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In India, the little hands that feed AI models

To function properly, artificial intelligences need a phenomenal
amount of data accurately annotated by human brains. Global AI

players are outsourcing some of this tedious activity to India.
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A sand-coloured brick façade, a slightly rickety gate, a sentry box past which rickshaws

and lost cows parade... It's hard to imagine, but it's in this ordinary building in Noida, the

industrial city next to New Delhi, that little hands are turning one of the essential cogs of

global artificial intelligence (AI): data annotation.

In India, data annotation for AI already employs 70,000 people, including 50,000 freelancers. (Clément Perruche/Les
Echos)
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Welcome to Cogito. A company founded in 2017, specializing in this task of annotating

images, sounds, texts, to help AIs designed all over the world to identify and analyze

what they see or read. “Someone has to take care of providing fuel to the AIs. We are a

bit like Aramco in oil,” jokes Abhijai Srivastava, the company’s marketing manager.

A real ant's work

The joke is barely exaggerated. AIs need to be fed a colossal amount of data harvested at

the click of a button. In the case of autonomous driving software, for example, this

involves learning to identify and differentiate between vehicles, pedestrians and various

obstacles on the road using thousands of photos from which the various objects have

been manually cropped and identified.

It is a painstaking job that requires extreme rigor. This is good: in India, the workforce,

abundant, is looking for work . Salaries are low. And those who have done a minimum of

studies speak English. It is therefore an ideal destination to subcontract this tedious

work.

Customers from all over the world

At Cogito, 2,000 employees work around the clock to fulfill customer orders as quickly as

possible. “All companies that deploy AI need data annotation to train their models,”

explains Rohan Agrawal, the boss of Cogito, who lists the different types of customers:

“AI start-ups, SMEs, research institutes, and big names in tech,” most of them based in

Europe or the United States. More rarely in Israel or Singapore. Cogito has already

worked for OpenAI and Meta , two big names in the sector.
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These customers operate in sectors that are just as varied: autonomous driving,

agriculture, medicine, mass distribution, satellite imagery. Head to the first floor and its

huge open space to see for yourself. A young woman, hunched over her screen, cuts out

red blood cells one by one in a photo of a blood sample. Next to her, a colleague spots
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weeds to pull out in a photo of a fallow field. At the other end of the room, an employee

is identifying a blue pick-up truck driving somewhere on a road.
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A booming business

The business is booming due to the development of AI, further amplified by the boom in

generative AI, such as ChatGPT , which has convinced even the most skeptical. According

to Straits Research, the data annotation market was worth $2.2 billion in 2023, and is

expected to grow by 26% per year until 2032 to reach $19 billion.

According to Teamlease, the sector already employs 20,000 permanent employees and

50,000 freelancers in India. And the Asian giant could capture $7 billion in revenue by

2030. While creating 1 million jobs in the process. “We are still in the early stages of AI.

We have barely scratched the surface,” notes Rohan Agrawal of Cogito. The proof? Its

turnover is growing by around 30% per year.

Increasingly advanced services

Especially since models need to be constantly improved and adjusted, which provides

work for annotators throughout the lifecycle of an AI. “AI developers have a hard time

recognizing this because they want to convince their customers that their product is

perfect as is and that they can sell it forever, but there is a need for constant

improvement. Which involves human intervention through data annotation. AI

companies are starting to accept this, and it’s good for our business,” says Jai Nataraja,

head of strategy at iMerit, one of the first Indian companies to enter this market.
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• PODCAST - Will we soon be recruited by an AI?
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In terms of billing, it's a big gap. You have to pay ten euro cents for a simple annotation

of a shot. But with the progress of AI, the difficulty of the tasks to be performed by

annotators also increases . "This forces us to raise the level and move up the value

chain," explains Rohan Agrawal. Cogito has thus recruited radiologists to analyze

medical imaging. The remuneration of these experts can reach 200 euros per hour, or

even more.

Clement Perruche (Correspondent in New Delhi)
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