
Pandemic interruption, or disruptive 
stimulus for change?

This volume presents a selection of papers based on 
contributions to the GIS-in-Central-Asia conference – 
GISCA 2020. The authors had been invited to submit 
extended versions of their conference presentations 
which then were anonymously reviewed and edited 
to a standard suitable for publication.

The editors of this volume are grateful to authors, 
reviewers as well as the International Journal for 
Geoinformatics for making this volume possible. As a 
showcase publication of the annual GISCA 
conference it highlights the synergies and outcomes 
from the cooperation between international 
researchers with an interest in Central Asia topics, 
and academics from this region specializing in the 
field of Geoinformatics.

As we all know, 2020 was different. Very different. 
With GISCA 2020 originally scheduled for May in 
Tashkent, the conference organizers were faced with 
the same issues like others with similar sets of 
responsibilities. It had become clear very soon, 
though, that the impact of ‘the virus’ was not going to 
go away soon, and that a postponement of the 
conference would not be a solution maintaining the 
opportunity for timely scientific exchange serving as 
a much needed milestone in the many research 
initiatives pursued by the authors.

The decision to conduct GISCA 2020 in an online 
mode was based on solid experience with the 
required internet tools, as well as the competences 
developed throughout many years of online 
education. The conference therefore went well, with 
the expected strengths, weaknesses and the 
occasional hiccup to be expected with everyone 
involved working from their local offices or homes.

These experiences were shared by many in this ‘very 
different’ year. At this time, it is still too early to judge 
whether it will be possible to revert to pre-pandemic 
modi operandi with our scientific discourse and 
interaction. The interesting question right now, 
though, is whether this is what we want! Do we 

consider the impact of the current restrictions for 
meeting, socializing and personal interactions a 
temporarily required annoyance we want to 
overcome as soon as possible, or do we accept this 
all as an invitation to sit back, take stock and 
consider re-inventing some of our all too well 
established practice?

For answering this question, we need to explore the 
lessons learned and the resulting advantages and 
shortcomings of the involuntary changes in our 
academic lives. Clearly, we were and still are all 
missing the informal personal interaction facilitating 
the individual relationships which serve as the 
foundation for scientific collaboration, as breeding 
grounds for joint project initiatives and as hotbeds 
for innovation. We had to accept a hiatus in 
opportunities to personally motivate and stimulate 
young students and early stage researchers to take 
up interesting avenues of enquiry. We could not 
demonstrate the benefits of cross-border mixing of 
ideas to those who not yet had an opportunity to 
widen their horizons other than through rather 
anonymous online contacts.

On the other hand, we need to acknowledge some 
obvious benefits of 2020’s online conference 
experiences. Obvious, because we not only 
observed higher numbers of registrants, but also a 
much broader geographical and social 
representation of participants. While we often are 
concerned about digital divides, exactly the same 
digital tools help with overcoming real world 
divides. Participation in this kind of interactions has 
been much less determined by the privileged 
opportunity to travel and take time away from other 
obligations, but much more by the motivation to 
share insights and work together.

From a practical perspective, the lowering of the 
bar for conference participation was recognizable 
immediately: no hassle with visa and immigration 
procedures, zero expense for travel and 
accommodation, less need to solicit permission 
from superiors for time away from regular jobs, no 
envy from peers for the perceived perks of traveling 
to an international destination, reduced impact from 
rescheduling other activities, and many more. 

GISCA 2020, just like other virtualized conferences 
we had experienced in the past year, could not take 
place (actually, this term now seems less adequate 
…) and ultimately succeed by just being ‘put 
online’. Organizational frameworks as well as 
presentation and interaction formats had to be 
adjusted. Perhaps most visible was the restriction 
to a maximum of 3-4 hours of 
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‘conferencing’ per day. Due to the tiring effect of 
continuous actively focused screen time -which 
seems to be more severe than many people’s TV 
bingeing experience   – participating in an online 
meeting or symposium does not work well as a daily 
fulltime activity and thus will stretch out over multiple 
days or perhaps be separated into a series of 
sessions over a longer period.

Similarly, presentation times were adjusted to the 
more limited attention spans for online media. In 
turn, every online conference participant has a front 
row seat and equal views of visuals. In theory, the 
balance of presentation vs. discussions should tilt 
towards the latter due to the more effective switching 
between and moderating of questions and answers. 
Still, it frequently is difficult to draw participants from 
their screen-and-me bubbles into an active debate. 
The main advantage of the opportunity to ask 
questions in parallel in chats and forums instead of 
talking over each other still needs to be more fully 
leveraged and clearly needs some getting used to 
by most audiences.

These adjustments to online conferencing are 
progressing with everyone’s experience and the 
recognition of the need for different approaches. 
Some to be taken by conference organizers, like the 
implementation of alternative formats, allowing 
seamless shifting between parallel sessions, 
maintaining of scientific recognition and outreach to 
new target audiences. Others are the responsibility 
of participants and their institutions, like adequately 
equipped and well connected workstations and a 
few hours of focused attention. 

Mentioning ‘attention’ for the second time now: we 
all are familiar with the practice of focusing on our 
smart phone while sitting through presentations in a 
conference room. This might even be more 
prevalent while following an online talk from a 
personal work place, not exposed to the social 
context and control of a plenary setting. Clearly, 
active participation in an online conference is more a 
matter of personal discipline than technical 
feasibility. Conferences hopefully will move beyond 
the over-supply of webinars into the realm of an 
intensely participative learning experience.

As a summary of these and many more 
observations: technologies are not the issue, plenty 
of rapidly evolving and easily available instruments 
today crowd the space of online conferencing tools. 
We much rather need to re-think the objectives, 
interactions and organizational aspects of 
conferences. Taking travel out from this mix changes 
motivation, the effort-to-benefit ratio, and ultimately 

the audience of scientific events.

Is this an argument for a purely online future for 
conferences and symposia? Not at all. We 
recognize the need for personal interaction for 
building relationships, and the need for the much 
more open setting of physical meetings to stimulate 
creativity and innovation. Even the most successful 
online conferences in the past year would not have 
reached their objectives if it was not for the 
previously established personal rapport between 
participants as a legacy from the original individual 
connections. 

Do we then consider online conferences as a 
temporary stopgap measure? It would be unwise to 
ignore the enormous lessons learned from current 
practice and to forgo the advantages we have 
identified in favor of reverting to prior practices. 
Aiming at combining the respective strengths of 
both worlds, of online and in-presence meetings, 
sounds like an obvious choice. Talk about hybrid 
conferencing is as ubiquitous as is the lack of solid 
experience. Just as online conferences are a 
different matter from a conference-put-online, mixed 
mode ‘hybrid’ conferences combining on-site with 
remote audiences again will require fundamental re-
thinking, re-conceptualizing and re-engineering.

GISCA 2021 will contribute to the development of 
new ideas of scientific interaction and novel 
experiences in conference spaces. While 
traditionally this conference was organized in one 
major city in Central Asia where all participants 
convened for a few days, our 2021 event will be a 
distributed experience. Attendees will be welcome 
to meet at one venue per country or per region, and 
programming will be coordinated to allow everyone 
from other countries to join in online. Over the 
course of several days the Central Asia geospatial 
community therefore will have the opportunity to 
meet in person with their peers from the region, 
while at the same time enjoying the benefits of 
international interaction and the creation of new 
connections, ideas and initiatives.

We are confident this will be an experience 
benefitting everyone, allowing to accommodate 
current restrictions as well as reaching out to a 
much wider audience. Breaking new ground with 
meeting formats will then lead to breaking new 
ground with our research endeavors as well. 
Looking forward to having you join GISCA 2021!

And, let us take this as an opportunity to learn from 
recent interruptions, and to be brave enough to aim 
at managing change through disruptive innovation.


