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Preface to the Greek Edition

Since this book first appeared in English in 1997, world events have undergone a period of extraordinary change, especially in light of the terrorist attacks on New York and Washington on 11th September 2001 (or ‘9/11’ as it has come to be known).  However, many of the themes and issues that were discussed in the original edition remain as pertinent now as they did then.  The relationship between the conduct of foreign policy, including military expeditions, and the role of the media has again come under intense scrutiny through NATO’s so called ‘humanitarian intervention’ in Kosovo in 1999, the war in Afghanistan that swiftly followed 9/11 in 2001-02, and of course the recent war in Iraq during 2003.  This book argues that, in an increasingly complex world, the media generally are failing the public in explaining that complexity, and calls for greater responsibility on the part of governments for communicating their foreign policies directly to the public through, for example, new technologies like the internet.  The dangers inherent in this call are that the free media will become uncritical channels of official propaganda – which indeed many scholars argue they already are.
  This book calls for greater transparency, more responsibility and more information throughout the government-media-public interface.

Following the terrorist attacks, a great deal of agonizing took place in the USA about ‘why they hate us so much?’ and, despite a massive world-wide wave of sympathy for America in their immediate aftermath, about why anti-Americanism should subsequently rise in the wake of the George W. Bush administration’s decision to declare a ‘war’ against international terrorism.  As a result, many analysts have been prompted to ask whether the world has really changed since 9/11, and whether indeed we are at the beginning of a distinctive new era of international relations following the decade-long disorder that ensued after the end of the Cold War in 1990.


As for the question about whether the world has changed in some kind of fundamental way, only time – and the next American Presidential election - will tell.  It would, however, be fair to say that the United States most certainly has changed under the administration of President George W. Bush following his controversial election.  It is not simply because the USA emerged from the Cold War as the world’s surviving superpower, or even as a hyper or megapower, and is now being seen to be exercising its enormous military power.  

Unlike Europe, long used to terrorist attacks from Northern Ireland to Athens, 9/11 not only provided a ‘wake up call’ for Washington’s recognition of the danger posed by terrorist groups such as al-Qaeda, but it also sparked a psychological climate of the nation having become involved in a war for national survival.  Just as Pearl Harbour in 1941 was declared ‘a day that will live in infamy’, and one that prompted US involvement in World War Two more than two years after Germany’s attack on Poland, 9/11 appears to have had a similar impact upon the American psyche.  But whether the declared ‘war’ against terrorism can be likened to World War Two seems implausible to many Europeans.  Wars, after all, have traditionally been defined as armed conflicts between two or more nation-states, and hence even the use of the word ‘war’ appears questionable when the declared enemy is a non-state actor such as a terrorist organisation with links to around 60 countries, chiefly in the Islamic world.


The President’s initial description of the war as a ‘crusade’ – a spectacular propaganda own goal – undermined subsequent American claims that the ‘war’ was not against Islam, nor a ‘clash of civilisations’.
  Yet the first two ‘battles’ of this war – in Afghanistan and Iraq – have been fought in the Muslim world.  President Bush also identified an ‘axis of evil’, consisting initially of Iraq, Iran and North Korea and subsequently expanded to include Cuba, Libya and Syria,
 suggesting an enemy that fused unfinished anti-communist business from the Cold War era and the newer threat posed by Islamic extremists and the ‘rogue’ states that supported them.  Then, in his 2002 State of the Union address, the President articulated what has become known as the ‘Bush Doctrine’, which was the clearest indication so far of a fundamental break with the past.
  

There are three essential strands to this new foreign policy.  The first is that because its terrorist enemies ‘view the entire world as a battlefield’, the United States must be proactive in ‘pursuing them wherever they are’.  This exercise of active American global leadership, especially with the threat of impending proliferation of chemical, biological and nuclear weapons of mass destruction, could involve the USA acting pre-emptively.  For all the subsequent diplomatic manoeuvres involving UN Resolution 1441 and a possible subsequent resolution justifying military action against Iraq, it was this element of pre-emptive war which found its doubters even amongst traditional American allies who appeared concerned that the United States would henceforth act unilaterally not so much in the war against terrorism (where international co-operation amongst the intelligence services was marked) but in so far as the second element of the Bush Doctrine was concerned. 


This second element was ‘regime change’.  Traditionally, and indeed since the creation of the state system at the Treaty of Westphalia in 1648, it was an unspoken but universally held principle of international affairs that one state did not interfere with the internal affairs of another short of war.  An interesting twist to the ongoing Iraqi crisis of the 1990s was the puzzlement of why the American led coalition had failed ‘to finish the job’ after the 1991 Gulf War when military victory had been so decisive in expelling Iraqi forces from Kuwait.  Yet that previous conflict was not about regime change in Baghdad; it was about the liberation of Kuwait.  There could be no greater indication of how US foreign policy had transformed since 9/11 than the American shift away from this position.  Regime change against a clearly identified ‘axis of evil’ was a dramatic reversal of centuries of international relations, and indeed from a principle that was enshrined in the UN Charter under Article 2.7, giving rise to further alarm that the era in which Washington would only act multilaterally was over.
  It certainly stood in stark contrast to the multilateralism of the previous Clinton administrations.  ‘You are either with us or against us’, said Bush.
  Vice President Dick Cheney elaborated on this point in August 2002 when he stated that: ‘The President has made very clear that there is no neutral ground in the war against terror.  Those who harbour terrorists share guilt for the acts they commit.  Under the Bush Doctrine, a regime that harbours or supports terrorists will be regarded as hostile to the United States’.
  This argument was used as the justification for the war in Afghanistan.


The third element was the ‘non-negotiable’ promotion of liberal democratic values as part of the American global mission.  This was essentially an overt expression of what had been implicit in American foreign policy during the Cold War, namely the selling of democracy, US-style, to areas where it did not exist.  As Cheney again elaborated: ‘In the Middle East, where so many have known only poverty and oppression, terror and tyranny, we look to the day when people can live in freedom and dignity and the young can grow up free of the conditions that breed despair, hatred, and violence’.
  Regime change was therefore not just a political issue; it was an economic, social, cultural, philosophical and psychological aspiration to extend democracy to the non-democratic world.  It was based on the assumption that democracies do not fight other democracies.  Whereas the public diplomacy of the past had attempted to sell democratic principles and values through persuasion or what was called ‘soft power’,
 it would appear now that Americans were considering a much harder diplomacy as a better option.  The international status quo ante 9/11 was, in other words, not an option.


A new propaganda apparatus was required to achieve this.  The Office of Global Communications was created in the White House in 2002,
 although an Office of Strategic Influence created by the Pentagon found itself scuppered by a combination of State Department resentment and a press outcry once it was learned that deception of the foreign media was to be part of its remit.
  Voice of America broadcasts were stepped up as part of an increased public diplomacy effort, especially in Arabic, although a new station – Radio Sawa (‘together’) - was also created to target younger Arab audiences.  ‘Our mission is to promote freedom and democracy through the free flow of information’, said one of its founders, although critics felt that it was heavily ‘influenced by US propaganda aims, with relatively little attention given to events that might embarrass the Bush administration, such as domestic and international protests against war in Iraq’.
  Because this was to be ‘war’ for hearts and minds in order to pre-empt future generations of terrorists, softer techniques such as increased cultural exchanges and educational programmes were re-introduced, Hollywood executives frequented the White House, and pressure was exerted on certain Islamic governments to reform the religious schools which bred anti-American sentiment from an early age.


With such a clear three-pronged strategy, why should anyone argue with American goals when almost everyone is agreed on the evils of terrorism, on the ruthlessness of Saddam Hussein, and on the potential threats posed by non-democratic ‘rogue’ regimes through the proliferation of weapons of mass destruction?  The problem lies with the nature of the ‘war’ against terrorism. Traditionally, wars have normally had clear rules of engagement, and they have become highly visible through the advent of the mass media.  The enemy is usually clearly identified and the objective is to defeat him militarily.  None of these traditional notions fits easily with the so-called war against a terrorist organisation which is highly elusive and nebulous, whose members are scattered across scores of nations and which is being fought on ‘fronts’ that deliberately evade mass media coverage.  These fronts include law enforcement, financial, diplomatic and – above all – intelligence.  The military elements – such as the war in Afghanistan against the Taliban and their al-Qaeda supporters and the war against Saddam Hussein – are more highly visible because of media coverage which suggests a traditional type of conflict, but they are in fact only a small element of the overall picture.  But the war against international terrorism is no traditional conflict.  It is has an analogy, it is more with the Cold War in so far as it will not only last a very long time but also because it is essentially a war of ideas.


In so far as the intelligence front is concerned, the problem is that the public are not allowed to see the overall picture because revelation might seriously jeopardise the chances of victory against terrorists, however long that may take.  But in a war of ideas, propaganda comes to the centre of the stage.  A war fought in the shadows, as with the KGB and the CIA during the Cold War, means that some light is needed to create an open justification for why we should not look too closely into those shadows.  The issue of trust is therefore paramount.  The public needs to trust the government that is working to protect them from further terrorist attacks, while the government needs to trust the public not to panic or despair.  This creates enormous difficulties for the democracies at war with terrorism, and their ability to conduct an effective propaganda campaign against what appears to be an invisible target.  This is where Saddam Hussein comes in.  An old ‘demon’ about whom nearly everyone agreed, ‘the butcher of Baghdad’ would in theory provide a clearly identifiable enemy against whom everyone could rally.  This, however, merely begged the question: what was the connection between 9/11 and Saddam Hussein?  


By the start of the war in Iraq in March 2003, polls indicated that many Americans were convinced that such a link existed.  Yet none of the 9/11 hijackers had been Iraqis, and indeed 15 of the 19 of them had been Saudis – citizens of a nation long regarded as an ally of the United States.  For this, and many other reasons, people simply did not trust American pronouncements.  So the battles of Afghanistan and Iraq were really about oil, they maintained, or it was about American support for Israel, or it was a neo-conservative ‘Project for the American Century’ to maintain a Pax Americana.   Even 9/11 itself was subjected to invidious claims – that it had been the work of the CIA or Mossad to provide a pretext for the war in Afghanistan, which was why ‘4000 Jews failed to turn up for work’ on the day the Twin Towers were struck.  Even evidence from the crash site – Ground Zero – such as the finding of lead hijacker Mohammed Atta’s passport was said to have been faked because not even the black boxes of the aircraft had survived.
  Conspiracy theories spread like wildfire on the internet, which merely made the USA’s subsequent attempts to ‘win hearts and minds’ in support of the ‘war’ against terrorism even more difficult.


We are therefore in the midst of an enormous propaganda contest comparable to the Cold War that so dominates this book’s analysis.  The performance of the media thus remains a matter of central concern, not least its role in the reporting of the battles in Afghanistan and Iraq.  Unlike Desert Storm, however, Operation Iraqi Freedom was conducted amidst considerable worldwide controversy – at least outside the United States - about the legality and morality of the intervention.  Similar concerns had been expressed over Kosovo in 1999 when NATO attacked Serbia without the kind of UN approval that had normally sanctioned open armed conflicts since 1945.
  Instead, NATO put itself above international law by declaring a higher moral goal, namely that of ‘humanitarian intervention’ to stop the alleged Serbian ‘genocide’ of the Kosovar Albanians.  For months prior to the initial NATO strike, news reports of Serbian brutality against the Muslim majority in Kosovo, combined with dramatic television images of fleeing Kosovar refugees on the borders of neighbouring countries, fuelled a growing sense that ‘something should be done’ to stop the slaughter.  It has to be remembered that the crisis was not only depicted within the media frame of another ‘genocide’ apparently taking place in Europe just two generations after the Holocaust but also a mere five years after the international community failed to do anything to prevent the ‘safe havens’ of Srebenica and Jeppa from falling into Serb hands, resulting in widespread slaughter of the Bosnian Muslims.  


Kosovo was therefore a war of NATO’s guilty conscience for not intervening on that earlier occasion.  After several weeks of bombing the Serbian army in Kosovo, and of major cities like Belgrade and Novi Sad within Serbia itself, President Milosovic finally withdrew his armed forces from the Serbian province.  NATO had broken a traditional rule of international relations, namely that you did not intervene in the internal affairs of other countries, and this was to serve as a precedent for the new era in which ‘regime change’ was accepted – or not - as part of the ‘war’ on terrorism.  Not that Milosovic was removed in 1999.  It took another year for that to happen as a result of the ‘velvet revolution’ in Belgrade that saw his government collapse and the President exiled to stand trial at the International Criminal Court in The Hague.  But it has to be said that, despite some mass graves being found in Kosovo after the conflict, no evidence of anything on the scale of Second World War type genocide was revealed after NATO forces occupied Kosovo.  The international media had played a significant role in exaggerating the scale of Serb brutality and hence providing a moral casus bellum for intervention.


A similar problem occurred with the weapons of mass destruction (WMD) issue in the war against Iraq in 2003.  Or perhaps it would be fairer to say that the media took their lead from the political rhetoric in London and Washington.  Prime Minister Blair and President Bush had made great play of this threat at the hands of Saddam Hussein, even producing dossiers of ‘evidence’ based upon normally secret intelligence sources, one of which claimed that Iraq was capable of launching a WMD attack within 45 minutes.  Before the opening air attack against Iraq on 20 March 2003, European public opinion was deeply divided on this issue, and this was reflected in the media.  In the United States, voices of opposition were muter as the American media rallied behind the nation at war with the ‘axis of evil’.  When NATO allies Germany and France expressed doubts about the justification for war, American Defence Secretary Donald Rumsfeld dismissively branded them as being members of ‘Old Europe’.  Unlike 1991, when the US had been able to assemble a ‘coalition of the willing’ of around 30 nations making military contributions, this time only 4 nations sent troops (the USA, Britain, Australia and Poland) although there were less visible contributions by other nations.  The European media polarised, tending to reflect the position of the national governments.  In Britain, however, the media were split to a degree that was unprecedented since the Suez crisis of 1956.  As this book shows, normally the media rally behind the government when a nation goes to war and military forces are deployed overseas.  This happened in the United States during Iraqi Freedom but much less so in Britain, with support ratings rarely topping 60%.  Elsewhere in Europe, opposition levels were reaching that level, or even higher.  Clearly, the USA had failed to convince that it was acting as it believed itself to be, namely as ‘a force for good in the world’.


This might seem surprising in light of how the United States had emerged since 1945 as the most sophisticated practitioner of international communications.  American commercial and cultural products were everywhere, from Hollywood movies to Microsoft software, from McDonalds to Madonna, and from Coke to Star Trek.  This ‘McDomination’ or ‘coca-colonialism’ had prompted a great debate in the 1970s and 1980s about a New World Information and Communications Order being needed to redress the imbalanced flow of news, information and culture from the first world to the third.  Even though that flow was sometimes credited with bringing down the communist bloc and thereby ending the Cold War, an anti-globalisation movement emerged during the 1990s that picked up on many of the same themes.  This was a clue that everyone far from accepted the proclaimed triumph of free market liberal capitalism over communism.  However, the American government during the 1990s downplayed its official international communications efforts, especially in the field of public diplomacy.  This culminated in the absorption of the United States Information Agency (USIA) into the US State Department in 1999.


If Washington believed that there was no longer any need for a government agency to explain its foreign policy to the rest of the world, 9/11 provided yet another wake-up call for this delusion.  One answer to the question ‘why do they hate us so much?’ was because the global information space in which soft power plays such an important part in promoting long-term mutual understanding had been allowed by the USA to be dominated by its enemies.  These now included Osama bin Laden, a Saudi businessman who had been encouraged by the USA to help combat the 1980s Soviet invasion of Afghanistan.  But, following the Gulf War of 1991, the continued presence of US armed forces in the Holy Land of Mecca caused bin Laden to turn on his erstwhile sponsors, and he was suspected of being behind a series of terrorist attacks against US military and diplomatic interests in Africa and Asia.  But 9/11 was of an altogether different order, and not just because it was on US soil.  In the 16 minutes between the first and second strikes on the World Trade Centre, New York’s newsrooms had scrambled their helicopters and were able to transmit the second strike live to a global television audience.


Nobody who saw those images that day will ever forget them.  They had a global impact on a par with, or even greater than, the news of President John F. Kennedy’s assassination or the death in a Paris car crash of Princess Diana: all seminal moments in the history of the news media, and examples of its global reach.  However, in Afghanistan where the Taliban had taken over following the Soviet withdrawal in 1990, the pictures were not seen.  The Taliban had banned television as part of their efforts to establish a fundamentalist Islamic state that was free from what they believed to be a corrupting western influence.  When American and British special forces attacked Taliban strongholds a month after 9/11, therefore, the ordinary Afghan citizen had no idea about why they were there – except to assume that they were experiencing yet another foreign invasion in the aftermath of the Soviet one (and the British invasion a century before that).  US psychological operations forces tried to turn this around by radio broadcasts and leaflets which emphasised that they were in the country to ‘liberate’ the people from the brutal rule of the Taliban and their al- Qaeda supporters who, they maintained, were the real foreign invaders.
  A $25 million reward was issued for information leading to the arrest, death or capture of the leaders, bin Laden and Mullah Omar.  Although hundreds of Taliban fighters were captured and sent to detention at Guantanamo Bay in Cuba, this reward remained unclaimed at the time of writing this new preface.


A similar ploy was tried with Saddam Hussein in the aftermath of military victory in Operation Iraqi Freedom.  A deck of cards identifying 52 leaders of Saddam’s regime was issued as ‘America’s Most Wanted’.  Prior to this, psychological operations tried to convince the Iraqi army to go home and for its citizens to stay at home.  This undoubtedly helped to smooth the path to a rapid military victory.  But, in the longer term, it had dramatic consequences.  Whereas in 1991, around 70,000 Iraqi soldiers had surrendered, in 2003 it was barely 10% of that figure.  This meant that after Baghdad had fallen, many Saddam loyalists were able to continue a guerrilla war against the occupying British and American forces that had tried to portray themselves as ‘liberators’ rather than as invaders.  In the months that followed the formal combat phase from May onwards, the number of American and British forces who were killed in guerrilla attacks, including suicide bombings, began to approach the number of actual combat deaths.  ‘Nation building’ was taking its toll.


As a result of the confusion in post conflict Iraq, combined with the continued elusiveness of Saddam himself (although his two sons were killed in a brutal shoot-out), it was reported that al-Qaeda forces were entering Iraq to assist in the resistance to the occupation.  If there had been no proven link between Saddam and al-Qaeda before 2003, then the war had seemingly created one!  Although there were Iraqis who did welcome the coalition’s removal of Saddam, they received far less publicity than the ‘bad news’ stories preferred by the media.  And despite the continued presence of around 10,000 western troops in Afghanistan in 2003, that story had all but fallen off the news agenda, reappearing only when there was an assassination attempt or a car bomb attack.  The media had once again proved themselves incapable of sustained concentration on an important foreign policy story, in stark contrast to the domestic plight of President Clinton over the Monica Lewinsky affair or that of President Blair during the Hutton enquiry into the death of Dr. David Kelly.


Prior to 9/11, national media organisations in the US and elsewhere were downsizing their international news gathering operations.  In 1998, for example, it was claimed that only 2% of total American newspaper coverage was devoted to international news, compared to 10% in 1983.
  Network television coverage similarly dropped from 45% of total broadcast output in the 1970s to 13.5% in 1995.
  No Time magazine cover in 1997 was given over to a foreign affairs story (as compared to 11 in 1987) while that magazine’s international news coverage followed Newsweek in a reduction to almost 10%.
  But it was not just the quantity of foreign news which had declined.  Kofi Annan, when he was UN Undersecretary for Peacekeeping, also detected a change in the quality:

‘From [the] Ethiopia[n famine] onward, the role of the media took an entirely new tack. The target of reporting shifted from objectivity to sympathy, from sustaining intellectual commitment to engaging emotional involvement … It sometimes seemed that the media was no longer reporting on the agenda, but setting it.’



This has been a rich field for academic scholarship into what has been termed the ‘CNN Effect’.  But it is hard not to conclude from this research that the media follow events much more than they drive them.  Findings demonstrate that when a government’s policy if firm, television images, however dramatic or heart rendering, can be and are resisted; it is only when the policy is weak or forming that an impact is possible.
  It was, for example, American non-intervention policy in Rwanda or in Bosnia down to 1995 that made the Clinton administration actively resist even the most traumatic reports of genocide in those countries.  And the dramatic images several years earlier from Somalia in fact followed the decision to intervene rather than preceded it.  ‘In all of 1991, Somalia got three minutes of attention on the three [American] evening network news shows. From January to June 1992, Somalia got 11 minutes.’
  The CNN effect is, in short, largely a myth.


This not to deny that media coverage can shape the way in which events are depicted, and therefore the way in which they are perceived by politicians and public alike.  Equally, absence of media attention can also be significant.  There may be very good reasons for media absence, just as there may be very poor reasons for media presence.  In so far as the former is concerned, it needs to be remembered that foreign affairs coverage is very expensive and, where war coverage is concerned, it also very dangerous.  Regarding the latter, the media can be intrusive into personal grief through their obsession with human interest stories.  Both were evident during the 2003 Iraqi conflict when around 700 journalists were ‘embedded’ with the Anglo-American forces but another 1000 or so were not.  No embedded journalist was killed, but around 15 unembedded journalists, without the protection afforded by military escorts in the most dangerous of situations, were.  That the media were keen to tell the story of the war through human eyes was reflected in the notorious Private Jessica rescue attempt on the coalition side, and the case of Ali Abbas, the 12 year old Iraqi boy who lost both his arms and 15 relatives, as part of the media coverage of the tragedies of collateral damage on the Iraqi people.


Such images worried the coalition, especially now that a new player on the global media scene seemed happier to use them than western broadcasting organisations.  This new player was the Arab satellite television services, and al- Jazeera in particular.  Founded in 1995, this Qatar based satellite station was then a unique experiment in the Middle East because its largely BBC trained staff attempted to introduce a concept borrowed from the public service broadcasting tradition.  This was the reporting of opposition views in addition to those of the government.  As such it was criticised by every Arab government which had long been used to a monopoly over what was broadcast and printed.  Then came the war against terrorism.  Al- Jazeera was the Taliban’s station of preference, and bin Laden also gave it exclusive rights to his taped interviews.  In a war where there were to be no neutrals, where ‘you are with us or against us’, any news organisation trying to take a middle view or relaying the messages of the ‘enemy’ was deemed unacceptable in Washington.  Saddam Hussein emulated bin Laden’s example by talking to the Arab ‘street’ via the station.
  Al Jazeera’s office in Kabul was bombed and reporters from Al Jazeera were killed in Iraq.  The media might try to maintain that they are mere observers, but these developments revealed that, in the war against terrorism, they had become participants.


There are too many areas of controversy surrounding these issues that this new preface can barely address.  In the United States, the erosion of civil liberties through the Patriot Act and the new found vulnerability about Homeland Defence, the paucity of critical media voices, the treatment of Guantanamo Bay ‘criminals’ (not ‘prisoners of war’) are all developments which indicate how much that country has changed since 9/11.  The shock of that event is barely understood outside American borders, despite the fact that it shocked the entire world.  But the downplaying of U.S. media interest in the world beyond American borders that was taking place prior to 9/11 is also a root cause of American confusion about why the rest of the world is not wholeheartedly behind American foreign policy since then.  Tony Blair may be a hero in the U.S. because of his support over the war against terrorism, but elsewhere in the world – including in many parts of Britain itself – he is merely seen as President Bush’s ‘poodle’.  International organisations, such as the UN and NATO, have undergone enormous strains as a result of the Bush Doctrine and the reluctance of many traditional allies to buy into it.  

As the post war casualties in Iraq mounted, there were some signs in the late summer of 2003 of a softening of Washington’s position.  The fall of President Charles Taylor in Liberia prompted only a mild military response from Washington, despite the USA’s long-standing interests in that country.  Richard Armitage, the Deputy Secretary of State stated that ‘we have to realise, and we have realised, that we were so horrified and angry after 9/11 that, to some extent we assumed everyone else was seeing things just the way we did – and that’s not the case’.
  His boss, Colin Powell, suggested that the US would be seeking a UN resolution calling for a multilateral military force to assist the occupying powers in the rebuilding of Iraq.  This may have been just another game in the tennis match between the State Department and the Pentagon that had been taking place throughout the war on terrorism.  Meanwhile, tensions between Israel and the Palestinians continue their brutal course, despite the existence of a ‘road map’ to peace in the Middle East.  It has barely been noticed that American and British forces in the summer of 2003 virtually surrounded Iran, while another member of the ‘axis of evil’ – North Korea - continues to rattle its nuclear sabre in the Far East.  The Islamic world waits to see the outcome of ‘democracy building’ in Iraq, as indeed it does amongst the predominantly Muslim population of Kosovo.  A new millennium brought old problems into a newer context, although can anyone really argue that the world is as it was on September 10th 2001?
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