. 

Mobile phones are very widespread in the Philippines; over 13.5 million Filipinos have one out of a total population of 76.5m. 

This is a great way for Filipino seafarers to keep in touch with home, without the expense of crew calling or the complexity of e-mail, which also requires that their families go into an internet café or have an internet connection at home in order to pick the messages up.

The company already deploys the system in ships run by international shipping companies including Kristian G. Jebsen, Aboitiz, and Hoeg. It is currently talking to telecom companies in other countries where many seafarers come from, including North West Europe, Poland and Croatia. 

It is also developing an interface with a mini-M satellite communications terminal, working together with Nera, which will enable messages to be exchanged between ship and shore without using the main shipboard computer system at all. 
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In more detail

Txt2home offers to cover the costs of installation, maintenance and upgrade of the system. 

Along with the hardware, it provides the ship with subscriber identification cards, which can be used by seafarers to set up accounts, and recharge cards, which are prepayment cards for sending and receiving text messages. Seafarers pay $50 for a card that can send and receive 100 messages, equating to 50¢ per message.

The seafarer uses an identification card to set himself up with a username and password on the Txt2home system, which can also be transferred between vessels that have the service. This means that the shipping company does not have to bear the trouble of creating and deleting e-mail accounts as each seafarer comes onboard. 

The shipboard unit (see photograph) has an 8 x 80 character screen, and a full character keypad, and plugs directly into a standard 10 base-T computer network. 

TXT2home handles the connection, maintenance and upgrade of the computer facilities.

