OPINION

DHAKA TUESDAY MAY 28, 2024

JAISHTHA 14, 1431 BS
The Baily Star

Mir Aftabuddin Ahmed

is a public policy columnist and an Urban Fellow
Researcher with the City of Toronto. He can be reached
at aftab.ahmed@alum.utoronto.ca

MIR AFTABUDDIN AHMED

Six percent of Bangladesh’s population is
aged 65 years or older. This statistic reveals
two things: first, the country has a very young
population that is, in many ways, shaping
a socio-cultural landscape vastly different
from the one I experienced growing up as
a millennial. An unprecedented pace of
global change, which some call progress and
others call a dip into perilous waters, makes
predicting what will happen down the line,
how communities and families will function,
and how we perceive our collective purpose in
life a tad bit diflicult.

Second, despite the difficulty in predicting
the future of humanity, the gradual yet
inevitable passing of the current cohort of
senior citizens provides some anecdotal
evidence from both my personal life and that
of my friends. It suggests that we will witness
the disappearance of traditional practices
that, for better or worse, defined that
generation and their sense of being. What
makes this shift different from previous ones
is how the very idea of families, including
who constitutes a family, will be redefined,
especially in developing societies such as
Bangladesh.

I reside in Canada and belong to a group
of fortunate Bangladeshis who reaped the
benefits of my grandparents’ generation
struggling day in and day out not only for
themselvesbutalso for us. We moved abroad in

In the future, people will
either have to depend
on themselves or the
government for the kind
of ad-hoc emergency
support that was once
part and parcel of our
social psyche. Acts of
Kindness or unspoken
generosity, like giving
an old saree or a shirt

to arelative who needs

a new piece of clothing
without boasting about
it or sending over a car
to someone in need of
transportation for the
day, will diminish.

world in the coming years.

First, they will take with them the idea
of community upliftment, at least in the
traditional  Bangladeshi sense beyond
tokenistic and self-gratifying notions of
supporting the community. My grandparents,
like most of their peers and irrespective of
their financial statuses, believed in sharing
whatever resources they could muster to help
others. Altruism defined their underlying

Acts of kindness or unspoken generosity,
like giving an old saree or a shirt to a relative
who needs a new piece of clothing without
boasting about it or sending over a car to
someone in need of transportation for the
day, will diminish.

Community will exist in name and social
status, but we will fall short of practicing the
basics of community as our senior citizens
so skilfully did: quietly, discreetly, and with a

pursuit of a stable, safe, and financially
independent life. My grandparents carried
with them an unwavering sense of public
service, dedicating themselves to hard work
both at their jobs and at home, organically
dividing and sometimes sharing tasks.

After the partition of the subcontinent and
the formation of Bangladesh, they believed
their primary purpose in life was to create
a brighter future filled with innumerable
opportunities for the next generations
and to give them what they did not have:
peace, comfort, and the chance to build a
life from a foundational place of financial
security and, more importantly, hope.
Without oversimplifying, it is safe to say that
selflessness represents the core value of our
senior citizens.

The truth of the matter is that people like
me, spoiled and coddled in comfort, have
profited in more ways than one from the
journeys of the older generation, which was
profoundly shaped by the dark, complex, and
challenging period surrounding Bangladesh’s
birth. Upon reflection, I predict that there are
three things we will lose as they leave this

philosophy. Altruism has never solved big
policy problems, but it has played small yet
meaningful roles in improving the lives of
individuals who, for various reasons, may not
have been in a place they deserved to be as
human beings.

The notion of community upliftment,
whether it involved supporting someone’s
education from their own pocket or offering
a roof over their head without seeking
recognition, will fade with the passing
of Bangladesh’s current cohort of senior
citizens. People in my age bracket or younger
will not possess that same sense of service
to others. We have too many things to worry
about in our lives.  hope to be proven wrong.
Various factors, including a heightened
focus on oneself, responsible financial
planning, and individual responsibilities
are contributing to this societal shift.
Additionally, there are external economic
factors that one cannot ignore.

In the future, people will either have to
depend on themselves or the government for
the kind of ad-hoc emergency support that
was once part and parcel of our social psyche.
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relentless sense of empowering others.
Second, the tradition of large-scale family
and community gatherings will shrink. This
is a natural consequence of lesser general
engagement between people who are not
blood relatives. It is usually my grandparents’
generation or parents in their 60s or older
who make the added effort to gather
extended family under one roof a few times a
year. In Bangladeshi society, respect is often
determined by age—the older you are, the
more respect you receive. People visit to show
their reverence for elders in the larger family
network, and by doing so, keep in touch
with cousins and other relatives. However,
as the cohort of today’s seniors passes away,
extended relatives, such as second cousins,
will become more distanced from each other.
Third, we will witness the decline, perhaps
even the death, of joint families. The idea of
grandparents keeping the family together as
patriarchs and matriarchs will fade with the
demise of today’s seniors. Gone will be the
childhoods of future generations growing
up with many people under a single roof.
Running a household with more than 10

An ode to our senior citizens

people, including grandparents, parents, their
children, and support staff, is not feasible in
the modern economic climate.

My generation is less well-oflf than
previous generations. The data shows this,
attributable to factors such as grotesque
levels of inequality and an economy designed
to benefit a select few. The tradition of large
joint families, whether in a big bungalow
or a smaller house where people crowd
together to share rooms, will die off first in
urban Bangladesh and eventually in rural
areas, taking with it a central component of
our culture.

The reason for these reflections, and
this article writ large, is personal. I lost my
grandmother about a month ago, preceded by
the loss of my grandfather five years ago. They
were noble and honourable socialites. They
represented a generation whose overarching
purpose in life was to improve the lives of
those around them and the generations that
followed. They made an added effort to keep
familial bonds intact, kept us connected to
our roots, and ensured our ancestral village
was more than just a footnote in our lives.

As an expat who has had the privilege of
having all four grandparents alive into my late
20s, it is undeniably difficult to see the loss
of loved ones from so far away. Many of you
readers, particularly international students,
will be able to relate. Living in the West, I see
how society functions here, providing a safer
environment and giving more people of all
socioeconomic statuses and stripes a fairer
shot at building a decent life for themselves.
But it would be incomplete not to suggest
that things can get lonely.

Health and education systems are naturally
better in the West, creating a more optimal
environment to start families. In many ways, we
are selfish, but we are so with an awareness of
the harsher realities of a polarised world where
people are refusing to listen to one another,
let alone debate. As a result, combined with
the slow wilting of an older generation that
valued community over self, we are becoming
more inward-looking, less reflective, and less
generous. To me, this is tragic.

I'may be blabbering about my own life here,
and my experience or perspective on this
issue may be the antithesis of what others are
feeling. Maybe that sense of community that
has formed the plotline of the Bangladeshi
story will prevail. Maybe I am revering a single
generation too much, a generation that hasits
own share of skeletons. That generation was
inclusive in the sense that they did not think
twice about supporting those who spoke the
same language, shared the same faith, and
were part of their wider family or community.
But what about those who did not?

To generalise and say that they were all
selfless is utopian. I have my problems with
the older generation, ranging from their views
on what a good marriage should be and how
women should behave or what their place in
society should be, to certain public policies
they prioritised. But again, doing so would be
generalising as well. So, I take the good things
from the package they called life and try to
learn the things they got right.

Bangladesh’s reputation as a Ireelancing
powerhouse is on the line
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Bangladesh has almost always been hailed
as a top player in the global freelancing
market, and rightfully so as evident from
the numerous recognitions the country has
carned over the years.

In 2017, according to a study by the
Oxford Internet Institute (OII), Bangladesh
ranked the second most popular country
for supplying online labour. Forbes, in
2019, listed Bangladesh as one of the top 10
countries in the world in terms of income
from freelancing.

Our ICT Division estimates the local
freelancing sector to be worth nearly $1
billion. According to the “Digital Economy
Report-2019” by UN Trade and Development
(UNCTAD), Bangladesh is emerging as a
significant player in the global freelancing
market, with around 650,000 freelancers
contributing over $100 million in annual
foreign remittances. And just last year,
Payoneer ranked Bangladesh eighth amongst
the top 10 freelancing countries in the world.

All these data and statistics paint a very
optimistic and inspiring picture of the
country’s freelancing scene. However, given
the nature of this profession and the lucrative
opportunities it provides, the freelance
market is becoming saturated, which would
have been somewhat manageable had we the
right skills and mindset. Unfortunately, that
is not the case. This situation, if it worsens,
might slowly impact the country’s reputation
as a global freelancing powerhouse.

Let us start with the way f[reelancing
is marketed to our common populace.
Across Bangladesh, you will find numerous
organisations offering skill development

and freelancing training. For a certain fee,
these organisations promise o turn you
into freelancing experts. And to lure you
into joining these institutions as students or
trainees, they will tell you about the two most
lucrative aspects of freelancing—earning
from the comfort of your home and earning
in foreign currencies.

Every now and then, you will see news
articles or social media posts about young
men and women from far-flung regions of
Bangladesh making four or five times more
money than the country’s average monthly
income through freelancing. These stories are
packaged and fed to aspiring freelancers to
“motivate” them. This, coupled with the fact
that Bangladesh still has an unemployment
problem, makes for a very convincing case in
support of freelancing to those looking for
job opportunities.

To add to that, our inflation woes continue
todevalue the taka. Thus, through freelancing,
if one can earn in dollars or any other foreign
currency, Bangladesh’s inflation woes should
not be a concern for them, at least for the time
being.

These details, when presented or marketed
to people looking to try freelancing, are more
than enough to convince them. But it does
not paint a full picture.

Now we come to the second and arguably
the most important issue with our online
labour force—skill gap.

Globally, the freelancing market is very
competitive, and entering this market or
profession without the necessary skills can
end your freelancing journey before it even
begins. All these organisations that train

freelancers will tell you the same. However,
between the idea that freelancing is ecasy
money and the fact that people can earn in
foreign currencies, the thought of honing
one’s skills gets lost. As a result, many end up
starting their freelancing journey with little
(0 no expertise.

Having attended such freelancing training
myself, I witnessed this first-hand. The
institution I went to was clear about the

been that big of an issue had these dropouts
stopped there. Instead, many of them
went on to open up accounts on freelance
marketplaces like Fiverr and UpWork and
began offering services in areas they had little
to no knowledge of. This, in turn, branches
into another problem, one that has the
potential to impact the entire Bangladeshi
freelance sector.

As an unskilled workforce enters these

fact that a lack of skills can jeopardise any
prospects of landing or retaining clients.
Unfortunately, within the first few weeks of
the training, many trainees dropped out. For
them, working on specific skills, that too for
at least four or five months, was not part of
the freelancing plan. This would not have
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freelance marketplaces, they struggle to
meet client demands. That, in turn, results
in clients complaining to the marketplaces
about the lack of professionalism, improper
communication, and an overall unpleasant
experience when working with these
unskilled freelancers.

The freelance marketplaces take these
complaints very seriously, so much so that
they do not hesitate to limit the number
of new freelancer accounts from countries
whose sellers or freelancers have a bad
reputation amongst clients or buyers. That
means even if a skilled freelancer were (o try
their luck on one of these marketplaces they
cannot, simply because their country people
have garnered a bad reputation over there.

During the early days of the Covid-19
pandemic, that is sometime between late
2020 and early 2021, the number of new
freelancers on platforms like Fiverr and
UpWork shot up. With the pandemic limiting
the earning capacity of millions across the
world, many people turned to freelancing as
ameans to earn a living. Many in Bangladesh
did the same, but again, there was an influx
of unskilled freelancers from this country.
In many freelancer forums, it was discussed
that UpWork may have been limiting the
acceptance of new Bangladeshi accounts
for a few weeks during this time. Indian and
Pakistani users also reported facing similar
restrictions.

Having said all that, it is clear that our
local freelancing industry needs a change,
but how can this change be introduced?
The government is taking the initiative of
training freelancers across the country, but
they cannot regulate freelancing. In fact, they
should not be regulating freelancing, which is
a form of self-employment.

Then should skill development institutions
change their approachin training freelancers?
To some extent, they can. But even they have a
very limited grasp over who hones their skills
before entering the market and who does not.

Therefore, the only ones who can save
our local freelancing industry are our
freelancers. Before entering the market, they
need to be skilled, have a decent portfolio of
their previous projects or samples, and learn
how to communicate clearly with foreign
clients. It is a mammoth undertaking for
many, but if they want to make a living from
their freelancing careers, they must do all
these things.



