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In the dialogue leading up to the U.N. Confe re n ce on Envi ron me nt and De v e l opme nt (UN CED )

in 1992, inte rn ation al con ce rn about the state of the worl d ’s forests focused on th ree chal-

l e n g es: the overall rate of def o restation and asso ciated losses of envi ron me ntal, econ o m ic ,

and so cial be nefits; asso ciated th reats to forest dwe l l e rs around the world; and increased deman d

for forest pro ducts from sustai n ab ly man a g ed forests. Most of the con ce rns coming out of the

“ E arth Summ it” in Rio ulti mate ly re lated to the con cept of forest “sustai n ab il ity. ”

In the inte rvening ten years, con ce rn for the pl i ght of the forest dwe l l e rs has conti n u ed. In fa ct,

the focus of the Ce nter for Inte rn ation al Fo restry Research (CIFOR), wh ich is a research institu-

tion of the Wo rld Bank, has now beco me forests and the poor.

The other con ce rns have been red i rected. Alth o u gh the focus prior to Rio was larg e ly on the

s ustai n ab il ity of the forests of the developing world, pri marily trop ical forests, delegates gene r-

al ly fail ed to disti n g u ish between the situ ation in the trop ics, whe re def o restation was substan-

tial, and that of te m pe rate and high - latitude, or boreal, forests of the Northe rn Hemis phe re, with

their net increase in forest area. To day, even th o u gh trop ical def o restation is still occurring, al-

beit pe rhaps at a so me what reduced rate, much of the post - Rio atte ntion has been defl ected to

te m pe rate forests, whe re modest ref o restation conti n u es as in much of Europe. Emphasis has

sh ifted to con ce rns over the exte nt to w h ich these northe rn forests are mai nta i ned in re lati v e ly

u n d isturbed con d ition; logging pra ctices, such as cl ear- cu t ting and the logging of ol d - g ro w th; an d

on sustai n ab il ity.

S usta i n able man a g e me nt of forests, identified as a prio rity in Rio, has evolv ed at se v e ral lev-

els. At the inte rg o v e rn me ntal level, it has been man ifest in a num ber of inte rn ation al understan d-

i n gs and declarations. At the nation al level, many co u ntries have rece nt ly re vised or modified

their forest pra ctices pol icies. At the private level, forest man a g e me nt auditing and ce rti f yi n g

g ro u ps have eme rg ed, forests are now being ce rtified, and so me pro ducts made from “ce r tified ”

wood now bear “ecolabels.” Most of the ce r tification activity is occurring in the developed te m-

pe rate co u ntries, whe re forest man a g e me nt is pra cticed and pree xisting institu tions allow for re l-

ativ e ly easy mon ito ri n g .

Ce rtification of sustai n able forest man a g e me nt is now wi d e ly embra ced by envi ron me ntal

g ro u ps and pro duce rs alike. As a res u lt, ti m ber har v esting is gene ral ly vie wed as acce p table whe n

d one “sustai n ab ly,” and that marks a major change in so ciety’s pe rce p tions and attitu d es to ward

ti m ber har v esti n g .

A second important change si n ce Rio is the broader reco gn ition, particu larly by envi ron-

me ntal ists, of the positive role that planted forests can play in pro m oting con se rvation and for-

est protection. The tran sition to planted forests and, particu larly, high - yield, inte n siv e ly man a g ed

f o rests be gan in earnest in the 1970s and 1980s. For the forest industry, th is cropping app roa ch ,

si m ilar to that used in agricu lture, mak es se n se if the fi n an cial returns can co m pete with th ose

from harv esting natural forests. The co mme rcial success of planted forests and inte n sive man-

a g e me nt has led to their wi d es p read estab l ish me nt.

A lth o u gh plantations we re initial ly opp osed by the envi ron me ntal co mmu n ity beca use the y

we re th o u ght to be dis pla cing natural forests, resistan ce is fading as it beco mes appare nt that the y

offer an alte rn ative so urce of fi be r. Plantations can reduce harv esting press ure on natural forests ,

the reby a l l o wing land with important nonti m ber va l u es to be ded icated to other uses, incl u d i n g

con se rvation. The major forest ce rtifie rs now ce rtify man a g e me nt pra ctices in plantations as we l l

as in natural forests .
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In the Un ited States, the dominant forest issue after Rio was a conti n u ation of the debate over

man a g e me nt and harv ests of natural and ol d - g ro w th forests, particu larly in the Pa cific North west

with its pop u lations of the northe rn spotted-owl, a th reat e ned species. Since most of the ol d -

g ro w th forests are in the public domain, the contro v e rsy spot l i ghted the man a g e me nt and har v est

levels of publicly owned forest lands. Over the past 15 years, harv ests in the U.S. nation al forests

have dec l i ned by 85 % .

Rio 1992: Consensus without Clarity

At Rio in 1992, so me te m pe rate co u ntries to ok a ca u tio us app roa ch to forest iss u es, and trop ical

co u ntries objected stron gly to any binding prop osals on forests that might be vie wed as an in-

fri n g e me nt on their so v e rei gnty. E v e ntu al ly, the 178 nations agreed to a broad agenda to address

e nvi ron me ntal and developme nt iss u es .

The State me nt of Pri n ci pl es on Fo rests that eme rg ed from Rio refl ected a gl obal con se n s us

on a set of nonbinding pri n ci pl es of man a g e me nt, con se rvation, and sustai n able developme nt for

all types of forests. The dis cussion and docume nts a l so broa ched so me specific man a g e me nt is-

s u es, such as forest ce rtification and ecolabeling. For exam ple, Ag e n da 21 enco ura g ed “expan-

sion of envi ron me ntal labeling and other envi ron me ntal ly re lated pro duct inf o rmation pro g ram s

d esi gned to assist con s ume rs to make inf o rmed c h o ices.” Th is so rt of loose con se n s us on forest

s usta i n ab il ity al l o wed for vol u ntary co m pl ian ce and fl e xi b il ity in se l ecting specific pol icy op-

tion s .

At UN CED, world lea d e rs agreed to form the U.N. Comm ission for Sustai n able De v e l opme nt

( UNCSD), to follow up on the Rio initiativ es. UNCSD co m p rises 53 re p rese ntativ es elected fro m

U.N. me m ber co u ntries. UN C S D, in turn, estab l ished the Inte rg o v e rn me ntal Panel on Fo rests

(IPF), wh ich was fol l o wed by the Inte rg o v e rn me ntal Fo rum on Fo rests (IFF), a forum for ad-

dressing the pro cess of formu lating agree me nts on sustai n able forestry. In d e pe n d e nt from UN C S D,

M alaysia and Can a da joint ly spon so red an Inte rg o v e rn me ntal Wo rking Group on Fo rests, a forum

for addressing North - S o u th, trop ical - te m pe rate co u ntry diffe re n ces .

One of the major outco mes of the Earth Summ it was the industrial worl d ’s agree me nt that sus-

tai n able forestry should be pra cticed by all co u ntries, both trop ical and te m pe rate. That agree-

me nt iron ical ly sh ifted the focus from trop ical co u ntries, wh ich had been the locus of se rio us de-

f o restation con ce rns in the 1980s, to the industrial co u ntries, whe re the area of forest had not just

been stable but was even expe rie n cing modest net gro w th. The earl ier focus on ce rtification of

trop ical forests and problems of trop ical def o restation seems to have reced ed. Similarly, con ce rn

about acid preci p itation forest die ba ck abated as evi d e n ce mounted that most of the ob se rv ed

d ie ba ck was due to other fa cto rs .

In res p on se to inte rn atio n al and domestic con ce rns, so me te m pe rate- re g ion co u ntries ha v e

chan g ed their forestry la ws and pol icies to improve water qual ity, protect biol o g ical div e rsity,

and impl e me nt less inte n sive silvicu ltural treat me nts. Some of these pol icies are re g u lato ry; oth-

e rs re ly on tax or other ince ntiv es. Still othe rs are driven by the mark et, whe re wood prices ha v e

been soft the reby dis co uraging more cost ly inte n sive man a g e me nt. In many te m pe rate forested

co u ntries, si gn ificant re visions have been made in the legal and institu tion al frame w o rk deal i n g

with forest matte rs. Fol l o wing the Earth Summ it, many inte rn ation al activities, both public an d

p rivate, we re organ ized around forest sustai n ab il ity iss u es .
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E xa ct ly what con stitu tes a sustai n able forest has yet to be precise ly dete rm i ned, howe v e r.

C o mm on crite ria typ ical ly use ecol o g ical, so cial, and econ o m ic fa cto rs. That no si n gle defi n ition

e xists is not surp rising, given the varying inte rests and objectiv es of the worl d ’s nations, stak e-

h ol d e rs, and inte rest gro u ps. Even to day, the vario us auditing organ izations differ in their ap-

p roa ch and emphasis. It is note w o rthy that initial ly, man a g e me nt was ce rtified for its “sustai n-

able forest man a g e me nt pra ctices.” Ho we v e r, the defi n ition of what is sustai n able is sufficie nt ly

vague that the ph rase “harv ested from a we l l - man a g ed forest” has been substitu ted. Flas che (1997 ,

see Further Rea d i n gs) was probab ly co rrect when he chara cte rized to day’s sustai n able forestry

as more a ph il osophy of how forest should be cared for than a defi n able con d ition of the forest or

a set of acce p table man a g e me nt pra ctices .

I n t e rnational Criteria and Indicators

In Europe in 1993, six crite ria for chara cte rizing sustai n able forests we re identified by the

H e l si n ki Pro cess and endorsed by the parties to the Ministe rial Confe re n ce for the Protection of

Fo rests. For no n - E uropean t e m pe rate forest co u ntries, a se ries of dis cussions that became kn o w n

as the Montreal Pro cess led to the Santiago Declaration of 1995. The Santiago Declaration, like

the Hels i n ki Pro cess, contains a set of crite ria and indicato rs endorsed by the partici pating co u n-

tries. The seven crite ria for sustai n able forest man a g e me nt cover bio d iv e rsity con se rvation ,

ecosystem pro ductivity, ecosystem health and vital ity, so il and water con se rvation, gl obal car-

b on cy cl es, mu lti ple so cioecon o m ic be nefits, and legal, pol icy, and institu tion al frame w o rks. Both

app roa ches pro vide for vo l u ntary co m pl ian ce .

I P F, and later IFF, atte m p ted to so rt out the confl icting vie ws on se v e ral gl obal forest iss u es .

One is the need for a gl obal conv e ntion to create a set of legal ly binding pro visions on forests .

O p i n ion is divi d ed on the usefu l ness of such a conv e ntion, and whether co u ntries will agree to

binding agree me nts on managing their so v e rei gn forests. It is unl i k e ly that a forest conv e ntion wil l

o ccur within the ne x t se v e ral years .

Private and Quasi-Private Cert i f i c a t i o n

The ce rtification of on - the- g round forest pra ctices that meet ce r tain stan dards con siste nt with

s ustai n able forestry marks a major change si n ce the Earth Summ it. Ce rtification has been led

larg e ly by private initiativ es and incl u d es both pro g rams set up by the envi ron me ntal co mmu n ity

and th ose eme rging from forest owne rs and the forest industry. Alth o u gh so me of the ear l iest ce r-

tification ef f o r ts we re undertaken by forest owne rs, the Wo rld Wil d l i fe Fund (WWF) and the

Fo rest Ste ward ship Council (FSC) gave the moveme nt a strong impetus .

Ce r tification is pred icated on the notion that mark ets will pay a pre m i um for ce rtified (an d

labe l ed) wood. A chai n - of - custo dy must be estab l ished to ensure that only ce rtified wood is used

for ecolabe l ed pro ducts. It is the pro m ise of a price pre m i um that will justify the addition al costs

asso ciated with ce r tifiable man a g e me nt. Alth o u gh the price pre m i um rare ly occurs, many pro-

duce rs partici pate beca use they be l ieve ce rtification is necessary to insure their pro duce will re-

ceive gene ral acc e p tan ce, for altru istic reasons, and to gene rate public “good wil l . ”

Over the past decade a num ber of organ izations have eme rg ed with alte rn ative app roa ches to

setting and ce rti f ying forest man a g e me nt stan dards. W W F ’s early initiative created the Fo rest
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Ste ward ship Council (FSC), wh ich has undertaken an aggressive forest ce rtification cam pai gn .

FSC both estab l ishes the stan dards and se l ects the audito rs that dete rm i ne whether a fi rm ’s on -

the- g round forestry pra ctices are con siste nt with the crite ria .

In so me co u ntries and re g ions, forest industry has estab l ished auditing organ izations that co m-

pete with FSC: the Sustai n able Fo restry In itiative (SFI) of the Ame rican Fo rest & Paper Asso-

ciation in the Un ited States; the Can a d ian Stan dards Asso ciation in Can a da; and the European

Pan Fo rest Council (EP FC) in much of Europe. Addition al ly, the re are local and re g ion al ce rtifi-

cation systems, such as the Nord ic Fo rest Ce rtification System and the Fi nn ish Fo rest Ce r tifi-

cation Syste m .

S o me of these organ izations reco gn ize ea ch othe r’s ce rtification (see SFCW 2000), but the re

curre nt ly exists a large degree of “brand” co m petition am ong ce r tifie rs and the app roa ches dif-

fer so me what. For exam ple, whe reas FSC re q u i res ea ch forest to be audited se parat e ly (wh ich can

be very cost ly for small forest owne rs), EP FC al l o ws European forest co ope rativ es to audit only

a sam ple of the indivi du al fi rm s .

Inte rn ation al organ izations are al so becoming inv olv ed in forest ce rtification. The Inte rn a-

tion al Stan dards Organ ization (ISO) has for so me ti me assessed man a g e me nt systems and thei r

ab il ity to deal with specific problems. For exam ple, envi ron me ntal stan dards we re al rea dy co v-

e red by the ISO 9000 se ries. Now ISO has created a stan dard for forestry, the ISO 14000 se ries .

Unlike the other forest auditing organ izations, wh ich ce rtify man a g e me nt pra ctices, ISO ce rti-

fies man a g e me nt systems, the logic being that if a man a g e me nt system is app rop riate, the pra c-

tices will be as we l l .

FSC and ISO, in pri n ci ple, cover all forest re g ions. EP FC pote ntia l ly co v e rs European co u n-

tries; the SFI appl ies to the Un ited States and could be appl ied in Can a da and else whe re. Some

type of forest auditing is thus available every whe re. Given the num ber of forest - a u d iting organ i-

zations and the re lati v e ly large num be rs of forest owne rs, the diffe re nt features have often re-

s u lted in stiff co m petition am ong audit o rs and ce r ti f ying organ ization s .

The Political Economy of Sustainable Fore s t ry

How would a system of sustai n able forestry inv olving ce r tification, affect the co m petitive posi-

tion of industrial wood pro duce rs? The an s wer depends upon the chan g es in forest man a g e me nt

re q u i red and their cost, the costs of the auditing, and the costs asso ciated with mai ntaining a chai n -

of - custo dy for ce r tified wood. It is likely that man a g e me nt pra ctices leading to ce rtification would

i n crease so me forest man a g e r’s costs over th ose of co m petito rs, both c e rtified and non ce rtified ,

e l se whe re. Th is could res u lt in a restructuring of pro duction costs the reby pl a cing ce rtified but

h i gh cost pro duce rs at a co m petitive disa dvanta g e .

If the wood from both ce r tified and non ce r tified fi rms is pro cessed in the same mill, mai n-

taining a chai n - of - custo dy for the ce rtified wood will us u al ly inv olve addition al costs. Conv e rse ly,

chai n - of - custo dy problems are lesse ned whe re all wood is ce rtified. In f a ct, resistan ce to FSC an d

its auditing of indivi du al owne rsh i ps seems stron g est in co u ntries with large num be rs of smal l

o w ne rsh i ps .

A d d ition al ly, beca use the re are scale econ o m ies for auditing large organ izations, auditing costs

are likely to be vast ly higher per unit of output for small fi rms. Thus, co u ntries that have larg e

n um be rs of se parat e ly man a g ed small owne rsh i ps, such as Fi nland, Fran ce, and the Un ited States ,
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are likely to have higher pe r- u n it costs than co u ntries whe re forest owne rship is more con ce n-

trated, such as Can a da or Polan d. In so me European co u ntries, such as Sweden, large fi rms ha v e

a cce p ted FSC c e rtification, but the smaller fi rms are leaning to ward EP FC, wh ich al l o ws for re-

g ion al ce rtification at lower pe r- u n it costs .

Dynamics: A Changing Situation

The stan dards for ce rtification are changing. Th is is not surp rising: we have a new pro duct, a n d

it is being adap ted to the needs of the con s ume rs — the forest pro duce rs who impl e me nt the man-

a g e me nt stan dards, envi ron me ntal gro u ps, and the purchase rs of the ecolabe l ed pro ducts. Natu-

ral ly, so me con s ume rs would make the stan dards for sustai n able man a g e me nt and ce rtification

easier; othe rs push for more stri n g e nt stan dard s .

I m pl e me ntation of the stan dards is al so changing. For exam ple, the ori g i n al idea was that FS C

would ce r tify forests as “sustai n ab il ity man a g ed.” As noted above, th is te rm was later chan g ed

to “well man a g ed” when the l a ck of defi n itive sustai n ab il ity crite ria became appare nt. Similarly,

other ce r tification systems have underg one chan g es. In the Un ited States, adjust me nts are bei n g

made in industry’s SFI app roa ch, under wh ich s i gn ato ry co m pan ies agree to strive to meet ce r-

tain forest man a g e me nt pra ctice stan dards. Or i g i n al ly, SFI set guidelines inte n d ed to avoid th i rd -

party auditing and ce r tification, on the theo ry that if so me co m pan ies had th i rd - party audits, al l

would be forced, de facto, to undergo indepe n d e nt audits. Neverthe l ess, so me partici pants’ des i re

for the legiti ma cy of an exte rn al re view has led to a pro vision for vo l u ntary th i rd - party auditi n g .

A d d ition al ly, fi rms that have incurred the costs of meeting the stan dards now seek ce rtification

as pro of of their co m pl ian ce .

The large ce r ti f ying organ ization s’ la ck of fl e xi b il ity and unwil l i n gness to lower auditi n g

costs for small fi rms may be enco uraging the eme rg e n ce of alte rn ative ce r tif ying gro u ps. In Eu-

rope, for exam ple, EP FC offe rs small forest lan d o w ne rs a low- cost c e rtification based on co m-

m only pra cticed man a g e me nt across owne rsh i ps (us u al ly in co ope rativ es), without re q u i ring that

i n d ivi du al owne rsh i ps be audited se parate ly.

The chan g es in forest man a g e me nt crite ria and ce r tification pro cedures are prob l e matic for

fi rms that have al rea dy co mm itted to one organ ization ’s ce rtification — and tro u b l eso me for FS C.

In res p on se to the calls for more tail o red stan dards and guidelines, FSC has aban d oned its forme r

one- size- fits - all inte rn ation al app roa ch and developed re g ion al ly specific stan dards. For pre vi-

o usly audited fi rms, howe v e r, problems arose .

An inte resting case inv olv es J. D. Irving, a Can a d ian forest co m pany that had receiv ed FS C

ce r tification for its ti m ber hol d i n gs in Can a da and the Un ited States. When FSC stan dards we re

m o d ified to refl ect local con d itions, Irving fa ced addition al re q u i re me nts for the Marit i me

Pro vi n ces. Irving said the costs of meeting the new stan dards for t h is re g ion would put its Can a-

d ian ope rations at a co m petitive disa dvantage and cal l ed the new stan dards need l essly restric-

tiv e .

Yet to be resolv ed are othe r, pote ntia l ly more critical iss u es that si m ilarly refl ect the prob l e m s

of imposing stan dards on a dyn am ic and evolving forest industry. For exam ple, FSC must con-

sider whether it ought to ce rtify planted forests. In gene ral, its guidelines accept planted forests ,

but diffe re n ces in stan dards a m ong re g ions appear to create co m petitive advanta g es and disa d-
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vant a g es, and the stan dards the m se lv es have been cal l ed question able from the vie w p o i nt of sus-

tai n able forestry.

An other issue is techn ol o g ical change, particu larly biotechn ol o gy. Alth o u gh for co mme r-

cia l ization tran s g e n ics must go th ro u gh a govern me nt supe rvised dere g u lation pro cedure, so me

ce r tif ying gro u ps, including FS C, proh i b it the use of genetical ly modified organ isms, or tran s-

g e n ic trees, in c e rtified forests. Alth o u gh tran s g e n ic trees are still in the developme nt stage, thei r

a cce p tan ce for ce r tification pro m ises to be a conte ntio us fu ture iss u e .

Fi n al ly, the re is the question of how much ce rtified fi ber a pro duct must have to qual ify for

ecolabeling. Rece nt ly, FSC reduced its re q u i re me nt for ce rtified sol i dwood pro ducts from 100 %

to 70% (SFCW 2000). Similar conte nt iss u es exist for chip and paper pro ducts .

O u t c o m e s

Vi rtu al ly all the te m pe rate forest co u ntries have partici pated in inte rn ation al dis cussions a n d

e nte red into nonbinding agree me nts re lated to sustai n able forestry. Many co u ntries have al so in-

stitu ted chan g es in their re g u lato ry and institu tion al overs i ght of forest man a g e me nt activities in

rece nt years. Non g o v e rn me ntal pro g rams, including forest ce r tification, are being pro m oted. All

these developme nts have si gn ificant impl ications for co m petitiv e ness am ong suppl ie rs of te m-

pe rate forest pro ducts in world mark ets .

One distressing as pect of the sustai n able forestry ef f o rt is the focus on the developed co u n-

tries and the re lative la ck of focus on the forests of the developing worl d. Alth o u gh UN CED was

conv e ned larg e ly beca use of g l obal con ce rns about trop ical def o restation, much of the atte ntion

si n ce Rio has been focused on te m pe rate forested co u ntries, co u ntries that acco u nt for more than

80% of the worl d ’s industrial ro u n dwood pro duction and gl obal trade in wood and paper pro ducts .

A con ce rn expressed by Cote (1999, see Further Rea d i n gs) is that the de facto f o cus on the de-

v e l oped world, wh ich has r e lative modest problems of sustai n able forest man a g e me nt, has led to

larg e ly ign o ring the much more substantial problems of the developing world, whe re sustai n ab l e

f o rest ma n a g e me nt is rare ly pra cticed.

G e ne rating con siste nt and equitable stan dards across re g ions is tr u ly a Hercu l ean task. Some

have arg u ed that sustai n able forestry is not even possible in large parts of the trop ics, and the ef-

fica cy of ce r tification as a vehicle to improve the worl d ’s forests has not defi n itiv e ly been es-

tab l ished. Alth o u gh it may improve pra ctices in forests that are ce rtified, it does nothing to im-

p rove other forests. Addition al ly, if the costs of sustai n able ce rtifiable man a g e me nt pro v e

p roh i b itive, they may create pe rv e rse ince ntiv es to conv e r t forest land to other uses, such as pas-

ture. Such an outco me cann ot claim to have impro v ed the worl d ’s forests .

Furthe rm o re, the ab il ity of ecolabe l ed pro ducts to co mmand prices high enough to justify the

i m p ro v ed pra ctices is still prob l e matical. One forest pro ducts co m pany est i mates that only a smal l

fra ction of its ce rtified wood receiv es a price pre m i um in the mark et. Ce r tification is not an in-

d ication of wood qual ity but an indication of pro duction pra ctices, and the qual ity of the wood

from ce r tified forests varies. The demand for “green” pal l ets, for exam ple, is likely to be smal l .
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C o n c l u s i o n s

The issue of sustai n able forestry has grown in importan ce si n ce it was emphasized at Rio. Fo rest

a u d its and forest ce r tification are not a passing fad but an important part of the forest man a g e-

me nt pro cess. The structure of th is new industry is unce rtain, howe v e r. As co m peting pro g ram s

str u g gle for a share of the mark et, forest owne rs and man a g e rs — th ose most se n sitive to costs

when adop ting new stan dard s — will ce rtai nly play an important role in th is pro cess by their ch o ice

of auditing organ ization. Public pe rce p tions of the adequacy and legiti ma cy of the vario us sys-

tems in addressing citize n s’ con ce rns about forest man a g e me nt will be important as we l l .
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