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AI Chamber, headquartered in Poland, serves as a distinguished platform 

connecting and advocating for AI-driven enterprises. Committed to representing 

their interests at the policy level, the Chamber plays a pivotal role in promoting 

the responsible development of artificial intelligence across Central and 

Eastern Europe. By offering strategic market insights, driving AI adoption in 

vital economic sectors, and fostering collaboration among industry leaders and 

experts, AI Chamber stands at the forefront of innovation and progress.
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Central and Eastern Europe stands at a defining crossroads. The decisions we 

make today will shape the region’s future for decades, setting the course for 

technological leadership, economic resilience, and innovation-driven growth. 

With AI emerging as the cornerstone of global transformation, our region is 

uniquely positioned to lead - not just because of its potential, but through the 

strength of our people, institutions, and ideas.

The economic implications of the AI revolution are nothing short of remarkable. 

Comprehensive analysis demonstrates that rapid and strategic AI adoption 

across our region could generate annual GDP growth. This growth trajectory 

extends far beyond mere statistical improvement - it represents a fundamental 

reimagining of our economic potential, opening pathways to innovation-driven 

prosperity that could benefit every sector of our society.

Foreword
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Our region possesses a constellation of exceptional advantages that make our 

success in the AI revolution not just possible, but inevitable. The strength of our 

position rests upon multiple pillars of excellence that distinguish CEE as a premier 

destination for AI development and implementation. We have successfully 

cultivated a vibrant and rapidly expanding startup ecosystem that exemplifies 

our entrepreneurial excellence and demonstrates our capacity for breakthrough 

innovation. This ecosystem serves as a laboratory for cutting-edge solutions and 

a proving ground for the next generation of technological leaders.

Perhaps most remarkably, our region is home to world-class technical talent that 

stands among the finest globally. Our engineers, data scientists, researchers, and 

innovators have earned international recognition for their expertise, creativity, 

and ability to solve complex challenges. This talent pool represents one of our 

most valuable strategic assets, capable of driving innovation across every sector 

of our economy.

This Action Plan outlines a focused, roadmap of actionable recommendations 

designed for CEE governments and stakeholders to accelerate productivity 

gains, enable breakthrough innovation, foster sustainable economic growth, and 

enhance our collective competitiveness on the global stage. It puts small and 

medium enterprises (SMEs) and startups at the heart of our strategy - recognizing 

them as the engines of innovation and the most agile adopters of emerging 

technologies. Rather than treating CEE as a collection of competing national 

interests, this Action Plan recognizes our region as a unified technological 

ecosystem capable of achieving a far greater impact through coordinated action.

Regional cooperation is at the heart of our AI strategy, unlocking benefits that no 

single country could achieve alone. Joint initiatives in research and development 

create economies of scale that boost our global competitiveness. A coordinated 

policy framework reduces complexity for international partners while creating 

larger, more attractive markets for AI solutions. Shared investments in 

infrastructure distribute costs while maximizing benefits across the entire region. 

But realizing this vision takes more than collaboration - it requires alignment 

across all sectors. This collaborative model transforms our collective strength 

into a competitive advantage that positions us as a unified force in the global 

technology landscape.



Tomasz Snażyk
CEO AI Chamber 
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Turning this vision into reality will take all of us working together across the region. 

Government leadership must provide a regulatory environment that enables 

innovation while protecting essential interests. Private sector engagement 

must drive practical implementation and demonstrate the commercial viability 

of AI solutions. Academic institutions must continue producing the talent and 

research that fuel our technological advancement. Civil society must embrace the 

opportunities that AI presents while ensuring that the benefits of transformation 

are broadly shared.

The next 12 to 24 months present a rare and urgent window to position CEE 

on a path toward sustained technological leadership and economic growth.  

This AI Action Plan is more than a policy document - it is a call to action for 

governments, businesses, and civil society to work together, seizing the 

momentum of global AI advances and regional readiness. The time for bold and 

coordinated action is now, but it will not remain open indefinitely.
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Central and Eastern Europe (CEE) stands at a pivotal moment in the global AI race. 

With a combined GDP of €2.5 trillion and a population of 150 million, the region 

is uniquely positioned to become a major European AI hub – if it acts together. 

Unlocking this potential also brings enormous economic opportunity, rapid AI 

adoption could boost CEE’s annual GDP by up to 5%, adding an estimated €90–

100 billion in economic output.

To fully seize this opportunity, the region should align around a shared strategy 

– one that leverages its unique strengths and prioritizes collaboration over 

fragmented national efforts. This Action Plan offers a  regional roadmap built 

around five strategic pillars, aimed at helping CEE countries close the gap 

and compete effectively in Europe’s rapidly evolving AI landscape. Through 

coordinated action, the region can build an AI ecosystem rooted in its capabilities, 

focused on solving real-world challenges, and positioning CEE as a stronger player 

on the global innovation stage. Some of the key proposals include:

	• Establish a High-Level AI Action Task Force – led by a Deputy Prime Minister 

or appointed “AI Ambassador” – to  drive coordination and accountability 

across sectors and ensure consistent implementation of the plan.

	• Strengthen AI infrastructure by building an AI supercluster in the region – 

secure at least one AI Gigafactory, integrate national supercomputers into 

a  unified high-performance computing network, and invest in a  flagship 

supercomputing capacity to  accelerate AI development and deployment 

across CEE.

	• Unlock AI innovation through data by  expanding access to  high-quality 

datasets, developing common data-sharing infrastructure, standardizing 

governance frameworks, and launching cross-border data trusts to  enable 

secure, large-scale data sharing for AI development and model training.

Executive Summary
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	• Build a major AI talent hub in CEE by modernizing education, scaling targeted 

upskilling and fellowship programs, attracting global AI professionals through 

competitive incentives and career opportunities, and adopting policies that 

retain and nurture a diverse AI talent pool across the region.

	• Create a  trusted and flexible legal framework that supports safe and 

responsible AI experimentation, while strengthening the region’s influence in 

Brussels to ensure that EU-wide regulations reflect its specific needs, such as 

protecting SMEs from disproportionate compliance burdens.

	• Accelerate AI development and adoption through increased targeted 

funding, stronger academia–industry collaboration, and accelerated 

translation of research breakthroughs into market-ready solutions and globally 

competitive startups to strengthen the entire AI innovation ecosystem.

By taking bold, immediate, and coordinated action, Central and Eastern Europe 

can unlock its full potential – attracting global investment, retaining top talent, 

and creating a  shared innovation corridor that stands alongside the world’s 

leading tech hubs. Aligning regional efforts will strengthen technological capacity 

and boost local economies. In contrast, inaction or delay risks deepening reliance 

on external technologies and leaving the region further behind in the global AI 

race. The time to act is now.
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The Opportunity

Central and Eastern Europe (CEE) stands at a pivotal moment in the global AI race. 

With a population of 150 million and a combined GDP of €2.5 trillion, the region 

has much to gain – or lose – from how quickly it embraces artificial intelligence. 

Rapid AI adoption could boost CEE’s annual GDP by  up to  5%, unlocking an 

estimated €90–100 billion1 in additional economic output – equivalent to adding 

the economy of Croatia each year. In a more ambitious scenario, the impact could 

reach 8% of GDP, or €135 billion annually.

Yet to  fully seize this opportunity, CEE must go beyond simply adopting AI 

developed elsewhere. The region must position itself not just as an AI taker, but as 

an AI maker – contributing original technologies, exporting globally competitive 

solutions, and claiming a distinct place on the global AI map. CEE has many of 

the ingredients to become Europe’s next AI powerhouse: a strong track record 

of digital adaptation but also in creating cutting-edge technologies, world-class 

STEM education, deep technical talent, and a growing startup ecosystem.

Nevertheless, the gap between 

potential and current reality remains 

stark. CEE’s AI gap stems from a set 

of deeply interrelated challenges 

that, unless addressed holistically, 

will continue to hinder the region’s 

competitiveness. Limited access 

to AI infrastructure – particularly high-performance computing and quality data 

– combined with a  worsening talent shortage due to  brain drain, regulatory 

uncertainty, underinvestment in R&D, and limited access to capital create a tough 

environment for innovation and AI adoption. These issues are also intensified 

by  the region’s fragmented market landscape and weak commercialization 

pipelines.

Rapid AI adoption could boost CEE’s annual 

GDP by  up to  5%, unlocking an estimated 

€90–100 billion in additional economic output. 

But hesitation could significantly limit these 

benefits to just €15 billion per year.
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AI adoption also remains low. By 2024, only 4-6% of CEE firms had adopted AI – 

compared to 13.5% EU-wide and 27.6% in Denmark. Romania (3.1%) and Poland 

(5.9%) have some of the lowest adoption rates in Europe. Productivity levels 

reflect this imbalance – CEE’s GDP per hour worked stands at €33, compared 

to €53 in Western Europe, a margin of roughly 60%.

AI can help bridge this divide by augmenting workers, automating routine tasks, 

and enabling smarter decision-making – an urgent need as the region faces 

a shrinking workforce and rising labor costs. While fewer than 5% of jobs are at 

risk of full automation, up to 59% could be augmented, significantly increasing 

worker productivity.2 Sectors facing acute skill shortages – such as healthcare, 

education, and public administration, which together contribute 15% of CEE’s 

gross value added – could see productivity gains of up to 1.4 percentage points 

annually. Manufacturing, which accounts for 20% of regional GDP, could see gains 

of around 0.8 percentage points. In manufacturing-heavy economies like Czechia 

and Slovenia, AI could add €14-18 billion in output. These figures underscore AI’s 

role as a horizontal enabler, capable 

of revitalizing both emerging and 

traditional industries across the 

region.3

For Small and medium-sized 

enterprises (SMEs), which make up 

99% of businesses and contribute 

around 50% of CEE’s GDP,4 AI acts 

as a  powerful force multiplier. It 

enables small businesses to  access 

capabilities once reserved for large corporations. Even modest AI adoption can 

boost SME productivity by  10-15%5, narrowing the efficiency gap with larger 

firms.6 However, many CEE firms remain at the stage of informal experimentation 

– 45% report staff using generative AI tools informally7 – but lack the resources 

or strategy to  scale these tools due to  missing SMEs oriented AI investment 

funds.8 The key challenge lies in moving from ad-hoc use to structured, strategic 

adoption, especially among under-resourced SMEs.

AI also enables startups to scale internationally, as demonstrated by regional 

success stories like UiPath (Romania), Rossum (Czechia), and Infermedica 

AI represents a  once-in-a-generation 

opportunity to reshape the region’s economic 

future – not just by  consuming technologies 

made elsewhere, but by becoming a contributor 

to  the global AI landscape. But the window 

of opportunity is short. The next 12 to  24 

months are critical for CEE and demand bold, 

coordinated and immediate action to  secure 

its place in the global innovation landscape.
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(Poland), which have attracted global investment and spotlighted CEE’s 

potential to produce globally competitive AI solutions. With the right support, 

CEE could foster more AI innovators capable of creating tens of thousands of 

high-skilled jobs, turning the region into an exporter of AI solutions.

For the public sector, AI offers a powerful tool to enhance public services and 

improve quality of life. It can support more efficient tax collection, detect fraud, 

and personalize citizen services. By  leveraging AI, CEE governments could 

achieve efficiency gains of 20-30% in certain public services, leading to better 

outcomes at lower costs.9 These advancements generate broader economic 

benefits, as a healthier, better-served population tends to be more productive, 

engaged, and resilient.10

Source: CBS, Eurostat
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The Action Plan

This Action Plan presents a regional strategy for accelerating AI development 

and adoption across CEE which is designed for immediate implementation 

by CEE governments. Built around five core pillars, it outlines the current state 

of play and potential, defines key 

deliverables, proposes performance 

KPIs, and showcases examples and 

case studies that illustrate both 

successes and lessons learned. 

The  objective is clear: to  enable 

CEE countries to  collectively catch 

up and compete effectively in 

Europe’s AI landscape by leveraging 

their joint strengths and pursuing 

coordinated action.

To  achieve this vision, the region must take bold and immediate steps across 

three strategic fronts:

	• Invest in the foundations of AI: Lay the groundwork for long-term success 

by developing world-class computing and data infrastructure, growing an AI-

ready workforce, fostering innovation-friendly regulatory environment, and 

boosting public and private investment in R&D and access to capital.

	• Accelerate AI adoption across the economy: Ensure that foundational 

investments are matched by the widespread deployment of AI solutions across 

all sectors. This includes targeted awareness campaigns, policy incentives, and 

support mechanisms – especially for SMEs, which often face greater barriers 

due to limited resources or technical expertise.

	• Position CEE as a  hub of AI innovation: Promote the region globally as 

a  vibrant center of AI talent, research, and entrepreneurship. Support high-

potential startups, attract international R&D activity, and launch a coordinated 

“CEE AI Hub” campaign to amplify the region’s visibility and brand on the global 

stage.

CEE has the potential to  become Europe’s 

next AI powerhouse – if it acts together. 

By  embracing a  shared strategy, leveraging 

collective strengths and pursuing coordinated 

action, CEE can boost development of AI 

solutions, export globally competitive 

solutions and claim a  distinct place on the 

global AI map.
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Crucially, the private sector must be engaged from the outset. Tech CEOs, SME 

associations, and key industry stakeholders should be included on dedicated 

subcommittees to  ensure policies are grounded in real-world needs and 

opportunities.

At the regional level, we  propose the establishment of the CEE AI Council 

that can coordinate efforts across national task forces, enabling peer learning, 

sharing of best practices, and collaboration on joint initiatives – such as high-

performance computing infrastructure, AI talent development, and pooled 

investment instruments.

To drive this strategy forward, we recommend the immediate creation of 

a High-Level AI Action Task Force in each CEE country. Led by a Deputy 

Prime Minister or appointed “AI Ambassador”, the task force should 

oversee national implementation, ensure cross-sector coordination, 

and maintain accountability. Given the cross-cutting nature of AI – from 

education and healthcare to  finance and industry – this body should 

include representatives from government, academia, and industry, and be 

operational by the end of 2025.



Piotr Sankowski
Head of the Polish IDEAS 

Research Institute
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“I want to emphasize that it’s not too late. In fact, there are 

several reasons to be optimistic. First, AI is still a  relatively 

shallow technology – meaning that with focused effort, 

catching up with the global leaders is a matter of two to three 

years, perhaps even one year in some aspects. This is exactly 

what DeepSeek did – it caught up with the best models very 

quickly. This demonstrates that entering the field now still 

offers a  chance to  operate at the highest level. Second, 

we are only at the beginning of AI’s development. Therefore 

– business applications and the most important ways in 

which it will be useful for the economy – are not even fully 

understood yet.”
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Pillar I:  
Laying AI 
Infrastructure  
to enable AI
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Pillar I:  
Laying AI 
Infrastructure  
to enable AI

Robust infrastructure is the foundation of AI readiness. To  be able to  fully 

leverage the advantage of AI, CEE must ensure that world-class digital and AI 

infrastructure – including cloud services, high-performance computing (HPC), 

and data platforms – is readily accessible to businesses, startups, and researchers. 

No innovator in the region should be limited by poor connectivity, insufficient 

computing power, or lack of access to quality data.

But CEE countries currently have limited AI computing infrastructure compared 

to Western Europe. HPC capacity in the region, while growing, remains modest 

– for instance, new supercomputers like Karolina in Czechia (app. 15.7 petaflops 

peak) and Discoverer in Bulgaria 

(mid-range petascale) have 

boosted regional capacity, but 

this is still small next to Europe’s 

largest systems (e.g. Finland’s 

LUMI at app. 380 petaflops). 

Many CEE researchers and 

startups rely on foreign cloud providers due to  a  lack of local large-scale  

AI cloud platforms. Connectivity is improving (with expanding 5G networks and 

cross-border fiber), yet not all rural areas or smaller countries can support data-

heavy AI applications.

Infrastructure gaps – such as limited access to GPU clusters, AI testbeds, and 

edge computing – mean slower experimentation and deployment of AI solutions. 

But there are opportunities available by  pooling resources. A  coordinated 

regional approach could establish shared computing facilities and cloud 

services that drive experimentation and deployment forward. EU  funding – 

through programmes like Digital Europe and EuroHPC – is available to help CEE 

build state-of-the-art AI infrastructure if the countries act jointly. The region’s 

relatively lower costs and strong engineering talent also mean new data centers 

or test labs in CEE could be highly cost-effective, serving local needs and even 

attracting international AI projects.

Building an AI supercluster in the region 

will enable the development of modern 

infrastructure and accelerate the deployment 

of AI capabilities in industry, government and 

the private sector.
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Key deliverables:

1. �Q4 2025 – Pool resources to  secure at least one of the planned 

AI GigaFactories for the region. CEE countries should collaborate to submit 

a strong application to host at least one of the planned AI GigaFactories under 

the EuroHPC Joint Undertaking. To maximize changes, interested countries in 

the region should form a consortium and pool resources to jointly co-fund this 

initiative.

2. �Q1 2026 – Expand access to HPC to provide startups, SMEs, and researchers 

with the computing power needed to  build advanced AI solutions.  

Launch a  CEE-wide AI Computing Network by  connecting national HPC 

centers – such as Karolina (Czechia), Discoverer (Bulgaria), Athena (Poland) 

and Vega (Slovenia) – into a unified hub, allowing researchers and companies 

across CEE to  access scalable computing power on demand. Reserve at 

least 20% of HPC capacity dedicated to startups and SMEs. Finland’s LUMI 

supercomputer has set a  useful precedent by  reserving 20% for industry 

use11 – CEE should adopt a similar model. Initial governance structures and 

technical integration should start in Q4 2025.

3. �Q2 2026 – Launch a  “Cloud Vouchers for AI SMEs” program to  boost 

awareness and access to affordable cloud computing for startups SMEs. 

While cloud adoption is increasing, many SMEs – particularly in rural or less 

digitally connected areas – remain unaware of the opportunities and resources 

available to them.12 This lack of awareness, coupled with high costs, limits their 

ability to experiment with and deploy AI technologies. To address this, negotiate 

discounted cloud access or credits with major cloud providers and launch an 

EU-funded (RRF/EU funds) “Cloud Vouchers for AI SMEs”. Complement this 

with a  targeted outreach and education campaign to raise awareness, build 

digital readiness, and ensure equitable access across the region to democratize 

AI experimentation and foster innovation in underserved areas.

4. �Q3 2026 – Set up national AI Testing Facilities and Sandboxes 

(infrastructure aspect). In synergy with Pillar 3 (Regulation), create at least 

three dedicated AI testbed facilities (e.g. one each in the Baltics, Visegrád, and 

Southeastern Europe) – for example, a robotics test lab, an autonomous vehicle 

test track, a healthcare AI simulation lab – equipped with edge computing and 
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5G networks. These testbeds will allow companies and researchers to  test 

their AI-driven products in a controlled (sandbox) physical environment that 

has the needed infrastructure, accelerating product readiness.

5. �2027 – Pull resources to  co-invest in a  flagship CEE supercomputer. 

A  coalition of interested CEE states could pull resources and co-invest in 

a flagship CEE supercomputer aiming for a performance above 50 petaflops. 

For example, a coalition of interested countries could jointly fund an HPC and 

AI support team that serves all of them – gaining scale and EU co-financing 

through programmes, such as EuroHPC JU and Digital Europe. This would 

significantly increase regional AI compute capacity and ensure CEE scientists 

can run advanced AI models at home.

6. �Government as a Platform – Cloud for Public Services: CEE governments 

should themselves transition to modern cloud infrastructure, which can then 

act as a platform for AI solutions in the public sector. By adopting a “Cloud 

First” policy for government IT, they create demand for cloud services and 

set up national government cloud platforms. These can host AI services 

used by  governments (like document processing AI for digitizing records, 

or AI analytics for tax and customs). By doing so, the government not only 

improves its efficiency but also builds domestic cloud capacity that local 

providers might partake in (ensuring sovereignty concerns are addressed). 

Poland’s national cloud initiative (Chmura Krajowa) is an example where the 

state partnered with industry to  create local cloud infrastructure. Once in 

place, such infrastructure could offer secure hosting for startups working 

on government-related AI, effectively lowering infrastructure costs for those 

developing govtech AI solutions.



CEE AI Action Plan20

KPIs
	• HPC Capacity (PFLOPS): Total AI-focused computing power available in CEE 

(in petaflops). Target: Increase regional AI compute capacity by 200% by 2027 

(from the current baseline).

	• Cloud Adoption: Percentage of CEE enterprises using cloud or HPC resources 

for AI workloads. Target: Raise this to at least 30% of businesses by 2026.

	• Utilization Rate: Utilization of the regional AI computing network (e.g. average 

% of computing resources in use). Target: Achieve >70% consistent utilization, 

indicating strong uptake by researchers and industry.

	• Projects Supported: Number of AI R&D projects or pilot deployments 

supported by the shared infrastructure (cloud credits, HPC access, testbeds). 

Target: 100+ projects across CEE by end of 2026.

	• Latency/Connectivity: Average network latency and bandwidth between 

major CEE AI centers. Target: <20ms latency within the region’s network by 

2026, enabling smooth cross-border data and compute access.
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Examples/Case Studies

 � Shared Supercomputing Success: Bulgaria’s supercomputing initiative. 

Bulgaria’s “Discoverer” petascale supercomputer at Sofia Tech Park 

was recently upgraded (nicknamed “Discoverer+”) with new GPU partitions 

and high-speed storage to accelerate AI research In March 2025, it was 

announced that Bulgaria will host one of the EU’s new AI “Factories” – a 

€90 million project called BRAIN++ in Sofia – built around an even more 

powerful Discoverer++ supercomputer optimized for AI and robotics. This 

tangible investment in AI-focused infrastructure positions Bulgaria (and the 

CEE region) at the forefront of high-performance computing for AI.

 � 5G Testbed in Action: In Hungary’s ZalaZone automotive test track, a 

5G-enabled AI testbed allows companies to trial self-driving car algorithms 

in a controlled environment. This local example underscores the value of 

specialized infrastructure: by combining high-speed networks with real-

world environments, innovators can refine AI solutions (like autonomous 

vehicles) at home. Expanding such testbeds to other CEE countries (for 

example, a robotics testbed in Slovakia or a smart city lab in Croatia) will 

accelerate AI adoption in those domains region-wide.
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Pillar II:  
Unlocking  
AI innovation 
with data – open, 
accessible,  
and shared
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A robust data ecosystem is critical for AI development, yet CEE’s data 

landscape remains fragmented and underutilized. Many countries in the 

region have launched open data portals and data-sharing initiatives, but the 

quantity and quality of open datasets vary significantly. Only a few CEE 

countries rank near the EU leaders in open data maturity. Others provide limited 

high-value datasets. Private-sector data sharing is also limited – companies are 

often reluctant to share data 

across borders or industries due 

to lack of clear legal frameworks, 

standards, and trust. 

Language barriers present 

another challenge: global AI 

models and datasets often underrepresent CEE languages and local contexts, 

making it harder to develop AI solutions for, say, Hungarian or Bulgarian language 

processing. There is significant untapped potential in pooling regional data. 

By aggregating datasets (e.g. on traffic, health, or energy) from multiple CEE 

countries, the region can achieve critical mass and diversity needed to train better 

AI models. Additionally, aligning on common standards (in line with the EU’s Data 

Governance Act and upcoming European Data Spaces) can turn CEE into a unified 

data market. The  opportunity is for CEE governments and industries to treat 

data as a strategic asset – breaking down silos, encouraging cross-country 

data collaboratives, and addressing privacy/security so that data can safely fuel 

innovation.

There is significant untapped potential in 

pooling regional data. By aggregating datasets 

from multiple CEE countries, the region can 

achieve critical mass and diversity needed to 

train better AI models.



CEE AI Action Plan24

1. �Q4 2025 – Launch a CEE Open Data Knowledge Network to simplify access 

to national Open Data Portals for developers and researchers. Develop a 

CEE-level open data knowledge platform that would enable public institutions 

to share best practices in developing open data policies and managing state-

owned data utilizing Open Data Portals. Startups often face challenges 

accessing and using Open Data Portals stating complex or inconsistent 

guidelines, data usability issues or bureaucratic barriers as a common issue. 

Simplifying documentation, improving data quality and standardizing formats 

could significantly lower the barrier for innovation.

2. �Q1 2026 – Establish common data standards for data formatting, 

metadata, and quality to enable sharing of datasets for AI research. Form 

a CEE Data Governance Working Group to establish a common framework that 

ensures that data shared across the region - both public and private - adheres 

to consistent protocols, aligning with EU standards, making it easier to merge 

and use datasets from different countries. Initial guidelines for interoperable 

data formats and APIs should be published by Q1 2026.

3. �2026 – Create Cross-Border Data Trusts. Launch at least two pilot Data 

Trusts in 2026 focusing on high-impact domains - for example, a CEE 

Healthcare Data Trust and an Industry 4.0 Manufacturing Data Trust. These 

trusts will be legal frameworks and platforms where multiple stakeholders, 

such as  hospitals or factories across several CEE countries, voluntarily pool 

data under agreed rules. The pilots will address governance, privacy, GDPR 

compliance, and equitable data access for AI developers, demonstrating how 

shared data can advance regional AI solutions - such as improving disease 

prediction models or optimizing supply chains. 

4. �Q4 2026 – Prioritise local-language data and promote greater inclusion of 

CEE languages in EU’s initiatives to significantly enhance AI applications 

tailored specifically for the CEE market. Global AI models and datasets 

often underrepresent CEE languages and cultural contexts making it harder to 

develop AI solutions. To ensure linguistic diversity across the EU, it is essential 

to focus on producing high-quality datasets and benchmarks that enable the 

creation of world-class, language-specific AI models for each CEE language. This 

includes collecting and curating diverse text, audio, and image data - such as 

digitized public service interactions, local news archives, educational materials, 
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and public media content - that reflect local linguistic and cultural nuances. 

Intensify these efforts by promoting the further and deeper inclusion of CEE 

languages in the key European platforms, such as the European Language 

Grid (ELG) and the Open Euro Large Language Models (Open Euro LLM) to 

significantly enhance AI applications tailored specifically for the CEE market.  

5. �2027 – Establish Data Marketplace and Incentives. Establish a CEE Data 

Marketplace – a platform where businesses and researchers can exchange 

or license datasets. To jump-start it, provide incentives such as tax credits or 

grants for companies that contribute anonymized datasets to the marketplace 

(especially SMEs that might otherwise hoard data). This will encourage a culture 

of data sharing in the private sector. The marketplace should be operational 

by 2027, with clear legal templates for data licensing across jurisdictions.
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KPIs:
	• Open Data Availability: Number of datasets accessible through the national 

open data portals. Target: At least double the number of country-based 

datasets by 2028, with year-on-year growth in contributions. 

	• Data Sharing Agreements: Count of cross-border data sharing agreements or 

data trust participants. Target: 5+ CEE countries actively participating in each 

pilot Data Trust by 2026. Multiple agreements signed between governments 

and companies for data exchange.

	• Local Language Resources: Volume of curated local-language data (in 

gigabytes or number of entries) made available for AI. Target: Doubling the size 

of open datasets for each CEE language by 2027 (compared to 2024 baseline), 

and the creation of at least one high-quality language model for every major 

language.

	• Data Marketplace Use: Number of datasets listed and transactions on the 

CEE Data Marketplace. Target: 100+ datasets listed within the first year (2027) 

and a steady increase in data downloads or licenses, indicating growing private-

sector involvement.

	• Data Maturity Scores: Improvement in Open Data Maturity Index or similar 

metrics for CEE countries. Target: All CEE countries to reach at least the 

European average maturity level by 2027, with one or two entering the top 

tier of EU rankings.
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Examples/Case Studies

 � Poland’s CLARIN-PL project is a comprehensive initiative dedicated to 

collecting, curating, and openly distributing large-scale datasets specifically 

tailored for Polish language technologies. Funded by the Polish Ministry of 

Science and Higher Education and hosted by Wrocław University of Science 

and Technology, CLARIN-PL offers extensive linguistic corpora, speech 

recognition datasets, and natural language processing (NLP) tools freely 

accessible to researchers, developers, and businesses. This project has been 

instrumental in training advanced Polish-language AI models, significantly 

enhancing local NLP capabilities.

 � Open Data Driving Innovation: Czech National Open Data Portal. The 

Czech Republic has significantly advanced its open data strategy through 

the National Open Data Portal (data.gov.cz). Managed by the Czech Ministry 

of Interior, this platform aggregates diverse, high-value datasets from 

governmental institutions and municipalities in standardized, machine-

readable formats. The portal covers critical domains including transportation, 

environment, healthcare, and public finance, providing data through 

standardized open APIs enabling Czech AI developers and businesses to 

build innovative, data-driven solutions. By treating public data as a strategic 

asset rather than just information to protect, this agency enables more high-

quality data to be pooled for AI development in the region, illustrating a 

concrete step toward better data governance.

    Hypothetical example – Cross-Border Health Data Sharing: 

Baltic Cancer Registry Pilot – in this hypothetical scenario, hospitals in 

Lithuania, Latvia, and Estonia pooled anonymized patient data to improve 

cancer diagnosis AI models, after establishing a common legal framework. 

While Baltic-focused, it provides a model for CEE: if, for example, Czechia, 

Poland, and Hungary create a joint health data trust, the combined data 

volume and diversity would enable more accurate AI diagnostics than any 

single country’s data could.

http://data.gov.cz
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“Access to unified medical data is opening a new chapter in 

the development of healthcare in the 21st century. Artificial 

intelligence requires real, complete, and representative 

data to support clinicians in decision-making, accelerate 

diagnoses, predict risks, and even contribute to the creation 

of new therapies. An inspiring example is the NHS, which 

has developed one of the world’s AI models based on 

anonymized data from 57 million patients. This model aims 

to detect disease risks earlier than a human could. It reminds 

me of the movie Minority Report – except this is no longer 

science fiction, but real technology. CEE has tremendous 

potential to follow a similar path, but this requires further 

standardization, integration of data sources, ethical data 

sharing, and a safe and practical legal framework for testing 

and development.“

Piotr Orzechowski
CEO 

Infermedica
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Pillar III:  
Human Capital  
– Building an  
AI-Ready  
Workforce
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The availability of skilled talent is a  cornerstone of any AI strategy. While the 

region boasts world-class STEM talent, with countries like Poland, Hungary, 

Czechia, and Romania ranking in HackerRank’s global top 20 for programming,13 

AI-specific expertise remains limited. The shortage is particularly acute in 

applied machine learning, MLOps, data science and AI ethics. Compounding the 

challenge, many highly skilled practitioners, including PhDs and entrepreneurs 

pursue opportunities in the US or Western Europe, contributing to a persistent 

brain drain.

As a  result, local AI development14 suffers, with even high-profile startups 

relocating key talent abroad.15. SMEs face additional challenges. 74.6% of the 

firms not adopting AI cite a  “lack of expertise” as a  key barrier. Much of this 

stems from basic digital literacy gaps – which are below the EU average in several 

CEE countries – and hamper broader AI adoption and reskilling. Older and rural 

populations are often digitally excluded, and both managers and employees 

frequently lack the skills needed 

to adopt even ready-made AI tools 

slowing tech uptake by SMEs.

On the positive side, the potential 

is enormous. Human capital is CEE’s 

greatest asset – and with the right 

investments, it stands a real chance 

of emerging as a major AI talent hub. 

To unlock this potential, CEE must 

rapidly scale its talent pool, attract 

and retain skilled professionals and 

align training with local AI job opportunities through robust startup support, 

the development of regional R&D centers, and strategic investment. With 

lower living and operating costs than Western tech hubs, the region is well-

positioned to  attract international AI R&D centers – provided a  critical mass 

of qualified talent is available. There is already strong interest among young 

people. There’s also strong interest among the youth – enrollment in AI-related 

courses (where available) is high, indicating that with the right programs and 

incentives, the talent pipeline can rapidly expand.

Central and Eastern Europe is home to world-

class technical talent – our engineers, data 

scientists, and researchers have earned 

global recognition for their expertise and 

ability to  solve complex challenges. This 

exceptional human capital is the region’s 

greatest strategic asset. With the right 

investments, CEE can rise as a  leading AI 

talent hub, driving innovation across every 

sector of the economy.
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1. �Q4 2025 – Launch a CEE Curriculum task force to coordinate curriculum 

updates, share best practices, and co-develop adaptable teaching 

materials. To prepare the next generation for the AI era, CEE governments 

must modernize primary and secondary education by  integrating AI and 

digital skills into national curricula – starting now. Early exposure to coding, 

logic, and computational thinking through fun, hands-on activities can build 

foundational skills from the primary level. Successful models already exist, 

such as Estonia’s “ProgeTiger” initiative. In secondary schools, students should 

learn core AI concepts, data literacy, and ethical considerations, using proven 

models like Finland’s adapted “Elements of AI” course. Crucially, teachers must 

be equipped to  lead this transformation, with dedicated training supported 

by  public-private partnerships offering free resources and technical know-

how.16 This requires a comprehensive approach led by Ministries of Education 

across the region in collaboration with CEE academic and industry experts.

2. �Q4 2025 – Establish AI centers of excellence at leading universities 

and roll out a region-wide AI Fellowship and co-op program. Establish at 

least one AI Center of Excellence or new specialized faculty per country (e.g. 

an Institute for AI at a top technical university) with cutting-edge courses in 

machine learning, data science, and AI ethics and modern labs. To retain talent 

and boost enrollment, governments should roll out an AI Fellowship scheme, 

funding scholarships for postgraduate degrees in AI (MSc, PhD). Modeled on 

existing hubs like Czech Artificial Intelligence Center (AIC) or Bulgaria’s INSAIT, 

these centers should evolve beyond training facilities into comprehensive 

ecosystem hubs.The curriculum should be developed collaboratively 

by  academics and industry experts to  align with industry needs. In parallel, 

expand public-private talent pipelines through co-op programs where students 

alternate between academic and hands-on roles in AI companies – like a Czech 

“AI Co-Op Programci”.17 – incentivized through tax credits and stipends – 

ensuring a steady stream of industry-ready AI professionals across the region.

3. �2026 – Roll out a  large-scale, tiered national upskilling programme 

designed to  make practical AI literacy accessible to  every adult – 

regardless of background, profession, or age. Public-private partnerships 

should co-design curriculum and delivery models to  ensure alignment with 

real-world needs, while EU funding – especially from the European Social Fund 

– can ensure scale and sustainability.
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	• Basic digital skills for older workers and rural populations – especially 

in countries like Romania, where only 28% of people have basic digital 

competencies, according to the latest DESI index.

	• General AI awareness for the broader public, modeled on Finland’s 

successful “Elements of AI” initiative, which trained over 1% of the population 

through a free online course. CEE countries should set similar goals to reach 

tens of thousands of citizens through publicly funded in-person or online 

courses on core AI skills like data analytics and machine learning.

	• Practical, industry-specific AI training tailored to key sectors and SMEs 

– such as “AI for Industry” programs in manufacturing – and reskilling 

bootcamps for at-risk workers, particularly those in administrative roles.

4. �Q1 2026 – Launch a  “Brain Circulation” program to  retain talent and 

repatriate AI professionals from abroad. Offer competitive incentives – 

relocation bonuses, income tax relief, startup funding, or tenure-track roles – for 

professionals with experience at leading tech firms or universities abroad. Use 

benchmarks like Cyprus’s 25% income tax break for returning professionals as 

a guide to ensure attractiveness. Provide returning researchers with immediate 

access to lab funding and PhD slots, while retaining local talent through co-

funded competitive salaries for AI roles in academia and industry. Go beyond 

individual repatriation by actively engaging the diaspora as a strategic asset. 

Tap into their expertise by involving them as advisors, mentors, co-investors, 

or part-time faculty – potentially through a government-led “Returnees VC 

Fund” to support diaspora-led investment and foster long-term connections 

with the ecosystem. Taiwan’s model of structured diaspora engagement 

offers valuable insights here. Build strong CEE tech networks by  hosting 

events in major global tech hubs and showcasing regional opportunities.

5. �Q1 2026 – Create Fast-Track Visa for AI professionals. Introduce streamlined 

visa programs for AI professionals from countries such as Ukraine, the Western 

Balkans, and even Western Europe or the U.S., targeting those looking for 

dynamic, lower-cost innovation hubs. Clearly define qualification criteria 

for “AI specialists” to ensure transparency and attract the right talent. Offer 

a  smooth path to  residency for any qualified individual who accepts a  job 

or launches a  company in CEE. Competitive processing times are essential 

– Canada’s Global Talent Stream, for example, processes work permit 

applications in as little as two weeks, allowing employers to address critical 
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talent shortages promptly. Include family-friendly benefits to  enhance the 

appeal for international talent considering relocation. Complement this with 

city-level marketing – promoting places like Prague, Warsaw, and Tallinn as 

affordable, vibrant tech hubs with growing AI ecosystems.

6. �Q4 2025 – Support the Commission’s proposal for the EU 28th regime 

to harmonise rules for founders and encourage entrepreneurship. 

CEE  governments should actively support the European Commission’s 

proposal to establish the 28th regime – a unified, startup-friendly legal 

framework aimed at harmonizing rules across the EU. By addressing key 

challenges in areas such as insolvency and labor law, this initiative would 

create a level playing field, reduce barriers to cross-border business, and 

strengthen the internal market and make it significantly easier for startups 

and scale-ups to operate across all member states. In parallel, governments 

should also support the “Blue Carpet” framework, designed to attract and 

retain top entrepreneurial talent. Together, these reforms would lower 

barriers to entrepreneurship, incentivize risk-taking, and help anchor high-

growth companies and talent in the region.

7. �2027 – Establish a  CEE AI Talent Observatory to  monitor the AI talent 

pool, skills gaps, and migration trends. This Observatory should leverage 

multiple data sources – including real-time job site data, official national 

statistics, regular surveys with companies and AI professionals across CEE, 

and platforms like LinkedIn – to  generate robust insights. Following the 

OECD.AI  model, this integrated approach will enhance the accuracy and 

relevance of its analyses. The Observatory should publish annual reports 

on the number of AI professionals in the region, forecast demand in various 

industries, and recommend adjustments to education and training. The first 

report, by 2027, will help policymakers fine-tune talent initiatives and ensure 

the skills pipeline meets the evolving needs of the CEE AI ecosystem.
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KPIs
	• AI Specialists Trained: Number of individuals in CEE completing advanced 

AI training (degrees or certifications). Target: At least 10,000-15,000 new AI 

specialists (cumulative) trained by  2027 across the region, including those 

graduating from AI Masters/PhD programs or intensive industry courses.

	• Talent Retention Rate: Proportion of AI graduates and professionals staying 

to work in their home country or within CEE. Target: Improve retention by 20% 

by 2027 (e.g. if currently only 50% stay, raise it to 60%+), measured by tracking 

graduates’ employment one year after graduation.

	• Returnees Engaged: Number of experienced CEE-origin AI professionals 

returning or collaborating through the brain circulation program. Target: Bring 

back at least 100 high-skilled AI researchers/engineers to CEE labs, universities, 

or startups by 2027.

	• Workforce Upskilled: Number of non-IT workers trained in basic AI/digital 

skills. Target: 1% of the working population in every CEE country complete AI 

awareness or basic data literacy courses annually, indicating broader workforce 

upskilling beyond the tech sector.
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Examples/Case Studies

 � University Excellence: A concrete example is Poland’s upcoming National 

AI Labs in Schools Program. Launched as a pilot by Intel and Google with 

local partners, this program is creating model AI-equipped classrooms in 

Polish public schools. It provides teachers with training in digital and AI 

competencies, equips classrooms with AI-enabled hardware, and offers high-

quality educational content on AI. By rolling this out nationally, the initiative 

will build AI literacy and skills among students and educators from an early 

age. Such real efforts underline how CEE countries are investing in AI talent 

development at the grassroots level to secure future expertise.

 � Upskilling the Workforce: Czechitas in the Czech Republic is a non-profit 

that has trained thousands of women in IT skills, including data analytics 

and basic machine learning, empowering them to enter the tech workforce. 

Building on such grassroots initiatives, a  coordinated regional upskilling 

program (with government and industry support) can vastly increase the 

reach – for example, by developing standardized online AI literacy courses 

in local languages accessible to anyone in CEE. Early pilots in Czechia and 

Slovakia have shown that even a short course on AI tools for, say, healthcare 

workers can lead to  process improvements on the job, underlining the 

practical value of widespread AI literacy.
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Pillar IV:  
Enabling a safe  
and flexible legal  
framework for  
AI development
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Regulatory uncertainty is a major barrier to AI innovation for SMEs in CEE. 

As the EU AI Act fully enters into force, many small businesses face unclear 

compliance requirements, high costs, and a  lack of practical guidance.18 Strict 

GDPR enforcement, without clear AI-specific rules, adds to  the hesitation, 

discouraging data sharing and experimentation.19 The Draghi report rightly 

highlights overregulation – especially GDPR and the AI Act – as a key contributor 

to  Europe’s innovation gap. This is an alarm bell especially for CEE, where 

countries tend to  follow the EU framework without developing proactive, 

regionally tailored approaches of their own. Coordination is minimal, and 

a unified CEE voice on EU AI policy is still 

missing.

On the other hand, the relative nascence 

of AI governance in CEE can be seen 

as an opportunity. With  fewer legacy 

regulations, CEE countries could leapfrog by  adopting forward-looking rules 

quickly and creating an attractive regulatory environment for AI developers. 

Furthermore, acting as a bloc would also give CEE greater influence in Brussels, 

ensuring that EU-wide rules reflect the region’s needs – such as protecting SMEs 

from disproportionate burdens. This action plan views policy not as a constraint 

but as a strategic enabler, aiming to build a regulatory environment that is agile, 

collaborative, and innovation-friendly.

Regulatory sandboxes – now rare in CEE20 – should be swiftly established, in line 

with the AI Act, to allow supervised AI testing in sensitive sectors like healthcare 

or fintech. There is also a potential advantage in collaborating – if CEE nations 

align their AI regulations and standards, it would simplify compliance for 

companies operating across these markets and make the region more appealing 

for investment. The AI Act encourages joint sandboxes shared between member 

states and the CEE region should avail itself of this opportunity to  create 

a  common space for AI-powered experimentation. Bringing companies from 

different states together will foster cross-CEE collaboration and offer new 

opportunities.

70% of AI startups say regulatory 

uncertainty is a major barrier to scaling 

their products in high-risk sectors” – 

2023 OECD Digital Economy Report.
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CEE must champion a  pro-innovation regulatory environment – one that 

builds trust, enables responsible experimentation, and aligns with the EU 

AI Act while reflecting local needs. The upcoming EU Omnibus packages 

offer a  vital chance to  rebalance regulation in favor of innovation. CEE 

governments should seize this moment to  push for reduced bureaucracy 

and safeguard the competitiveness of our SMEs. Recent developments 

indicate a  growing support for a  two-year pause in the implementation 

of the AI Act to allow for a critical revision of provisions that could curb 

innovation and technological development (e.g. Chapter V) rather than 

respond to potential risks. This pause should also be used to conduct an 

analysis of the Act’s intersections with other existing European laws, 

especially the GDPR.

1. �Q4 2025 – Form a  high-level CEE AI Policy Council to  coordinate joint 

positions on AI regulation and strengthen the region’s influence in EU 

policymaking. The Council should include government representatives from 

each country – such as ministry officials or national “AI Ambassadors” – and 

meet regularly to  align on European AI regulations, share best practices on 

national strategies, and issue joint policy statements. By acting together, this 

Council can play a key role in shaping EU-level decisions, such as contributing 

joint input to the implementation of the AI Act starting in 2026. This initiative 

should also lay the groundwork for a  broader “like-minded coalition” of 

CEE countries committed to  advancing AI development and adoption and 

to consistently work together to further this positive agenda. In the current 

mandate this “like-minded coalition” should collaborate with the D9+ group 

and the Nordic countries in pushing for real, tangible deregulation of the key 

files in the Omnibus process.

2. �Q2 2026 – Accelerate AI innovation through safe and supervised 

regulatory sandboxes. Each CEE country should launch at least one 

operational AI regulatory sandbox – or collaborate on regional sandboxes- 

to  provide controlled environments where companies can safely test AI 

solutions under regulatory oversight, without facing the full burden of 

compliance from the outset. The EU AI Act explicitly mandates the 

use of regulatory sandboxes, offering CEE a  unique opportunity to  lead 

by example. Sandboxes must be easily accessible to SMEs, requiring minimal 

bureaucratic hurdles or professional legal aid, with governments proactively 
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aiding in compliance. The deliverable includes creating legal provisions for 

sandboxes and a network among them to share findings. A startup accepted 

in one country’s sandbox could easily expand its tests to  others via this 

network. At least one joint CEE sandbox should be established to  foster 

cross-border experimentation and bring innovators from different member 

states together. These sandboxes enable responsible experimentation and 

should focus on high-impact sectors:

	• Fintech: Launch sandboxes under financial regulators to  trial AI credit 

scoring and fraud detection, enhancing collaboration between traditional 

banks and fintech startups.

	• Healthcare: Facilitate hospitals and startups piloting diagnostic AI with 

anonymized patient data and expedited approval processes

	• Public Sector: Enable government agencies or municipalities to  test  

AI-driven solutions – such as traffic optimization systems or chatbot 

assistants – under temporary exemptions from standard procurement or 

liability rules.21

3. �Q1 2027 – Align national AI legislation with the EU AI Act while 

minimizing red tape and supporting SMEs. By early 2027, all CEE countries 

should adopt or update their national AI laws in line with the EU AI Act and 

regional strategy, ensuring consistent legal definitions for AI systems, clear 

designation of oversight authorities, and where appropriate, incentives for 

compliance pathways – like fast-track certification for low-risk AI applications. 

Preparation should begin in 2025 with expert workshops and legal audits 

to identify and amend conflicting national laws, such as outdated liability or 

labor regulations. Crucially, avoid new red tape: do not impose stricter national 

rules than the EU Act requires. Instead, they should focus on practical support 

for SMEs through tailored guidance, compliance templates, and possible fee 

waivers. A regionally coordinated approach – facilitated by the CEE AI Policy 

Council – will reduce legal fragmentation, while the creation of a  CEE AI 

Standards & Testing Center will enable local certification, making it easier and 

more affordable for startups to comply without relying on foreign institutions.

4. �Q1 2026 – Foster an innovation friendly copyright law system. Access 

to  large datasets is key if Europe is to  develop its own AI models, rather 

than rely on models trained elsewhere. AI training often requires the use 
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of copyrighted content. This however does not impinge on the copyright 

owners’ right to distribute the original work and should thus be supported 

as a net benefit to society. CEE governments must ensure the text and data 

mining (TDM) exceptions in national copyright laws – if not already – are 

as wide as possible, so AI developers can scrape and use data for training 

legally. Any attempts to further worsen the legal position of AI developers 

should be resisted, as competing jurisdictions (US, Japan etc.) already have an 

advantage over EU in this space. This is also true for any possible litigations, 

where CEE governments should intervene on the side of AI creators.

5. �Q2 2026 – Introduce innovation-friendly procurement rules to allow trial 

purchases of innovative AI solutions. Governments are big buyers – use 

that power to promote AI and innovative solutions.22 Current procurement 

rules are often heavily skewed towards large entities, even expressly 

excluding smaller, potentially innovative providers – limiting competition, 

reducing value for taxpayers, and stifling startup growth. CEE governments 

should update procurement rules to allow easier entry rules for startups 

and small companies in public procurement. These changes would give 

startups valuable reference clients, while helping digitize the public sector.23
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KPIs:
	• Joint Policy Initiatives: Number of joint CEE policy papers or coordinated 

stances taken in EU forums. Target: At least 2 major joint position papers or 

proposals issued per year starting 2025 (e.g. a unified CEE comment on the 

omnibus package, etc.), indicating a cohesive regional approach.

	• Sandbox Participation: Count of companies and projects participating in 

AI sandboxes and the outcomes. Target: 20+ companies testing innovations in 

sandboxes across CEE by 2027, with at least 5 graduating from sandbox to full 

deployment safely as a result.

	• National AI Strategy Implementation: Percentage of CEE countries that 

have updated AI strategies or laws by 2027 in accordance with the plan. Target: 

100% (all CEE countries enact updated AI legislation or strategic action plans 

by 2027), with intermediate milestones (e.g. 50% by 2026).

	• Compliance Readiness: Readiness level of CEE businesses for EU AI 

regulations (measured by  surveys or compliance audits). Target: By  2027, 

the majority of large CEE companies deploying AI have mechanisms in place 

for risk assessment and compliance with AI Act provisions (e.g. bias testing, 

transparency documentation), showing the effectiveness of guidance and 

training.

	• Public sector AI pilot: By Q2 2026, each country should launch at least one 

AI pilot – such as a chatbot for public inquiries or predictive maintenance in 

state-run utilities.
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Examples/Case Studies

    Unified Voice in EU Policy: During the drafting of the EU AI Act, 

CEE countries initially had a limited influence individually. However, a later-

stage intervention saw Poland, Hungary, and Czechia jointly advocate 

for more flexible rules for SMEs using AI, citing the need to avoid stifling 

innovation in smaller markets. That collective effort successfully got an 

amendment easing certain compliance requirements. This case demonstrates 

the power of a coordinated stance – the newly formed CEE AI Policy Council 

could institutionalize such cooperation from the outset rather than in an ad 

hoc manner, ensuring the region consistently punches above its weight in 

EU policy debates.

 � Sandbox Success: Lithuania’s regulatory sandbox,24 managed by  the 

Bank of Lithuania, enables fintech companies to  test innovative financial 

products and services in a supervised, controlled regulatory environment. 

This initiative, operational since 2018, has successfully attracted both local 

and international startups, supporting innovations such as AI-driven financial 

solutions, digital banking services, and blockchain applications. Its supportive 

regulatory framework helps fintech innovators refine their products safely, 

fostering technological advancement and encouraging business growth in 

the region.

   National Strategy Implementation: Estonia’s AI Governance Model 

– Estonia established an AI task force and registry for AI algorithms used 

in government, ensuring transparency and accountability. They quickly 

implemented a light-touch regulatory framework to allow AI experiments 

in public services (like a virtual assistant for tax queries) while monitoring 

outcomes. CEE countries can learn from this pragmatic approach: for 

instance, Slovenia’s AI strategy is  now following a  similar path, setting 

up an AI oversight body and pilot projects in government. By  sharing 

such practices through the CEE network, every country can accelerate its 

learning curve.
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Pillar V:  
From  
Innovation 
to Impact: 
Accelerating  
AI Adoption
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CEE’s AI innovation ecosystem is growing but remains underdeveloped.  

Despite producing globally successful startups – like UiPath (Romania), Cast AI 

(Lithuania), Infobip (Croatia), and Avast (Czechia) – contributing to a combined 

ecosystem value of over €240 billion25 as of 2024 – overall startup density and 

AI investment remain low. CEE accounts for around 20% of the EU’s population 

but attracts less than 10% of its AI investment. In 2024, startups in the region 

raised just €2.3 billion in venture capital – a fraction of Western Europe’s total. 

As a result, many CEE startups scale from abroad to access larger markets and 

deeper venture capital pools, exporting an estimated €50 billion in enterprise 

value.

AI adoption in CEE is similarly lagging, with just 5–10% of companies integrating 

AI into operations – well below the EU average of 13%. Traditional industries 

(manufacturing, agriculture, energy), which are prevalent in CEE, have been slow 

to embrace AI due to limited awareness, skills gaps, and cost concerns. SME often 

lack resources to finance AI adoption as banks rarely fund intangible AI projects, 

and tax systems fail to reward tech investment. R&D spending is another challenge 

– most CEE countries spend around 1% of GDP or less, well below the EU average 

of 2.2%,26 limiting the development and commercialization of homegrown AI 

innovations.

Despite these gaps, CEE has significant potential. Emerging centers of 

excellence – such as Prague’s AI research groups – and a  growing pool 

of  talented scientists highlight the region’s potential. Promising initiatives – 

like Slovenia’s IRCAI and Hungary’s 

AI National Laboratory – signal 

growing momentum and can serve 

as anchors for a more connected, 

collaborative research ecosystem. 

Moreover, the relatively lower 

adoption means there are 

“quick wins” available – even modest investments in AI solutions could yield 

outsized efficiency gains, proving AI’s value and encouraging wider uptake. 

With increased targeted funding and stronger links between academia and 

industry, CEE can accelerate the translation of research breakthroughs into 

market-ready solutions and globally competitive startups.

CEE governments should significantly scale 

up investment in research and development, 

targeting at least 2% of GDP – the current EU 

average – with a strong focus on AI and digital 

technologies.
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1. �Q4 2025 – Establish AI-focused funds to provide seed and growth 

capital for high-potential AI startups across the region. For example, 

CEE governments could launch an AI Innovation Fund focused on strategic 

sectors such as manufacturing, smart cities, and cybersecurity. This fund 

would ensure rapid, low-bureaucracy access to capital for promising AI 

startups. What more, additional measures that would mobilize 2-5% of 

regional pension and insurance capital into tech venture funds would 

introduce public-private co-investment schemes, enhance angel investment 

via targeted tax incentives, and establish an “AI Venture Visa” to attract 

international investors. Governments should also pursue collaboration with 

the EIB and EIF to advocate for a dedicated €500 million “CEE AI Initiative.” 

These combined actions would unlock critical funding, reduce investor risk, 

and support startups scaling globally from within CEE.

2. �Q1 2026 – Launch National AI R&D Programs, offering dedicated grants 

for AI projects in universities, research institutes, and public-private 

collaborations. Each country should allocate at least €50 million annually 

to support both fundamental research – such as novel algorithms - and 

applied projects, including AI for local-language natural language processing. 

To accelerate early-stage innovation and attract young talent, grant processes 

must be streamlined, including simple “explorer” grants for high-potential 

ideas. Governments should also introduce or expand AI-focused R&D tax 

credits and fully leverage Horizon Europe funding. To bridge the gap 

between academia and industry, launch AI Challenge Grants that require 

joint applications from companies and research institutions to solve specific 

industry problems. For instance, an SME could be given a €10,000 voucher to 

have a local university develop AI prototypes.

3. �Q1 2026 – Launch a  CEE AI Hubs Network connecting AI Innovation 

Labs and Hubs in major cities to  foster collaboration and accelerate 

AI  development. These shared spaces should bring together startups, 

corporate R&D teams, and academic researchers, offering coworking labs, 

compute power, and targeted grants for resident projects. Each hub should 

establish a  clear area of specialization – such as AI in defence or medtech 

in Warsaw or cybersecurity in Prague – to  reflect national strengths, foster 

complementary expertise and avoid duplication of efforts. Proven models 

already exist – such as Kraków Technology Park in Poland, which features 
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well-defined AI programs, strong partnerships with leading universities, and 

a  successful track record in incubating startups. The network should also 

promote cross-border collaboration through joint research, hackathons, 

and knowledge-sharing, with active involvement from major CEE tech firms 

contributing mentorship, datasets, and infrastructure funding.

4. �2026 – Create AI Adoption Program and introduce bold tax incentives 

to  help SMEs invest in AI solutions. To  drive AI adoption among SMEs, 

CEE  governments should launch a  national AI Adoption program and 

introduce bold tax incentives – such as a  150-200% “super deduction” on 

AI-related expenses. These incentives, including 20% investment tax credits 

and accelerated depreciation on AI equipment, will lower the cost and risk 

of adoption, encouraging even conservative firms to experiment. Starting in 

2026, this will include targeted awareness campaigns of programmes and tools 

available – such as Digital Innovation Hubs (DIHs) offer a ready-made channel 

for SMEs to experiment with AI at low cost27 – and facilitate pilot projects in 

key industries (e.g. automotive in Slovakia, agriculture in Bulgaria) by pairing 

them with AI solution providers. The goal is to showcase success stories in each 

major sector to drive broader corporate adoption.

5. �Q3 2026 – Initiate flagship cross-border AI pilots. For instance, create 

a joint smart logistics project where Poland and Lithuania use AI to optimize 

cross-border freight and customs processing, or a project where Czechia and 

Slovakia deploy AI sensors for shared environmental monitoring of air quality. 

These pilots, supported by EU funds, will demonstrate the tangible benefits of 

AI in public services and industry when countries collaborate, thus encouraging 

further regional projects.

6. �Q1 2026 – Strengthen or establish AI-focused Technology Transfer 

Offices (TTOs) within universities and research institutes to  help 

translate academic research into market-ready products. Too often, 

research in CEE fails to  reach the market, resulting in few patents and 

spin-offs. Unlike biotech, where commercialization often involves lengthy 

clinical trials or patents, AI commercialization typically focuses on software 

licensing, intellectual property related to  algorithms, rapid prototyping 

– areas well-suited for agile transfer. Dedicated teams can bridge the gap 

between researchers and industry, while a  National AI Patent Fund could 



CEE AI Action Plan47

cover legal and admin costs for filing domestic and international patents, 

helping academics protect and scale their innovations.

7. �Q2 2027 – Host an annual CEE AI Action Summit & AI Expo rotating 

among capitals. Beginning in 2027, CEE should launch an annual CEE AI 

Action Summit & Expo, rotating among the region’s capitals to become the 

flagship event for showcasing AI innovation in the region. The summit will 

bring together startups, investors, corporates, researchers, and policymakers, 

highlighting local breakthroughs and fostering regional collaboration. 

The event will also serve as a matchmaking platform – connecting startups 

with investors, companies with AI providers, and academia with industry. 

Planning should begin in 2025 to ensure that by 2027, the Expo attracts major 

global tech firms alongside local leaders, firmly placing CEE on the map of 

European AI innovation.
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KPIs:

	• Startup Funding: Total annual investment (VC and public funding) in CEE 

AI startups. Target: Increase annual AI startup funding by 50% year-on-year, 

reaching at least €1 billion aggregate across CEE by 2027.

	• Number of AI Startups/Scaleups: Count of active AI-focused startups in the 

region and those scaling up (growing revenue or employee count significantly). 

Target: Double the number of AI startups in CEE by 2026 (relative to 2024 

baseline), and see at least 10 CEE AI companies achieve significant scale or 

international expansion by 2027.

	• AI Adoption Rate in Firms: Percentage of medium and large enterprises in 

CEE implementing at least one AI solution. Target: Achieve an average of 15% 

enterprise AI adoption in CEE by 2027, closing the gap with the Western EU 

average (and with leading CEE countries surpassing 20%). 

	• Cross-border Projects: Number of multi-country AI projects or partnerships 

launched. Target: At least 5 major cross-border AI pilot projects initiated 

by 2026, and a growing pipeline thereafter, indicating deepened regional 

collaboration.

	• Public sector AI pilot: By Q2 2026, each country should launch at least one 

AI pilot – such as a chatbot for public inquiries or predictive maintenance in 

state-run utilities.

	• Innovation Outputs: Metrics like the number of AI patents filed by CEE 

entities or AI research publications from CEE institutions. Target: Increase 

AI  patent filings from CEE by 30% by 2027. Increase CEE contributions to 

top AI  conferences/journals, reflecting greater research activity feeding 

innovation. 
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Examples/Case Studies

 � Industry 4.0 Pilot: In Poland’s “Przemysł 4.0” program, a mid-sized 

automotive parts factory in Silesia partnered with a local AI startup to 

implement machine-learning-based predictive maintenance. This pilot 

reduced machine downtime by 30%, saving substantial costs. Its success has 

led to interest from other factories in Czechia and Slovakia. Such examples 

drive home the value of AI adoption in traditional sectors – the regional 

program will multiply these pilots, ensuring success stories in each country 

that inspire wider industry uptake.

 � Startup to Unicorn: UiPath (Romania) began as a small RPA (robotic 

process automation) startup in Bucharest and grew into a multi-billion euro 

AI-driven company listed on the NYSE. UiPath’s journey - from local tech 

talent to global leader – exemplifies the region’s untapped potential. It 

benefited from early EU research grants and foreign venture funding. The 

Action Plan’s Innovation Fund and hubs could help replicate such success 

by ensuring that the next UiPath-scale idea emerging in CEE finds funding 

and support at home, rather than needing to relocate to London or Silicon 

Valley.

 � Scaling: AI adoption in CEE is PKO Bank Polski’s AI voice assistant. 

PKO Bank Polski – Poland’s largest bank – integrated an AI voicebot into 

its mobile banking app (“IKO”). By  2020, customers had over 1 million 

conversations  with the bank’s AI assistant, handling routine inquiries 

via natural speech. This initiative helped PKO BP earn recognition as one 

of Europe’s digital banking leaders. The successful deployment of an AI 

assistant at scale in a  major CEE financial institution demonstrates the 

region’s progress in AI innovation and adoption in practice, improving 

customer service and operational efficiency.

 � AI hub: Prague hosts prg.ai, a leading AI initiative founded by experts from 

Charles University, Czech Technical University, and the Czech Academy of 

Sciences in 2019. It is bringing together over 50 companies to advance 

interdisciplinary AI collaboration and education with the aim to transform 

Prague into a significant European AI hub.
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Establishing CEE  
as a hub of AI innovation
Central and Eastern Europe (CEE) holds strong potential to  become Europe’s 

major AI hub. The region is uniquely positioned to  seize this opportunity, 

thanks to its strong track record of quickly adapting and making use of digital 

technologies, deep STEM foundation, world-class technical talent, and a growing 

startup ecosystem. It can serve as a powerful engine for growth – empowering 

SMEs, scaling globally competitive startups, attracting investment, and 

ultimately raising living standards across CEE. 

But the window of opportunity is narrow and 

demands bold, coordinated, and immediate 

action, as outlined in the strategic pillars.

In parallel with policy efforts, CEE must actively 

rebrand itself as a  tech powerhouse, moving 

beyond its current perception as an outsourcing 

hub. A proactive branding effort will ensure that 

as the policies and projects from earlier pillars take effect, the world knows about 

it. Investors will follow the buzz, global partners will engage and talent will be 

attracted to CEE if it is perceived as a vibrant, dynamic region. The cost of such 

efforts is relatively low – mainly marketing and coordination – but the impact 

on perception, and consequently on investment flows, could be substantial. In 

essence, CEE must tell its story: strong talent, rising startups, and a supportive 

environment make it Europe’s next big region in AI.

	• Launch a  “CEE AI Hub” campaign to  market the region’s strengths. Use 

this campaign to market the region’s strengths: 1M+ tech professionals, elite 

developers, and a  $240B+ startup ecosystem growing faster than Western 

Europe’s.28 Build a central portal showcasing talent stats, success stories, VC 

activity, and key events. The campaign should include slick, engaging content 

(videos, infographics) and be pushed to international media, social media, and 

other platforms. Investment promotion agencies should include AI prominently 

in their marketing materials, and even tourism boards can help by promoting 

A strong narrative – one that 

highlights its exceptional 

talent, innovation, and 

entrepreneurial spirit – is 

critical. Perception drives 

momentum. Now is the time 

for CEE to tell its story.
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“Digital Nomad in CEE” angles, similar to  Portugal’s successful strategy.29 

The goal is for CEE to become top-of-mind for any AI lab or expansion in Europe.

	• Position CEE as a global AI powerhouse by amplifying its success stories. 

CEE is home to  a  number of successful tech companies – these stories 

need to  be shared globally. A  “CEE AI Champions” portfolio, showcasing 

companies like UiPath, Rossum, Infermedica, and Bolt, should be integrated 

into all international outreach efforts. Arrange for founders to speak at major 

conferences such as Web Summit and SXSW, presenting CEE as a  hub of AI 

innovation. Governments can support these efforts through PR campaigns, 

highlighting these success stories in official narratives. For example, Reuters30 

noted that UiPath’s rise put Romania on the global investor map – imagine the 

impact of amplifying such successes across the entire CEE region. The ultimate 

goal is to shift the narrative to “CEE = home of cutting-edge AI innovators,” 

moving beyond the region’s outdated image as a  low-cost outsourcing 

destination.

	• Leverage country-specific AI niches. While promoting the region as 

a whole, it’s also important to highlight country-specific AI strengths that will 

build synergies without duplication. Support these micro-brands by  hosting 

specialized international events-such as the “GovTech AI Forum” in 

Tallinn – in each country. For instance, Poland could focus on medtech or AI in 

defence, Lithuania on fintech, Romania on enterprise automation, Estonia on 

e-government and Czechia on cybersecurity, reinforcing regional specializations 

and global visibility. Defence in particular is a hugely important opportunity for 

AI applications, given the CEEs exposure to external threats. This sector has 

specificities that set it apart and was thus not considered in the Action Plan.

	• Present CEE as a united bloc to amplify its visibility on the global stage. 

For  example, a  joint CEE pavilion at CES or VivaTech conferences could 

showcase startups from across the region, creating a  bigger impact than 

individual countries could achieve alone. Pursuing joint partnerships – such as 

a CEE-Israel AI innovation forum, given Israel’s expertise in startups, or CEE-

Asia AI bridge programs – can further elevate the region’s global presence. 

Going beyond individual weight by teaming up also signals political cohesion, 

which investors view favorably as it lowers perceived risk.
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If CEE acts swiftly on this plan, it can unlock a substantial AI-driven dividend 

– potentially adding 5-8% to  regional GDP – while fostering a  dynamic tech 

ecosystem and delivering tangible improvements to citizens’ lives. But hesitation 

carries a steep price: delayed action risks cementing CEE’s subordinate role in 

Europe’s digital economy and accelerating the loss of talent and startups to more 

proactive regions. The window of opportunity is open now – but may close 

within five years.

This Action Plan is a call to action for CEE governments. By implementing these 

targeted, short-term measures with urgency and determination, the region 

can shift from being an adopter of foreign technologies to a global creator in 

the AI era. The potential rewards are enormous: economic resilience, global 

competitiveness, and shared prosperity. So too are the risks of inaction.

The path is clear.  

The time to act is now.
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