
| 1

The Mechanism of Economic Sanctions: Changing
Perceptions and Euphemisms

By Elias Davidsson
Global Research, June 24, 2019

Theme: Global Economy, History

“Economic sanctions”, a mode of coercion in international relations resuscitated in recent
years, has prompted renewed and lively scholarly interest in the subject. Why have such
measures become so popular?

One answer is that they “constitute a means of exerting international influence that is more
powerful  than  diplomatic  mediation  but  lies  below  the  threshold  of  military
intervention”[1]. Another answer is that “they engage comparatively less internal political
resistance than other candidate strategies […]. They do not generate sombre processions of
body bags bringing home the mortal remains of the sons and daughters of constituents”[2],
in other words, they cost little to the side imposing the sanctions. The notable predilection
by the United States for economic sanctions[3], suggests that such a tool is particularly
useful  for  economically powerful  states that are themselves relatively immune to such
measures.

This tool  of  collective economic coercion,  with antecedents such as siege warfare and
blockade going  back  to  biblical  time [4],  was  used during  most  of  the  20th  Century,
particularly in war situations. Although the United Nations Charter, drafted during the later
stages of World War II, includes provisions for the imposition of economic sanctions (Article
41), the Security Council – empowered to resort to this tool – only used it twice between
1945 and 1990, against Rhodesia in 1966 and South Africa in 1977.

In our discussion we designate economic sanctions as “coordinated restrictions on trade
and/or financial transactions intended to impair economic life within a given territory”[5]. To
the extent that measures intend to impair “economic life within a given territory” through
restrictions on trade and/or finance, they constitute, for our purposes, economic sanctions.
Selective  or  individualized  measures,  such  as  restrictions  on  specific  goods  (arms,  luxury
items, some forms of travel), are therefore not considered as economic sanctions. Symbolic
economic  deprivations,  such  as  partial  withholding  of  aid,do  not  amount  to  economic
sanctions if their intended effect is primarily to convey displeasure, rather than to affect the
economy.

This  article  examines  how  economic  sanctions  have  been  perceived,  justified  or  criticized
with  regard  to  the  nature  of  such  adverse  measures.  Understanding  how  economic
sanctions are supposed to achieve their intended purpose is necessary in order to dispel a
simplistic view that such measures are a humane alternative to physical force.

A short history of the debate on economic sanctions before 19901.

Scholarly work before 1990 on economic sanctions and related measures, such as boycotts,
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centred on a handful of disparate cases: The Arab oil boycott, the U.N. sanctions imposed on
Rhodesia, the sanctions imposed on the South African apartheid regime and the COCOM
trade restrictions imposed by the West  on the Socialist  bloc[6].  A  number of  authors,
including particularly  Doxey and Hufbauer  [7],  provided during this  period a  relatively
comprehensive treatment of the subject with Doxey emphasising the theoretical aspects of
the subject-matter and Hufbauer and his colleagues providing impressive details on 116
sanctions episodes between 1914 and 1990. The Arab oil boycott may have chilled the
enthusiasm of some Western politicians of that period for the economic weapon, since this
weapon  appeared  for  the  first  time  in  the  “wrong”  hands.  Scholarly  debate  in  the  United
States, moderated by Richard B. Lillich, reflected the ambivalent attitudes toward economic
sanctions prompted by the Arab oil boycott [8].

The increasing imposition of unilateral  coercive measures by the United States against
developing  countries  prompted  the  adoption,  over  a  period  exceeding  20  years,  of
numerous United Nations resolutions and declarations, sponsored by such countries, against
the  use  of  unilateral  economic  coercion[9].  The  focus  of  their  concern  was  that  such
measures impeded their economic development. The sanctions imposed on South Africa and
the subsequent end of the apartheid regime strengthened the belief, particularly among
progressive circles, that economic sanctions constitute a peaceful alternative to the use of
force.

Overview of the debate in the 1990s2.

From the demise of the Soviet bloc and the concomitant change in the international balance
of  forces  emerged  a  world  order  dominated  by  the  United  States.  The  United  States
henceforth effectively set the international agenda as reflected in the workings of the United
Nations  Security  Council  or  by  adopting  unilateral  hegemonic  policies  towards  other
states[10].

The invasion of Kuwait by the Iraqi army in August 1990, condemned by virtually all U.N.
members, provided the United States with a unique opportunity to assert its leadership
within the international order[11]. The dormant enforcement powers of the U.N. Security
Council were duly resuscitated. On 6 August 1990, the Security Council imposed stringent
economic sanctions on Iraq and occupied Kuwait[12]. Thus began what David Cortright and
George A. Lopez termed “The Sanctions Decade”, the title of their book[13].

Between 1990 and 2000, the U.N. Security Council imposed economic sanctions against
Iraq,  Haiti,  Libya,  former  Yugoslavia,  Sierra  Leone,  Angola  (UNITA),  Cambodia  and
Afghanistan.  A  number  of  other  countries  were  subjected  to  non-economic  sanctions,
particularly arms embargoes and diplomatic sanctions. Regional organisations, including the
Organisation of  American States  (OAS)[14],  the European Union[15]  and the Economic
Community  of  West  African  States  (ECOWAS)[16],  imposed  economic  sanctions,
independently from, or in conjunction with U.N. sanctions. In that decade, international
sanctions by the United States became what has been termed a “growth industry”[17]:
According  to  the  National  Association  of  Manufacturers,  unilateral  sanctions  policies
imposed by the United States affected 42% of the world’s population[18].

The proliferation of economic sanctions spawned a vast literature on the subject. As the
decade  progressed,  numerous  symposia  and  conferences  were  organised  to  discuss
economic  sanctions  in  general,  their  specific  implementation,  effectiveness,  impact  and
legal aspects. For a long time, it was assumed – at least by public opinion – that economic
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sanctions were more humane than armed warfare. Michael Reisman aptly describes the
rationale for this assumption:

Economic sanctions have enjoyed great popularity among people of pacifistic bent, because
they  seem  to  offer  wholly  non-violent  and  non-destructive  ways  of  implementing
international policy (…) Such assumptions are unfounded (…) The apparent reason for this
persistent blindspot (…) has been the incorrect assumption that only the military instrument
is destructive.The assumption that non-military strategies are inherently non-destructive or
nonlethal has also insulated their prospective and retrospective appraisal in terms of basic
human  rights  instruments.  The  consequences  of  this  blind  spot  can  be  very  grave”
(emphasis added)[19]

The devastating consequences of the U.N. sanctions against Iraq and Haiti,  and of U.S.
sanctions against Panama and Cuba, undermined the faith of many in the apparent softness
of the economic weapon. Peace activists who for many years promoted economic sanctions
as a humane alternative to the use of military force began to realize the truth expressed
almost a century ago by U.S. President Woodrow Wilson, when he described such measures
as a “peaceful, silent [and] deadly” pressure that “no modern nation could resist”[20].

The contours of the debate on economic sanctions since 19903.

Due  to  the  wealth  of  articles,  books,  resolutions,  declarations  and  other  writings  on
economic sanctions since 1990, we will  limit ourselves to classify such writings into six
rough categories:

Studies of economic sanctions within the field of international relations[21].
Studies concerned with the effectiveness of economic sanctions in general or in
particular  cases.  These  are  essentially  utilitarian  efforts  aiming  to  prove  the
futility of economic sanctions as a policy tool, or recommend improvements to
increase their coercive effects[22].
Studies examining the fine mechanics of implementing economic sanctions, such
as the enactment of regulations in domestic jurisdictions for the implementation
of Security Council decisions, monitoring compliance with sanctions, interdiction
measures by naval forces, etc[23].
Studies  which  document  the  adverse  humanitarian  impact  of  economic
sanctions[24].
Studies  concerned  with  means  of  mitigating  the  humanitarian  impact  of
economic  sanctions.  Such  efforts  range  from  attempting  to  improve  the
effectiveness of existing humanitarian programmes to recommending alternative
forms  of  international  coercive  measures  (individualised  sanctions,  financial
sanctions,  etc.)[25].
Studies regarding the ethics and the legality of economic sanctions under public
international  law  or  their  compatibility  with  human  rights  norms  and
international  humanitarian  law[26].

The recent change in scholarly perception of economic sanctions is reflected in the work by
Margaret  Doxey.  The  “Select  Bibliography  of  General  Works  on  Economic  Sanctions”
provided at  the end of  Doxey’s  first  edition of  her  seminal  book does not  contain a single
title referring to the human or humanitarian consequences of economic sanctions. Most
works listed there deal with these measures as a policy instrument or as a tool of statecraft,
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addressing  their  utility,  effectiveness,  implementation,  enforcement,  their  relation  to  the
international  legal  order  and  to  international  relations  in  general.

In Doxey’s second and third editions of the same book[27], published after the imposition of
sanctions  against  Iraq,  she  specifically  addresses  the  humanitarian  consequences  of
economic sanctions. At least since 1995 authors dealing with economic sanctions generally
include  a  discussion  about  the  humanitarian  effects  of  such  measures,  even  when  their
focus  remains  utilitarian.

Understanding the mechanism of economic sanctions4.

In  order  to  effectively  describe  a  complex  and  highly  politicized  phenomenon,  such  as
economic sanctions, the utmost care in the choice of terminology is necessary. Among the
tools  of  politicians  figure  their  creative  use  of  language,  including  the  invention  of
euphemisms  and  obfuscatory  expressions.

Discussing the role of euphemisms in political discourse, Stanley Cohen writes:

The most familiar form of reinterpretation is the use of euphemistic labels and jargon. These
are  everyday  devices  for  masking,  sanitising,  and  conferring  respectability  by  using
palliative  terms  that  deny  or  misrepresent  cruelty  or  harm,  giving  them  neutral  or
respectable status. Orwell’s original account of the anaesthetic function of political language
– how words insulate their users and listeners from experiencing fully the meaning of what
they are doing – remains the classic source on the subject[28].

Judge Weeramantry, in his Separate Dissenting Opinion on The legality of nuclear weapons
(International  Court  of  Justice  (Advisory  Opinion)  (1996)),  castigates  […]  the  use  of
euphemistic language – the disembodied language of military operations and the polite
language of  diplomacy.  They conceal  the horror  of  nuclear  war,  diverting attention to
intellectual concepts such as self-defence, reprisals, and proportionate damage which can
have little relevance to a situation of total destruction.

Horrendous damage to civilians and neutrals is described as collateral damage, because it
was not directly intended; incineration of cities becomes “considerable thermal damage”.
One  speaks  of  “acceptable  levels  of  casualties”,  even  if  megadeaths  are  involved.
Maintaining  the  balance  of  terror  is  described  as  “nuclear  preparedness”;  assured
destruction  as  “deterrence”,  total  devastation  of  the  environment  as  “environmental
damage”. Clinically detached from their human context, such expressions bypass the world
of human suffering, out of which humanitarian law has sprung.

With regard to economic sanctions we will show that euphemisms have been used (a) to
hide  the  mechanism by which  such measures  are  expected to  achieve their  declared
purposes; (b) to imply that these measures target wrongdoers; and (c) to imply that such
measures  are  compatible  with  humanitarian  principles.  Regardless  whether  such
obfuscation is deliberate, represents a “blind spot”, or results from the lack of intellectual
rigour, the effects of such abuse of language are not innocent. One of the first tasks of those
who study economic sanctions is to bring order into the use of terminology. We will review
some of the most common linguistic devices that have been used to mask the reality of
economic sanctions.

(a) How are economic sanctions expected to achieve their declared purpose?
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The main declared purpose of economicsanctions is mostly to induce a government to
comply with the demands of the sanctioning parties. This is done by crippling the economy
in  the  targeted  territory.  While  the  demands  imposed  along  sanctions  may  be  fully
legitimate,  this  article  is  solely  concerned  with  the  mechanism  used  to  secure  the
compliance with these demands as well as with some of the linguistic devices that mask this
mechanism.

The  mechanism by  which  economic  sanctions  are  expected  to  achieve  their  declared
objectives is seldom discussed in public[29]. The implied theory of economic sanctions is
that  by  crippling  the  economy within  a  territory,  the  authorities  of  that  territory  are
prevented from satisfying popular needs such as the supply of commodities, services and
work. Massive shortages that ensue are supposed to cause popular discontent, which would
translate into a call for the removal of the authorities or a pressure on the authorities to
comply with external demands. The theory is thus predicated on causing civilian pain to
achieve a political gain.

Cortright  and  Lopez,  invoking  other  commentators,  dismiss  this  theory  of  economic
sanctions as “naive” and claim that “there is no direct transmission mechanism by which
social  suffering  is  translated  into  political  change”[30].  Yet  they  do  not  provide  a  more
plausible explanation of the mechanism by which economic sanctions (as distinct from other
adverse measures) are expected to yield the compliance of country’s leaders with external
demands.

It is not surprising that politicians are loath to acknowledge that a political goal is to be
achieved by inflicting severe suffering on a civilian population. To hurt innocent civilians in
order to extract concessions from a government is, after all, what is defined in U.S. law as
international terrorism[31]!

(b) Who are the true targets of economic sanctions?

As the mechanism of economic sanctions requires the generation of popular discontent
within the targeted territory and as such measures inevitably affect the lives of the civilian
population, it is axiomatic that the targets of such measures are those who happen to live in
that territory, without distinction. This fact must be borne in mind when examining the
language used to address the various aspects of economic sanctions.

Depending upon their  position in society,  however,  individuals and families may suffer the
consequences  of  economic  sanctions  to  a  different  degree.  Those  who  suffer  most  from
economic sanctions are vulnerable and powerless population groups whereas the powerful
and the wealthy can often avoid the most adverse consequences and may, sometimes, even
enrich themselves from the inevitable emergence of black markets. It is thus accurate to
say that economic sanctions target the civilian population of a given territory as a whole,
particularly  the  most  vulnerable  segments  of  society.  In  making  this  statement,  it  is
presumed that those who adopt a policy intend its foreseeable consequences. Certainly
those  who  maintain  a  given  policy  after  having  been  put  at  notice  of  its  severe
consequences, must be deemed to have intended such consequences.

(c) Euphemisms used to mask the mechanism of economic sanctions and the identity of the
targets

The examples provided below represent euphemisms commonly used by writers, media and
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politicians to mask the wholesale and indiscriminate nature of economic sanctions.

“Target state”

Various authors  sometimes refer  to  “senders”  and “targets”  of  economic  sanctions as
shortcuts[32]. The term “sender” refers to the individual state, the regional organisation or
the international organisation imposing the sanctions. The term “target” usually refers to
the state against which the sanctions are imposed.

While the term “sender” serves adequately as a shortcut for the entity or entities who
impose economic sanctions, the term “target” masks the identity of the true addresses.
While sanctions are typically coercive, they cannot, obviously, coerce an object, let alone an
abstract construct, such as “state” or “country”. While material objects can be targeted for
destruction, only human beings can be the targets of coercion[33]. Unless measures are
specifically coercing the decision-makers in the targeted territory in their individual capacity
(in which case the designation economicsanctions would not be applicable), the targets of
economic sanctions are simply all those who reside in the targeted territory. From the point
of view of the victims of economic sanctions it does not matter whether the expression
“target state” is a deliberate obfuscation or results from an inadvertent or convenient “blind
spot”, that makes them invisible “targets”.

One  variant  of  the  expression  “target  state”[34]  is  “offending  nation”[35],  an  expression
which imputes collective culpability and provides indirect justification for imposing collective
injury[36].

The conceptual foundation of the concept “target state” rests on the view of the global
system as  a  set  of  interacting  black  boxes  (states)  whose  contents  is  irrelevant.  The
following example illustrates the chilling implications of such conceptualization:

The purpose of Article 41of the UN Charter is not to exact retribution, but to provide for the
international excommunication of a delinquent State as an incentive to reform. The Security
Council thus seeks to cut out a – temporarily – cancerous cell from the global body[37].

Here a state is compared to a ‘cancerous cell’ which should be removed from the global
body,  apparently  without  consideration  of  its  human  contents.  Such  conceptualization
echoes the perspective and the language of Adolf Hitler, as reflected in Mein Kampf[38].

By treating states as entities that possess an autonomous will and existence, rather than
the mere symbolic representation for the individual human beings who live within the given
area, perpetrators of the most odious crimes against humanity could in the past insulate
themselves against pangs of conscience[39].

Conflating a population with its leader

Another obfuscation used to imbue economic sanctions with an ethical veneer, is to imply
that they target a particular loathsome individual rather than a population.

The following example is culled from the proceedings of the debate that took place in the
U.S. Congress before the Gulf war of 1991. Senator B. Bradley refers there to Iraq in the
third  person  male  and  singular,  conflating  it  invidiously  with  the  person  of  the  Iraqi
President,  Saddam  Hussein[40].
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We would isolate Iraq from the international  economic system, with sanctions to deny
him markets for his export, oil, to freeze his foreign financial assets, and to deny his access
to spare parts and supplies on which his military machine depends.”(emphasis added).

The obfuscatory nature of this statement is readily apparent from this unusual syntax. But
beyond  this  obvious  fact,  the  author  actually  conflates  a  country’s  markets  and  foreign
financial  assets  with  those of  one person,  a  fantastic  claim by itself.  Income from Iraqi  oil
exports  were  massively  used,  not  only  to  finance  Iraq’s  repressive  apparatus  and  a  large
and  ineffective  army,  but  also  to  develop  Iraq’s  infrastructure,  health  services  and  school
system, reduce poverty and secure access to an adequate supply of nutritional food for all
segments of  the population. Among items banned by the sanctions,  at first,  were not only
military goods as suggested above, but equally hygienic articles, books, kitchen utensils,
children toys and the like. Even food supplies for Iraqi civilians were initially included in the
trade ban.

“Collateral” and “unintended” effects

The expression collateral  effects(of  economic sanctions)  is  borrowed from the language of
armed conflict. The expression “collateral victims” conveys the idea that innocents harmed
from military attacks are a regrettable but unavoidable by-product of legitimate warfare,
provided  that  the  attacks  are  justified  by  the  principles  of  (military)  necessity  and
proportionality  and  do  not  indiscriminately  target  civilians.  The  term  “collateral”  has
certainly been abused by parties to armed conflict and there will always be disputes about
the necessity of a particular attack, its proportionality with regard to the ultimate purpose
and the care  taken by the conflicting parties  to  ensure  the safety  of  non-combatants.  But
the principles (of necessity, proportionality and humanity) are not in dispute.

The weapon of economic sanctions is incapable of discriminating between combatants and
civilians.  It  is  levelled  at  the  (national)  economy  composed  mainly  by  the  civilian
population[41].  The  term  “collateral”  is  thus  inapposite[42]  with  relation  to
economic  sanctions,  with  the  exception  of  unintended  consequences  affecting  individuals
and companies within other states. Article 50 of the U.N. Charter foresees such “collateral”
consequences of economic sanctions:

If preventive or enforcement measures against any state are taken by the Security Council,
any  other  state,  whether  a  Member  of  the  United  Nations  or  not,  which  finds  itself
confronted with special economic problems arising from the carrying out of those measures
shall  have the right to consult  the Security Council  with regard to a solution of  those
problems.

The rationale behind this provision is that preventive or enforcement measures against a
state taken by the Security Council, including economic sanctions, are not intended to harm
other  states,  but  that  unintended  harm  may  ensue.  The  distinction  made  in  the
aforementioned provision between the target state and “other” states with regard to the
“right to consult the Security Council” in the case of “special economic problems” supports
the assertion that adverse consequences in “other” states are unintended whereas adverse
consequences in the target state are intended.

It is sometimes claimed that while harm to the economy is intended by economic sanctions,
no harm is intended to the “vulnerable segments” of that population (children, pregnant
women,  the  elderly,  the  sick):  Adverse  consequences  to  these  groups  are  merely
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“unintended”. When a healthy adult loses employment (and income) as a result of economic
sanctions,  his  or  her  children  are  inevitably  going  to  suffer,  even  if  it  is  claimed that  only
harm to the parent’s child was “intended” while the harm to the child is not. Comprehensive
economic  sanctions,  being  macro-economic  policies,  do  not  differentiate  between
“vulnerable”  and “non-vulnerable”  populations  and even mitigation measures  can only
marginally compensate for the indiscriminate nature of the “weapon”[43]. T o the extent
that  mitigation  measures  fully  compensate  the  adverse  consequences  of  economic
sanctions, they defeat the very purpose of the sanctions.

The very expression “vulnerable populations” is inappropriate in the particular context of
economic  sanctions.  While  this  expression  is  relevant  for  emergency  situations  where
resources to children, lactating women, the sick and the elderly must be prioritized (such as
when natural  calamities occur),  its  use within the framework of  economic sanctions is
questionable.  Are  not  all  civilians,  without  distinction,  protected  by  the  principles  of
international humanitarian law? Is it ethical, or even lawful, to coerce or punish innocent
people?  How can  measures  that  knowingly  infringe  the  human  rights  of  healthy,  but
innocent, adults, such as the right to travel, to work and to live in dignity, be justified on the
account that the individual in question is not a member of a “vulnerable” group? Can
children be spared when destitution is  imposed on their  parents? The risk of  invoking
expressions such as “vulnerable populations” in the context of economic sanctions, is that
they  legitimize  measures  that  would  inflict  harm on  civilians  deemed “non  vulnerable”  by
the “senders” of the sanctions, while giving an appearance of humanitarian concern[44].

“Humanitarian exemptions”

The expression humanitarian exemptions to economic sanctions is widely used and refer to
discretionary  permits  granted  by  sanctioning  parties  to  the  sanctioned  state  (and  its
citizens), for humanitarian reasons. Such exemptions are generally justified by humanitarian
concern.  The use of  this  term implies  the  recognition  that  economic  sanctions,  if  not
assorted by such humanitarian exemptions, would unduly harm the civilian population harm.
There is, however, something disingenuous with this expression.

While the immediate purpose of armed warfare is to destroy military facilities and armed
forces, the immediate purpose of economic sanctions is to cripple a (civilian) economy, that
is to inflict sufferings on the civilian population. A crucial difference lurks behind these two
modes of injury: The expression “to destroy a military facility” refers to actions that only
seek  to  prevent  an  enemy from using  violence.  The  immediate  purpose  of  economic
sanctions is, however, to cripple the economy, or more accurately, to severely impair the
living conditions of the civilian population. Humanitarian exemptions, by allowing breathing
space,  undermine  the  crippling  effects  of  economic  sanctions[45].  To  the  extent  that
humanitarian  exemptions  permit  civilians  to  live  their  normal  lives,  such  exemptions
undermine the sanctions regime. For most of its duration, the humanitarian programme
grafted  on  the  U.N.  sanctions  against  Iraq  was  not  designed  to  eliminate  sufferings  or
normalize  the  living  conditions  of  the  population,  but  merely  to  prevent  a  “further
deterioration”  of  the  humanitarian  situation  in  Iraq[46].  In  other  words,  sanctioners’
intention was to maintain the population in destitution, though short of starvation.

Concluding remarks5.

A blind spot has marked the debate on economic sanctions. This blind spot results, partly,
from the fact that the voice of victims of economic sanctions have not reached the ears of
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those who engage in this debate. In the various seminars, symposia and conferences that
have taken place in recent years regarding the need to “humanize” or redesign economic
sanctions, the views of past and potential victims of such measures have been conspicuous
by their absence. To the extent that economic sanctions should remain an international tool
of coercion, the debate on their future modalities must include those who have been directly
affected by such measures.

While  individuals  and  groups  around  the  world  have  successfully  exposed  the  grave
humanitarian consequences of past sanctions regimes, they did not succeed in exposing the
incompatibility  between  such  measures  and  human  rights.  Nor  has  the  international
community yet recognized that it owes a moral and material debt to surviving innocent
victims of economic sanctions.

It the hope of the present author that by exposing the mechanism of economic sanctions,
particularly their instrumentalization of civilian pain as a means to achieve political gain, the
international  community  will  realize the need to  prohibit  wholesale  coercion of  civilian
populations. This can be done by various means, including an international treaty that would
define and prohibit economic coercion and oppression of civilian populations and by adding
economic  coercion  and oppression  of  civilian  populations  to  the  list  of  crimes against
humanity under the jurisdiction of the International Criminal Court.

*
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