
Alpha for AI VCs: Why CIS-Rooted Founders 
Are More Likely to Win?

Executive summary

• Core claim. Backing AI startups with CIS roots (Russia, Belarus, Kazakhstan, Georgia, 
Armenia) offers structural alpha: unusually dense math/CS talent, proven OSS/AI artifacts, 
cost-effective scaling, and supportive—often underpriced—talent pipelines across emerging 
hubs.

• Key evidence.

◦ CEE (incl. parts of the CIS) remains underfunded relative to output yet doubled in 
value since 2019; startups are worth €213B with €2.1B raised in 2023. 
(Dealroom.co)

◦ Engineering pedigree translates to product velocity: ITMO remains the world’s 
only seven-time ICPC champion; HackerRank’s historic benchmarking 
consistently placed Russia at or near the top globally. (ITMO University Official 
Portal, HackerRank)

◦ OSS/AI artifacts born in the region—CatBoost, OpenCV lineage, YaLM-100B, 
LightAutoML—signal deep, compounding capability. (arXiv, Intel, OpenCV, 
Yandex, GitHub)

◦ Hubs with incentives (Belarus HTP, Astana Hub, Georgia’s International Company 
Status) lower burn and accelerate hiring. (german-economic-team.com, Astana Hub, 
pmcresearch.org)

◦ Armenia’s export-led tech shows scale effects: ICT made ~20% of commercial 
services exports (2021) and high-tech exports spiked in 2022. (World Bank, WIPO)

1) Why this is alpha (not narrative)

Talent density with cost arbitrage. As Almaz Capital puts it, “talent… is technically superb… 
more loyal… and significantly more affordable,” creating a product-speed edge. (Medium)

Proven competitive advantage. The region has decades of algorithmic competition culture. 
ITMO’s teams are the record-holding seven-time ICPC champions; these pipelines feed today’s 
AI teams. (ITMO University Official Portal)

OSS as a public signal. When a geography repeatedly ships foundational AI/ML components 
(CatBoost, OpenCV lineage, YaLM-100B, LightAutoML), it indicates a deep bench beyond a few 
logos. Yandex’s release: “YaLM 100B… the largest GPT-like model in open source.” (arXiv, 
OpenCV, Yandex, GitHub)
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Underpriced ecosystems. Dealroom’s 2024 CEE report: €213B ecosystem value, 2.4× growth in 
five years—still underfunded vs. output, which is exactly where alpha tends to hide. 
(Dealroom.co)

2) Country snapshots (what the data says)

Belarus (BY): HTP as a scale engine for IT/AI

• Hi-Tech Park (HTP) concentrated ICT exports and headcount through 2021, with clear 
time-series on residents, export volumes, and employment—handy for trend charts. 
(german-economic-team.com)

• Case studies for credibility: Flo Health (Belarus-born founders; now a unicorn), 
AIMATTER (Belarus computer-vision startup acquired by Google), OneSoil (ML for 
precision ag; backed by Bulba/Haxus/Almaz). (The Times, TechCrunch, OneSoil Blog)

• Quote to use: “HTP… a special regulatory and tax regime for IT companies.” (Park 
materials) (Park of High Technologies Belarus)

What it means for VCs. HTP alumni and adjacent founders have repeatedly shipped AI/vision 
products and exited; the dataset (HTP exports, residents) supports a deal-sourcing heatmap.

Russia (RU): deep algorithmic bench → OSS & applied AI

• ICPC record (ITMO) and historical coding-challenge rankings underpin the talent story. 
(ITMO University Official Portal, HackerRank)

• OSS/AI artifacts: CatBoost (NeurIPS paper, Yandex/MIPT authorship), YaLM-100B 
(bilingual LLM, 100B params), LightAutoML (Sber AI Lab). (papers.neurips.cc, Yandex, 
GitHub)

• Global-first product orgs with RU roots (e.g., Miro) illustrate how this talent ships at scale. 
(accel.com, McKinsey & Company)

What it means for VCs. Look for OSS signal + ICPC/olympiad pedigrees, and domicile-agnostic 
founders who already work across borders.

Kazakhstan (KZ): human-capital programs + AI dealflow

• Astana Hub 2024 recap: residents attracted $177M+, tech service exports $481.5M—
useful time-series for a bar chart. (Astana Hub)

• Tech Orda subsidizes training (up to 500k KZT per learner) and feeds private IT schools; 
Alem School runs a free, peer-to-peer 24/7 campus. (Astana Hub)

• Higgsfield AI (text-to-video) raised $8M seed led by Menlo—strong AI-native example 
from the KZ pipeline. (Business Wire)

What it means for VCs. Government-backed talent funnels + visible AI startups = repeatable 
sourcing in KZ; budgets stretch further.
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Georgia (GE): policy tailwinds + first AI exits

• International Company Status introduced a preferential regime (e.g., 5% profit tax, 5% 
PIT) for export-oriented IT—this is scale-friendly for distributed teams. (pmcresearch.org)

• Pulsar AI (conversational AI for auto retail) — acquired by SpinCar/Impel in 2021; often 
cited as the first homegrown exit. (Impel, Investor.ge)

• GITA grant programs and USAID/PMCG ecosystem analyses provide grant counts and 
sector metrics for visuals. (gita.gov.ge, PMCG)

What it means for VCs. GE is a low-friction base for CIS-rooted teams to scale legally and 
fiscally while hiring regionally.

Armenia (AM): export-driven tech hub with global AI brands

• ICT = ~20% of commercial services exports (2021); recent diagnostics outline momentum 
and constraints. (World Bank, EBRD)

• High-tech exports jumped in 2022 (GII 2024 Armenia profile) — compelling for a spike 
chart. (WIPO)

• Notable AI-native logos: Krisp (on-device voice AI), 10Web (AI website building; ongoing 
product velocity). (gitex.com, TechRadar)

What it means for VCs. AM’s export bias and diaspora networks produce capital-efficient AI 
companies that quickly sell abroad.

3) Evidence of capability: OSS + research lineage

• CatBoost: foundational gradient boosting with innovations in ordered boosting & 
categorical features; authorship at Yandex + MIPT. (arXiv)

• OpenCV lineage: early stewardship tied to Intel Nizhny Novgorod and subsequent 
ecosystem growth—one of AI’s most pervasive CV stacks. (Intel, OpenCV)

• YaLM-100B: 100B-parameter bilingual LLM released to the public domain. “YaLM 
100B… largest GPT-like model in open source.” (Yandex)

• LightAutoML: Sber AI Lab’s AutoML framework broadly used in tabular and time-series 
workloads. (GitHub)

Interpretation for investors. OSS output is a leading indicator of scaling AI infra & tooling—
teams with OSS track records ship faster, hire easier, and compound distribution advantages.

4) Venture & accelerator bridges you can source from now

• Belarus: HTP alumni; Bulba Ventures (ML focus), Haxus/Palta with exits 
(MSQRD→Facebook; AIMATTER→Google). (VentureBeat, TechCrunch)
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• Pan-CIS diaspora funds: Almaz Capital (CEE bridge) and Runa Capital (ROSS Index 
benchmarking OSS traction). (Medium, Runa Capital)

• Georgia: GITA matching grants and acceleration (dealflow visibility + local validation). 
(gita.gov.ge)

• Kazakhstan: Astana Hub (annual results; international programs), Tech Orda/Alem 
(talent spigot). (Astana Hub)

Pull-quote you can use: “Our index… ranks top-trending open-source startups by GitHub star 
growth” (Runa’s ROSS methodology). (Runa Capital)

5) Risks & mitigations (how to keep the alpha)

• Sanctions & export controls (RU/BY). Domicile entities in neutral or pro-business 
jurisdictions (e.g., GE International Company Status) and segment teams/infra accordingly; 
verify supply chain, banking, cloud. (pmcresearch.org)

• Policy volatility. Prefer founders with distributed footprints (CIS roots + EU/US entity + 
remote hiring). Dealroom’s underfunding point suggests the pricing advantage persists even 
with extra legal cost. (Dealroom.co)

• Talent retention. Lean into OSS visibility + competition pedigrees as hiring magnets; 
these are portable and reduce country-specific risk. (ITMO University Official Portal, arXiv)

6) A practical sourcing & diligence playbook

Where to look (now):

• Astana Hub deal days & annual reports; GITA grant winners; HTP alumni lists (BY); OSS 
trackers (ROSS Index) and GitHub trending in Russian-language communities. (Astana 
Hub, gita.gov.ge, Runa Capital)

Signals that predict outperformance:

• OSS traction (stars/PRs, enterprise adoptions), research lineage (ICPC/olympiads, 
CatBoost/LLM contributors), and distribution (PLG motion; see Miro’s playbook 
interviews). (McKinsey & Company)

How to structure deals:

• Anchor R&D in-region (cost/performance), incorporate in trusted hubs (GE/AM/EU/US 
as appropriate), and segment compliance (cloud providers, payments). Use local grants to 
extend runway (e.g., GITA; Tech Orda talent subsidies). (gita.gov.ge, Astana Hub)

7) Suggested visuals (with data links)
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1. CEE venture underpricing: ecosystem value (€213B), 5-year growth (2.4×). Data: 
Dealroom CEE 2024. (Dealroom.co)

2. Algorithmic pedigree: ICPC titles by institution (highlight ITMO). Data: ITMO record 
page. (ITMO University Official Portal)

3. OSS/AI artifacts map: CatBoost (paper), OpenCV lineage (Intel), YaLM-100B (press 
note), LightAutoML (GitHub). (arXiv, Intel, Yandex, GitHub)

4. Hubs as funnels: HTP exports/residents over time; Astana Hub 2024 results; Georgia ICS 
tax box. (german-economic-team.com, Astana Hub, pmcresearch.org)

5. Armenia scale effects: ICT share of services exports; high-tech export spike. (World Bank, 
WIPO)

8) Ready-to-insert short quotes (≤25 words)

• Almaz Capital (CEE edge): “Talent… technically superb, more loyal, and significantly 
more affordable… build globally relevant products better and faster.” (Medium)

• ITMO (ICPC): “Our team is the world’s only seven-time ACM ICPC champion.” (ITMO 
University Official Portal)

• Yandex (YaLM-100B): “YaLM 100B… the largest GPT-like model in open source.” 
(Yandex)

• Astana Hub (2024): “Residents attracted more than $177 million… exports to $481.5 
million.” (Astana Hub)

• Georgia ICS: “Preferential tax regime… 5% profit tax and 5% personal income tax.” 
(pmcresearch.org)

• World Bank (Armenia): “In 2021, ICT made up 20% of Armenia’s commercial services 
exports.” (World Bank)

9) Conclusion: where alpha hides

CIS-rooted AI founders pair a rare talent density (measurable in competitions and OSS) with 
capital efficiency (hub incentives, lower burn) and global ambition (diaspora distribution). The 
signal-to-noise you can underwrite—ICPC pedigrees, OSS maintainers, public AI artifacts—
translates into faster iteration, superior hiring, and durable product moats. In short: if you’re an AI-
focused VC hunting for outliers, systematically overweight BY/RU/KZ/GE/AM roots in your 
pipeline. The data—and the shipped code—support it.

Appendix: sources for your analyst pack

• Dealroom CEE 2024: headline ecosystem metrics (value, growth, funding). (Dealroom.co)
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• Belarus HTP & sector monitoring: residents, exports, % of ICT. (german-economic-
team.com)

• Kazakhstan: Astana Hub 2024 recap; Tech Orda & Alem program details. (Astana Hub)

• Georgia: PMCG “IT Services in Georgia” (International Company Status specifics), GITA 
program snapshots. (pmcresearch.org, gita.gov.ge)

• Armenia: World Bank factsheet (ICT share), EBRD diagnostic (2024 data), GII 2024 
profile. (World Bank, EBRD, WIPO)

• OSS/AI lineage: CatBoost (NeurIPS paper), OpenCV (Intel lineage & anniversary), 
YaLM-100B (press), LightAutoML (docs/GitHub). (papers.neurips.cc, Intel, OpenCV, 
Yandex, GitHub)

• Belarus exits & AI deals: AIMATTER→Google; Flo Health unicorn round; OneSoil 
investor history. (TechCrunch, The Times, OneSoil Blog)

• Kazakhstan AI startup: Higgsfield AI $8M seed (Menlo-led). (Business Wire)
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