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TECHNOLOGY - BANGLADESH

Al push lifts out
near $1b already in first half

SAJJADUR RAHMAN

Fewer people, less time, better output.

This is how the rapid adoption of artificial
intelligence (AI) is transforming Bangladesh’s
IT, IT-enabled services (ITES), business process
outsourcing (BPO) industry and individual free-
lancers.

Al tools are enhancing both the technical
and English proficiency of the country’s young
workforce, narrowing the long-standing skills
gap with global competitors. They are driving
faster automation and opening the door to more
sophisticated, higher-value opportunities.

The payoff is already visible. Bangladesh’s
outsourcing earnings surged to $900 million in
the first half of 2025, surpassing the $850 million
earned in the whole of 2024, according to Tanvir
Ibrahim, president of the Bangladesh Associa-
tion of Contact Center and Outsourcing (Bacco).

“Al is a blessing to minimise our skill gap
with other countries. Our work orders have in-
creased,” Tanvir told The Business Standard.

Consider medical transcription. it once took
a decade to train 1,000 skilled professionals,
but with Al the industry can now prepare 1,000
per year.

Even computer science graduates in Bangla-
desh often lack the technical depth recquired for
global outsourcing,.

“Lot’s not even talk about coding. Bul they
desperately want jobs,” added Tanvir, who also
serves as country director ol Automation 50
lutionz Bangladesh, “Now 75% ol om coding
taskes are done by Aland the rest by humans, I
saves tme and money,”

To meet the  additional  demand,

—a jolning every month,” he noted,
[l:- also pointed ont that Bangla:— have lonyg been the entry

S

S

The Business Standard
2 2 AUG 2025 |

sourcing exports

Al tools are also cutting costs in video editing

Al BOOSTING BANGLADESH'S o ﬁei’fé’iiﬁfiﬁ'g.‘"m were once expensive and
0UTSOURC|NG |NDUSTRY The transformation is equally visible at the Kow

Company. Its co-founder, Kowser Ahmed, had just
set up the firm in March 2020 when the coronavi-
rus pandemic hit. Instead of retreating, he doubled
down on Al hiring engineers to build Al-driven
imaging solutions.

BUSINESS PROCESS OUTSOURCING
(BPO) IN BANGLADESH

450 That gamble is paying off. Today, 30—

BPO companies 40% of the company’s imaging work

is Al-powered. A 3D design that

90 uun once took six hours is now finished

4 1 lo in just one. “Before Al, the work

people emp yed we did with 100 people

is now done by 25-30,”

Lo 6.50 LAKH Kowser told The Busi-
people engaged in freelancing ness Standard.

The Kow Company,

which produces im-
ages and videos for

2L 2024 H12025 A e-commerce, retail,
S $850m $900m | oo apparel, automo-
_ L e tive, food and real

g:;ﬁ:y . N estate firms, has

Imagen & . since emerged as one of

HOW Al IS HELPING BPO

Bangladesh’s fastest-growing

‘ . outsourcing firms. Nearly 600 people now

Before Al - 10 years could not train Pt work there, while exports grew by over 20%

1,000 for medical transcription a: in FY2024-25. This year, they are projected

] o= togrowas high as 35%.

With Al - 1,000 can be > Rashed Noman, CEO of Augmedix BD

T Desig Ltd, said the outsourcing market is expand-

trained in 1year 30 y (ﬂme tam) % ing rapidly thanks to Al tools that deliver
. » Before Al - 6 hours @ higher efficiency and better quality.

Coding tasks now done: E “We are receiving more work orders, and

75% Al, 25% human » With Al > T hour o the volume will continue to ri-e in the com-

ingi days,” Rashed told TBS. 1 $5E PAGE 2 COL 1

Dt entry and victual assdstance  charge between $20 and $o00 a
point for — month, an expense that s steep o

FOREE"  TOpEETS Jeagy geen T
A o ol e Bida Sinluus: wum adbbe Vbaw wanls
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e-commerce, retail,

HOW Al IS HELPING BPOD

- skill ga o apparel,  automo-

“Al is a blessing to minimise our skill gap Image y S tive, 064 aud 1o
with other countries. Our work orders have in- creat_eg by - etste Cfiims. Bl
creased,” Tanvir told The Business Standard. Gemini's _ Slige emeni g8 one of
Consider medical transcription. It once took Imagen 4 Bangladesh's  fastest.growing

a decade to train 1,000 skilled professionals,

i i are 1,000 ]
EZ'E ;?2;1: T e Before Al - 10 years could not train

Even computer science graduates in Bangla- 1,000 for medical transcription
desh often lack the technical depth required for

lobal outsourcing. With Al - 1,000 can be )
g “Let’s not even talk about coding. But they trained in 1 year 3D Design (time taken)

outsourcing firms. Nearly 600 people now
work there, while exports grew by over 20%
in FY2024-25. This year, they are projected
to grow as high as 35%.

Rashed Noman, CEOQ of Augmedix BD
Ltd, said the outsourcing market is expa-nd-
ing rapidly thanks to Al tools that deliver

CE

TBS Insights by IPDC y 4

rately want jobs,” added Tanvir, who also Bighit eftends sl Bt ity
g:rsvlzees Zs ZOimtn]r director of Automation So- Coding tasks now done: > Before Al = 6 hours lg“We are receiving more work orters, and
lutionz Bangladesh. “Now 75% of our coding 75% Al 25% human > With Al -> 1 hour the volume will continue to the in the o

tasks are done by Al and the rest by humans. It |
saves time and money.” - : y
i joining every month,” he noted, Data entry and virtua] assistance  charge between $20 and $100 a
To meet the additional demand, He also pointed oyt that Bangla- haye long been the entry point for month, an expense that is steep for
Augmedix hired 40 data analysts in desh’s actual earnings are at least doy- many Bangladeshi freelancers, in- freelancers with irregular incomes,
July alone, he said, ble the reported figure since a signifi- volving routine tasks like data col- Many therefore rely on free or tri-
Augmedix, now a leading Bang- cant portion of proceeds never enters  lection, spreadsheet management, gl versions, which limit functionality
ladeshi outsourcing company with the country through formal channels.  and administrative Support. But and raise security risks.

ing days,” Rashed told TBS. 1 SEt paGE 2 coL1

| 1,300 people and monthly orders Augmedix CEO Rashed said Bang- now, with Al, the scope is widening. Another concern is changing
worth over $1 million, recalls its ear- ladesh has a strong opportunity to Bangladeshi freelancers are in- client expectations, Overseas em-
ly days when medical transcription tap into the outsourcing boom, but Creasingly sought after for designing ployers often assume that Al can
| Wwas entirely manual, Success depends on skilled man- logos, websites, banners, and social  deliver instant results at lower costs,
j “We had to type extensively and power. media graphics, Freelancers say this perception over-
| thenreview for accuracy. It took a lot “Our students must upgrade them- Many have moved into'more com- looks the value of human judgement
| of time and manpower. Life is easjer selves and gain deeper knowledge in plex areas such as vi €0 editing, mo- anq Creativity,
| now because we’ve developed our technology and data,” he said. tion graphics, and even 3D modelling, “Clients now ask why I charge
| own Al tools,” he said. “This allows According to Bacco, there are ap- Content writing is another big area — $50 for a task when an Al tool can
us to serve more customers.” Proximately 450 BPQ companies in the ranging from blogs, Copywriting, and  generate a draft in minutes, But

‘ Country, employing around 90,000 translation to proofreading and editing. they forget I spend hours refining,

. Bangladesh’s earnings from BPQ People. Approximately 650,000 more Ashik Mahmud, who left journal- fact-checking and making it usable,”

| still peanuts are engaged in freelancing, ism a few years ago to freelance full-  sajd one Dhaka-based freelancer.
Bangladesh’s export earnings from . time, now works on due diligence Digital literacy is another factor.
BPO and ITES are set to cross $1 bil-  Freelancers moving up the value assignments for clients looking to  While younger freelancers are quick

lion for the first time this year. But chain ' invest in Bangladesh, alongside con- to adopt new tools, a large share
the figure remains negligible com- Individual freelancers, who once tent writing, of Bangladesh’s freelance work-
pared to regional giants India and  survived on low-skill and low-pay- “I found Al very helpful. I check force struggles with cloud-based
the Philippines, ing tasks, are now riding on arti- grammar and fine-tune my content workflows, advanced software and
: India, a global outsourcing pow- ficial intelligence to move up the withit,” he told The Business Stand- prompt engineering skills required
. erhouse with strong dominance in IT value chain - boosting productivity, ard on Wednesday. _ to get the most out of AJ
’ and related services, earned nearly improving quality, and shifting to- 2 Despite these obstacles, industry

f $200 billion from outsourcing exports  wards better-paid work. Challenges of Al adoption leaders say Bangladesh’s BPO and
last year. The Philippines, mean- Take Saiful Islam, a Dhaka-based While Al has unlocked New opportu-  freelance sector is only at the start of
while, generated around $75 billion freelancer. For the past five years, he nities, many Bangladeshi freelanc- its Al-driven transformation.

' from BPO, business process manage- has been doing data entry jobs for ers still struggle to fully benefit from With global demand for data an-
ment (BPM) and ITES exports. overseas clients, With AT tools athis the technology. - alytics, healthcare support, creative

Bacco President Tanvir said the disposal, Saiful no longer just enters The high cost of advanced tools design and multilingual content ser-

| country’s outsourcing income will data - he analyses market informa- remains a major barrier. Platforms vices on the rise, Bangladeshi firms
continue to grow as new firms enter tion to identify emerging trends and  sych as ChatGPT, Adobe Firefly or see the chance to expand into more
the sector. “Some 15 companies are In-demgpgeaite. professional video-editing suites Specialised and higher-value niches.
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Bangladesh,
Pakistan to form
commission

on trade,
investment

STAR BUSINESS REPORT

Bangladesh and Pakistan have agreed to -

establish a new joint trade and investment
commission to boost bilateral trade,
Commerce Adviser Sk Bashir Uddin said
yesterday.

The two sides will also revitalise the
existing Joint Economic Commission
(JEC), which has remained inactive for
the past decade and a half, to enhance
cooperation in trade, investment, and
economic exchanges, he told reporters
after a meeting with visiting Pakistani
Commerce Minister Jam Kamal Khan at
the commerce ministry in Dhaka.

During the talks, Bashir urged
Pakistan to withdraw the anti-dumping
duty it has imposed on Bangladesh’s
hydrogen peroxide exports. g

He also sought duty-free access for
one crore kilogrammes of Bangladeshi
tea, a facility that had previously existed.
In addition, he called for Pakistani
cooperation in Bangladesh'’s leather and
sugar industries. :

The adviser noted that Bangladesh
imports around $80 billion worth of
goods annually, of which 815 billion goes
to food items. Pakistan, he said, could
be a reliable source to meet part of this
demand.

Replying to a query from journalists
regarding the import of goods
from Pakistan, the adviser said that
Bangladesh considers “almost all
countries,” including the USA and India,
as potential suppliers.

Trade between the two countries
is heavily tilted towards Pakistan, as
Bangladesh imports industrial raw
materials, rice, and intermediary goods
for industrial use.

Bangladesh Has scope to import stones
and mineral resources from Pakistan.

Commerce Secretary Mahbubur
Rahman added that both countries
are now “engaging to ease trade and
commerce” after years of limited
progress.

Both Bangladesh and Pakistan

—— e s s emme e

— e ELAES AN

may finalise some
memorandums of
understanding on trade
and investment over the
next three days during
the stay of the Pakistani
commerce minister in
Dhaka.

Khan arrived in Dhaka
yesterday on a four-day visit
to discuss bilateral trade
and investment between
the two countries.

Meanwhile, in a separate
| development, Khan met
with Taskeen Ahmed,
president of the Dhaka
Chamber of Commerce
& Industry (DCCI), at the
chamber’s office in Dhaka

yesterday.
During the meeting,
the Pakistani minister

said the two countries
have significant potential
to work together in
diversifying their export
baskets to capture major
marketsin Europe, Canada,
and the United States.

He noted that both
countries currently rely
heavily on the apparel and
textile sectqrs for exports.

He pointed out that
in Europe, Canada, and
even in the United States,
demand for reused clothing
has recently surged and is
gaining popularity.

Entrepreneurs from
both Pakistan and
Bangladesh, he suggested,
could collaborate to tap

. into this growing market.

He also announced
that a “Single Country
Exhibition” of Pakistani
products will soon be
organised in Bangladesh

to strengthen private-
sector ties between the two
nations.

&
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sovt keen to finalise free

trade zone decision by Dec

An economist questions need before fully utilising existing EPZs, SEZ

JAGARAN CHAKMA

.......

The government is showing interest
in setting up the country’s first free
trade zone (FTZ) in the southern coastal
region, aiming to attract more foreign
investment and create jobs.

A national committee is now working
on the feasibility of the project, and
Bangladesh Investment Development

Authority (Bida) Executive Chairman’

Ashik Chowdhury said they want to
finalise the decision by December this
year.

Meanwhile, some economists have
questioned the rationale for a new FTZ,
pointing out that export processing
zones (EPZs) and a special economic zone
(SEZ) already offer many of the same
benefits, including duty-free imports of
raw materials. .

“.we are going to build -another
without completing the existing
ones,” said Zahid Hussain, former lead
economist at the World Bank’s Dhaka
office.

He added that it would be fair to
comment fully on the FIZ once complete
details are available. The national
committee is expected to submit its
proposal by the end of this month.

Normally, imported goods attract
government taxes. Within an FTZ,
however, companies can import, store,
and manufacture products without
paying duties immediately. This reduces
costs, speeds up  production, and
allows poods to be exported with less
burcaucracy.

Businesses save money by running in
1175, which encourages them to establish
factories and ollices, creating jobs in
the  process,  American multinational
Apple uses shmilar zones in China 1o
manulacture (Phones betore shipping
them worldwide,

Setting up an FIZ in the country was
et soabeese® at ther Nanobddesh Investment

DETAILS OF EPZs UNDER BEPZA
(As of July, 2025)

.
R

CEPZ m 219766 | 4525282 178,023
DEPZ 83 186801 | 3801676 . 83997
AEPZ 49 gI061 | 995637 74,851
CUMEPZ 18 6735 | 724806 50,213
KEPZ 39 76442 | 1287557 75,562
IEPZ 25 7616 | 20421 19,203
MEPZ 3 21862 | 142839 12762
UEPZ 2 2730 | 294955 32978
BEPZAEZ| 4 56.38 14,20 3737
Total 453 71633 | 1978354 531,306

Following the summit, the government
formed a national committee to look
into the issues of establishing a free trade
zone.

Ashik Chowdhury said the committee
is expected to submit its proposal by
the end of this month, with decisions
finalised before the year ends.

“The national committee preparing
the proposal will ultimately decide the
site of the zone. But we are committed to
completing the decisions by this year,” he
told The Daily Star.

The panel includes representatives
from the Bangladesh Feonomic Zones
Authority (Beza), the commerce and
industries  ministries,  the  Economic
Relations Division, the National Board
ol Revenue, Chattogram Port Authority,
and Bida.

Iods tasked with reviewing existing
Laws, Including the Bangladesh Economic
Zones Act oand the Customs Act, and

will require regulatory alignment and a
strategic location. We are confident in
making significant progress soon.”

WHAT MAKES THE FTZ DIFFERENT

Former World Bank economist Zahid
Hussain said, “We already have export
processing zones and these are sort of
free trade areas.”

Besides, Bangladesh provides special
bonded warehouse facilities for exporters
to import raw materials and intermediate
goods duty-free,

“We are also establishing special
economic zones where there are facilities
for investors,” he said. “The problem
is that we are now building a new one
without completing the existing ones.”

However, Ashik Chowdhury said the
117 is about more than infrastructure,
“I'he FIZ and associated projects are not
just about construction. They are aboul
enabling — long term  competitiveness
and export diversilication, For investors,




details are available. The national
committee is expected to submit its
proposal by the end of this month.

Normally, imported goods attract
government " taxes. Within an FTZ,
however, companies can import, store,
and manufacture products without
paying duties immediately. This reduces
costs, speeds up production, and
allows goods to be exported with less
bureaucracy.

Businesses save money by running in
FTZs, which encourages them to establish
factories and offices, creating jobs in
the process. American multinational
Apple uses similar zones in China to
manufacture iPhones before shipping
them worldwide.

Setting up an FTZ in the country was
first raised at the Bangladesh Investment
Summit in April, where policymakers
and business leaders highlighted the

need to modernise trade infrastructure

and establish investor-friendly zones
near ports and economic corridors.

Dieiiogue (CPD), welcdmed
the FTZ initiative, calling “If
it timely for accelerating executed

into account,
‘regarding land acquisition.
designed

Zone.
Ashik Chowdhury said the committee

is expected to submit its proposal by
the end of this month, with decisions
finalised before the year ends.

“The national committee preparing
the proposal will ultimately decide the
site of the zone. But we are committed to
completing the decisions by this year,” he
told The Daily Star.

The panel includes representatives
from the Bangladesh Economic Zones
Authority (Beza),- the commerce and
industries ministries, the Economic
Relations Division, the National Board
of Revenue, Chattogram Port Authority,
and Bida. _ :

It is tasked with reviewing existing
laws, including the Bangladesh Economic
Zones Act and the Customs Act, and
recommending amendments or new
regulations to establish an FTZ.

Chowdhury said the committee
is focusing on aligning policies and
choosing a suitable location. “The FTZ

especially
foreign
and
properly,

boost growth by attracting
investment,
streamlining trade, and
improving infrastructure.

WAL VIAREDS IFNLD 1 L DI CAVGIN L

Former World Bank economist Zahid
Hussain said, “We already have export
processing zones and these are sort of
free trade areas.”

Besides, Bangladesh provides special
bonded warehouse facilities for exporters
to import raw materials and intermediate
goods duty-free,

“We are also establishing special
economic zones where there are facilities
for investors,” he said. “The problem
is that we are now building a new one
without completing the existing ones.”

However, Ashik Chowdhury said the
FTZ is about more than infrastructure.

“The FTZ and associated projects are not
just about construction. They are about
enabling long-term competitiveness
and export diversification. For investors,
predictability and inter-agency
coordination are critical.”

Fahmida Khatun, executive director
at local think tank Centre for Policy

Hg added that location is
crucial. Sites near seaports
are more attractive to

industrial growth,
attracting investment, and
improving trade logistics.

She said Chattogram,
with its established port
and industrial base, stands
out as the- most viable
location.

‘An  FTZ can help
boost  exports, - create
employmentopportunities,
and ' eventually position
Chattogram as a regional
trade gateway,” she said.

Khatun added that .

global experience shows
FTZs  succeed when
backed by strong policies
and infrastructure.
Chattogram’s  proximity
to Southeast Asian trade
routes and its transport
facilities " give it a clear
advantage, especially
given the country’s limited
airport space and storage
capacity.

She said implementation
must take environmental
and social safeguards

the FTZ can serve as a
powerful catalyst for
export diversification,
employment generation,
and deeper integration
into the global
economy. It represents
a key opportunity for
Bangladesh, particularly as
it approaches graduation
from LDC status in a
rapidly evolving global
trade environment,” added
the economist.

GLOBAL - .
EXPERIENCE VARIES

Local businesses have
broadly welcomed the FTZ
move, though outcomes
vary internationally.

Asif Ibrahim, former
chairperson of Business
Initiative Leading
Development (BUILD),
said China’s - zones, such
as Shenzhen, were highly
successful, while many in
Africa and Latin America
struggled.

He noted that FTZs can

They often drive exports,
create  jobs, support
technology transfer, and
enhance skills, while also

strengthening port and.

road networks.

However, Ibrahim
warned of potential
setbacks, including weak
links with l(}cal industries,
lost tax revénue, and poor
labour and environmental
standards.

Zaved Akhter, president
of the Foreign Investors’
Chamber of Commerce
and Industry (FICCI), called
the FTZ decision positive
for foreign investment.

“Establishing a free
trade zone creates a more
favourable investment
climate by offering facilities
such as duty exemptions
and tax incentives,” he said.
“However, for this to be
truly effective, a clear and
specific policy framework
must be put in place to
guide its implementation.”

investors, reducing logistics
costs and enhancing export
competitiveness.
Mohammad Abdur
Razzaque, chairman
of Research and
Policy Integration .for
Development (RAPID)

.said that Bangladesh faces

challenges as the global
trade order shifts.

“As major economies
roll out subsidies and
restructure supply chains,
Bangladesh finds  itself
constrained,” said Razzaque.
“Our trade regime remains
highly - protectionist, and
unlike advanced economies,
we lack the fiscal space to
support industries through
large-scale incentive
packages.”

He stressed the urgency
as  Bangladesh  nears
graduation from least
developed country status.
‘! we keep delaying
reforms, Bangladesh could
fall behind as global trade
becomes more divided.” /

"
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| Swiss exports

Jall before
huge US tariff

ZURICH, Aug 21 (AFP): Swiss
global exports fell in July but
those to the United States
rose slightly before President
Donald Trump imposed huge
tariffs on the Alpine country,
official figures showed
Thursday.

Exports, the wealthy
country's economic engine,
fell 2.7 per cent last month,
dragged down by a 6.8-per
cent drop in shipments of
pharmaceutical and chemical
goods, according to customs
data.

Swiss exports to the United
States rose 1.1 per cent in
July, but it was a sharp !
slowdown from a 25 per cent .
increaseinjune, thedata = -
showed. y 4
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‘Pakistan keen to strengthen trade ties with BD

Calls for FTA and improved connectivity

FE REPORT

Pakistan has expressed keen
interest in boosting bilateral
trade with Bangladesh for
mutual benefit, highlighting
opportunities for closer
economic cooperation
between the two countries.
The announcement came
during an interactive meeting
between Pakistan's Federal
Minister for Commerce Jam
Kamal Khan and Dhaka
Chamber of Commerce and
Industry (DCCI) President
Taskeen Ahmed at the trade
body's Motijheel officein
Dhaka on Thursday.
Highlighting areas of
cooperation, Pakistan's
minister Jam Kamal Khan said
both countries rely heavily on
apparel and textile exports
and stressed the need to
diversify products to access
new markets. :
"Recently, there has beena
surge in demand for re-used
clothes in Europe, Canada,
and the United States.
Entrepreneurs from both
countries can collaborate to
explore this growing market."
The minister highlighted
opportunities to expand
exports.to Africa, East Africa,
and Central Asia, suggesting
Bangladesh could import
cement, sugar, footwear, and
leather from Pakistan, while

An interactive meeting between Pakistan's Fe
Commerce and Industry (DCCI) President Taskeen Ahmed was held at the trade

Thursday.

Pakistan could benefit from
Bangladesh's pharmaceutical
expertise. .
"Exchange of knowledge in
pharmaceuticals and
adoption of new technologies
in agriculture will allow both
countries to tap into the
billion-dollar global market,"
he added.

The Pakistan minister further
announced that asingle
country exhibition of

l

Pakistani products would
soon be organisedin
Bangladesh to strengthen
private sector ties between
the two nations.

Welcoming the Pakistani
delegation, DCCI President
Taskeen Ahmed highlighted
the shared cultural, culinary,
and lifestyle similarities
between the peoples of
Bangladesh and Pakistan.
"pakistan's textiles and

jewellery products enjoy
strongdemand in
Bangladesh," he said.

Mr Ahmed also reiterated the
private sector's longstanding
call for a Free Trade
Agreement (FTA) with
Pakistan to further expand
bilateral trade.

He urged the authorities to
consider launching direct
passenger and cargo flights to
enhance business

deral Minister for Commerce Jam Kamal Khan and Dhaka Chamber of
body's Motijheel office in Dhaka on

connectivity between the twc
countries.
The meeting was attended by
Pakistan High Commissioner
to Bangladesh Imran Haider,
DCCI Senior Vice President
Razeev H Chowdhury, Vice
President Md Salem
Sulaiman, members of the
board of directors, and seniol
officials of the Pakistan High
Commission in Bangladesh.
talhabinhahib@yahoo.col



