
Supporting Startup Ecosystem in the CAREC Region to Mitigate Impact of COVID-19 and Support Economic Revival 

(KSTA REG 54341-001) 

 
CAREC HACKATHON CONCEPT NOTE1 

 
(#DigitalCAREC Challenge) 

 
I. BACKGROUND 

 
1. As with the rest of the world, the novel coronavirus disease (COVID-19) pandemic presents 

an unprecedented challenge to CAREC member countries. Quarantine and social distancing 
measures have a substantial impact on businesses, supply chains, economies, public 
services (including health and education), and the overall day to day lives of people in the 
region. 
 

2. Although meant to slow down the spread of COVID-19, these public health measures are 
causing disruptions in key economic activities, most evidently in retail and travel. On a larger 
scale, lockdowns and border closures are disrupting trade, weakening demand for export 
goods from CAREC countries, which affects businesses in export-oriented industries.  
 

3. The Central Asia region now needs to cope with disruptions in global and regional linkages 
affecting supply chains, tourism, remittances, and financial flows. At the same time, domestic 
outputs are expected to decline due to containment measures.2  
 

4. But these disruptions have also demonstrated the power of digital technology in enabling 
individuals and businesses to cope with the ensuing crisis. The past few months saw a rise in 
e-commerce activity as people turned to their mobile phones to purchase necessities, 
including food, medicine, and household items. In a recent report, the World Trade 
Organization noted that social distancing, lockdowns, and other measures in response to the 
COVID-19 pandemic has led to an increase in business-to-consumers (B2C) and business-
to-business (B2B) e-commerce activity.3 The increase in B2C activity, in particular, is evident 
in online sales of medical supplies, household essentials, and food products. Even small and 
medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) in the region are starting to adapt to this technological shift. 
The Non, an Uzbekistan-based bakery that supplies large international hotels and restaurants, 
for example, opted to focus on its online business instead of opening retail stores.4 
 

5. This is complemented by government initiatives that aim to enhance access to and delivery 
of public services by improving digital connectivity. Kazakhstan and Uzbekistan, for example, 
have announced plans of transitioning to a digital economy to improve government services 
and allow SMEs to become more competitive.5 Online learning (or e-learning) has also been 
explored by education and training institutions as an alternative mode of teaching. 
Kazakhstan, for example, has agreed to become part of GIGA, a global initiative by the 

 
1  While the concept describes how a hackathon will run, the actual event may be named differently as per the 

applicable trend and industry practice and may be called investor and developer meetups, pitch sessions, idea 
competitions, etc. Competitive and transparent process will be adopted for selection of winning ideas for further 
support through one-time lumpsum sponsorship funding.   

2  L. Aleksanyan and W. Liepach. 2020. It is time for Central Asia to do whatever it takes to minimize the pandemic’s 
economic impact. Asian Development Blog. https://blogs.adb.org/time-for-central-asia-to-do-whatever-it-takes-to-
minimize-pandemic-s-economic-impact. 

3  WTO. 2020. E-Commerce, Trade, and the COVID-19 Pandemic (Information Note). 4 May. 
https://www.wto.org/english//tratop_e/covid19_e/ecommerce_report_e.pdf. 

4  N. Gadjieva. 2020. Uzbek bakery adapts business to coronavirus pandemic. 17 April. 
https://www.ebrd.com/news/2020/uzbek-bakery-adapts-business-to-coronavirus-pandemic.html 

5 European Institute for Asian Studies. 2020. The Roaring Twenties: Central Asia’s Digital Decade? 4 January. 

http://www.eias.org/news/the-roaring-twenties-central-asias-digital-decade. 

http://www.adb.org/Documents/LinkedDocs/?id=54341-001-TAReport
http://www.adb.org/Documents/LinkedDocs/?id=54341-001-TAReport
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International Telecommunication Union and the United Nations Children’s Fund (UNICEF) 
that aims to connect schools to the Internet.6  
 

6. Such applications may only be the tip of the iceberg. As the pandemic ushers in the so-called 
“new normal” in how business is conducted and how people lead their daily lives, in general, 
digital technology will become even more pervasive and applied in many more ways. 
 

7. Through a hackathon, the CAREC Program aims to harness innovation and channel this into 
digital and other solutions that can address specific needs of certain sectors in the Central 
Asia region. It is hoped that the transition to this post-COVID 19 “new normal” will provide 
impetus for CAREC countries to become part of the global digital economy.    

 

 
II. CAREC PERSPECTIVE 

 
8. The CAREC Strategy 2030 focuses on five operational clusters: (i) economic and financial 

stability; (ii) trade, tourism, and economic corridors; (iii) infrastructure and economic 
connectivity; (iv) agriculture and water; and (v) human development. This new long-term 
strategy supports the integration of information and communication technology (ICT) across 
the spectrum of CAREC operations to promote productivity and efficiency gains in all five 
operational clusters. 
 

9. As CAREC explores new areas for regional cooperation to keep pace with the fast-changing 
global and regional landscape, greater use of digital technology across all 11 member 
countries will help raise the quality of public services and support private sector growth. This 
has received an obvious push amid COVID-19 pandemic. New problems have surfaced, old 
ones highlighted and, at the same time, opening new opportunities and underscoring the need 
for new solutions to old problems using new approaches. In the aftermath of COVID-19, as 
businesses rely more on technology to run their operations and governments likewise explore 
ways to deliver public services, digital technology plays a key role in coping with the crisis.      
 

10. Widespread broadband connectivity and increasing reliance on mobile phone is encouraging 
the emergence of startups in the CAREC region. Many of the CAREC member countries have 
their own ideas and initiatives in the startup domain. By encouraging innovation among 
businesses, government institutions, academia, and other sectors, the CAREC Program can 
help enable more member countries to modernize and become part of the global digital 
economy. 

 
6  ITU. 2020. Kazakhstan to lead global school connectivity initiative in Central Asia. 31 January. 

https://www.itu.int/en/mediacentre/Pages/PR02-2020-Kazakhstan-leads-global-school-connectivity-in-Central-
Asia.aspx. 

Box 1: What is a hackathon?  
 

Technically, a hackathon refers to collaboration between computer programmers, graphic designers, and 
other tech experts to develop applications or create digital solutions to address a specific problem. 
 
Asian Development Bank (ADB) has adapted and expanded the hackathon concept by inviting partners 
from startups, academia, and other organizations for the co-creation of innovative solutions for Asia and 
the Pacific. Since 2018, it has mounted annual hackathons that generated proposed solutions in different 
fields, includng finance technology (or fintech), digital ID, energy, water, and digital workforce.      
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III. CAREC HACKATHON 

 
11. The objective of hackathons is to encourage innovative solutions to address the shift in digital 

technology use in CAREC countries considering the COVID-19 pandemic. Many similar 
initiatives have been launched in CAREC countries both by the governments and the private 
sector. CAREC Hackathons will introduce and promote regional collaboration and exchange 
of ideas to address national and regional challenges.    
 

12. The #DigitalCAREC hackathon will run throughout the project duration, will be virtual, and 
have multiple themes, each with multiple challenges and multiple winners. 

 

Theme Track + Digital Opportunities 

Economic and 
Financial 
Stability 

- Banking and Financial Services | Mobile payment systems,  
- Governance | Digital elections, open government projects 
- Social safety nets | Digital payments between governments and citizens (G2P), 

digital identity for disbursement of stimulus packages 
- Nowcasting the economic impact of COVID-19  

- Using earth observation to measure impact of COVID-19  

- Small- and Medium-Enterprises | Alternative credit scoring for credit loans 

 

Trade, 
Tourism, and 
Economic 
Corridors 

- E-commerce facilitation 
- Unemployment | Tapping into the gig economy and e-commerce for alternative 

employment  
- Hard Hit Sectors | Developing online marketplaces and platforms  
- Employees | Artificial Intelligence powered tools for team collaboration, virtual 

retraining for displaced workers 

Infrastructure 
and Economic 
Connectivity 

- Transport  
- Intelligent transportation system. 
- Road/bridge asset management information system.  
- Electricity charging infrastructure for electric cars.  
- Railway electrification and supervisory control and data acquisition.   
- Port and maritime management. 
- Energy  
- Energy supervisory control and data acquisition system.  
- Enterprise resource management for utility companies.  
- Asset management information system (transmission inspection).  
- Utility bill payment.  
- Smart grid, electricity management system, energy storage system.   
-  

Agriculture and 
Water 

- Food Security | Allowing virtual cross-border quality control        

Human 
Development 

- Education  
- National education management information system.  
- E-learning, digital contents, m-learning, massive open online courses.  
- Digital literacy, computer labs, computer hardware and software skills.  
- Curriculum modernization for IT and incubation program in higher education.  
- Health  
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- Hospital management information system, electronic medical record.  
- Health insurance information system.  
- Health information system, interoperability (HL7 standards).  
- Remote health, telemedicine. 
- K-12 | Personalized learning, digital avatars for online learning environment, 

inclusive digital learning environments, connectivity for rural regions 
- Higher Education | Digital delivery of technical-vocational education and training 

skills, online platforms for peer support and learning 

 
13. The hackathon will use ADB’s Challenges platform for crowdsourcing solutions to generate 

breakthrough ideas using digital technologies to help solve development and institutional 
challenges.  
 

14. The platform allows reach to global and regional problem solvers: startups, companies, 
universities and research organizations, and industry players, and collaborate with them in 
co-creating solutions. Two initial challenges will be identified from CAREC priority clusters for 
launching the program.   

 
 
 

 
IV. LOGISTICS 

 
15. Target Participants: This challenge will be open to startups, private sector companies, 

government and non-government organizations, academics, and students based in CAREC 
member countries. Each team will have 1–5 members. 
 

16. Expected Deliverables: To be eligible, team participants must upload a pitch deck that 
addresses the issue set out in the challenge and prototype video demo on the 
Challenges.adb.org platform. If content from a third party has been used to develop the 
deliverable, all rights, authorizations, and agreements must be obtained prior to submission.  
 

17. Private Sector Partners: Businesses, IT companies, and other private sector institutions 
 

18. Intellectual Property (IP): All parties must agree to IP rights before pilot testing.  
 

19. Selection Criteria:7 

• Business Value 30% 

 
7 Industry recognized competitive processes will be followed for these hackathons and award of sponsorship funds.   

Box 2: What is a Hackathon challenge?  
 

The goal of a virtual challenge is to crowdsource digital solutions and other ideas to address a specific 
need. Through ADB’s Challenges platform, startups and other interested parties can submit proposals 
in response to a particular challenge brief. The platform also allows participants to collaborate with ADB 
and its partners in refining their proposals and co-create solutions. Proposals will then be selected and 
receive funding for pilot testing. 
 
For #DigitalCAREC challenge, partners will be identified in the region to crowdsource proposals for 
solutions focusing on selected clusters.  
 

https://challenges.adb.org/en
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• Operational Feasibility and 
Scalability 30% 

• User Experience 20% 

• Technical Competency 20% 
 

20. Roles and Responsibilities 
 

ADB– ITD CAREC Secretariat CAREC Countries 

- Platform support  - Define priority areas 
- Budget allocation  
- Inform CAREC member countries  
- Identify challenge briefs   
- Identify country focals, mentors, judges  

- Raise awareness / 
Disseminate calls to 
startups, universities, 
think tanks, etc. 

 

- Develop overall program 
(processes, timeline, 
tools, etc.) 

- Formulate a communication strategy 
- Announce and implement the 

hackathon 

- Source challenges 

- Cover cost of platform 
(unlimited challenges) 

- Link with service provider 
(Agorize) 

- Cover cost of project management and 
outreach/ Seed funds for initiatives 
selected for pilot test 

- Subject matter 
expertise/ Selection 
committee to assess 
the hackathon 

 
V. PILOTS AND FUNDING 

 
21. Selected ideas or solutions will be funded for pilot testing support for 3–9 months.  

 
22. The resources for the Hackathon will be sponsored by the TA. Target amount of resources for 

the overall program is in the range of $300,000–$1 million, with up to $50,000 per pilot. 
Additional funding sources will be sought. 
 

VI. MENTORS, EXPERTS, JUDGES 
 

23. Mentors: Senior-level advisors from industry, governments, and other partners based in 
CAREC member countries who will guide selected teams throughout the hackathon and pilot.  
 

24. Experts: To provide technical knowledge to guide a theme or technology throughout the 
hackathon and pilots.  
 

25. Judges: Subject matter and technology experts who vote on each selection round. 
 

26. Selection Criteria: Mentors, experts, and judges will work with global and regional experts. 
They will be selected based on criteria prescribed by ADB–ITD. 


