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Abstract: Uncertainty is the only thing we can count on in Serbia nowadays. It seems that never-ending transition and predominant 
neoliberal concept in both economical and social issues is still leaning our spatial planning system against the wall. Moreover, 
nothing is clean from the planners’ point of view: who are the main actors and referees, which are the rules of the planning game, 
and even where the playground boundaries are. Spatial planning has always been a kind of calculated risk, but here and now it 
seems like it is just pure and simple risk. The situation is critical on all levels, from national straight to local, due to the absence 
of the regional level. Most of the spatial planning institutions adhere to a traditional rigid planning model, which is deterministic, 
in  exible, with  xed land use regulations. The spatial planning system is predominantly planners’ centred, implying that it is 
the planner who identi  es the problems and seeks for planning alternatives rooted exclusively in rational methods and objective 
determinants. There is little, or no room for different interests and ideas and consequently, hardly any room for various stakeholders 
and shareholders to take part in the planning process and the ensuing implementation phase. All these weaknesses are even more 
obvious when shown on the particular example: development planning of border area of Serbia toward Bulgaria. This paper deals 
with basic social and economic frame in which planning is performed in Serbia in recent years together with the main problems 
within the planning practice itself, shown on the mentioned case study. It also argues for the necessary changes aiming to increase 
the spatial planning system ef  ciency.
Key words: Planning system, transition, constraints, planning practice, border area, Serbia. 
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INTRODUCTION: SERBIA AS A RISK 
SOCIETY

The move from a centralized to a market 
economy is never easy and it requires from 
government and citizens anywhere to make 
difficult choices. But while countries other 
ex-communist/socialist countries started 
this process in 1989, Serbia did not initiate 
its reforms until early 2001. Economic, 
social and institutional deterioration of the 
1990s left a more difficult legacy than the 
stabilization and reform vagaries facing other 
countries in Central and Eastern Europe at 
their transitional beginnings. Serbia unlike 
those lost its international markets due to 
international economic sanctions. Also, since 
the state was going through a long period of 
deep crisis it was considered politically risky 
to impose any kind of financial discipline 
and there wasn’t enough strength to build 
government institutions. 

After the democratic revolution in 2000 
the path of economic and political reform, if 
not always linear, has been definite and has 
had impressive accomplishments especially 
in making good macro economical climate. 
However, the Republic today still lags behind 
many of its neighbours, particularly in the 
rate of unemployment (over 20%); low per 
capita GDP of about US$ 3,525; high poverty 
rate (about 20%); low competitiveness 
(87th on the world list); striking internal 
and external imbalance (17.7% inflation 
rate and high balance-of-payments deficit 
amounting to 9.2% of the GDP in 2005); very 
uneven regional development by European 
standards (Yugoslav Survey Online, 2007). 
Unfortunately, now that it has reached the 
same level of economical development as in 
1989, Serbia is standing at the point where 
the benefits of a market democracy have not 
yet been materialized and there are still other 
painful steps ahead that should be taken which 
will mostly cost already poor layers of society. 
Foreign direct investments inflow to the 
country which would mitigate these negative 
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effects and accelerate economical growth is 
not sufficient (7.7% of GDP) due to Serbia’s 
bad image, existence of risks and high rate 
of corruption. Social collapse is manifested 
through the loss of traditional values, break 
up of family structures, decreased family size 
(very small birth rate), and growth of single 
and elderly households. Public interest is 
unprotected in all spheres – social security, 
health, education, and spatial policy. Finally, 
many new laws are introduced (including the 
new Constitution), but are not well codified 
and harmonized – the fact that leads to their 
frequent misinterpretation or misuse. 

Recovering from the legacy of 1990s 
and the transition, Serbia is at the same time 
burdened with the crimes committed in the name 
of its nation, swinging between alternatives – 
right wing and the political centre, on how to 
deal with it. Directly connected with it stands 
the future of its European integration, and 
all that it implies. In general, uncertainties 
regarding EU expansion as a political issue 
of EU and compliance with the International 
Criminal Tribunal for the Former Yugoslavia 
as a political issue of Serbia could reduce the 
value of EU integration as a key motivator for 
reform. Attention to reform is also diverted by 
the status of the 15 % of its territory called 
Kosovo and Metohia. Regardless of outcome 
of the negotiations between internal and 
external actors, there is a potential for negative 
and possibly destabilizing effects in Serbia. 
Other destabilizing factors are coming from 
constant infighting among democratically 
oriented political parties which form today’s 
government, weak public sector and transition 
delays which have created opportunities 
for a rise in the influence of nationalist and 
populist parties. This has also resulted in a 
lack of political and public consensus on every 
important state issue, key transition policies 
and consistent political will to make difficult 
but necessary reforms.

Taken together, there are too many 
questions and uncertainties regarding Serbia’s 
future in general and a lot of them are highly 
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dependent on international scene and factors. 
Consequently, there are those that depend 
on reaching the consensus between internal 
players which doesn’t make them any less 
complicated or more predictable. 

Other questions are: In this country of 
uncertainty and bad experiences, how is a 
planner, a spokesman of long-term goals of 
development, progress and better quality of 
life, the carrier of mostly good news, being 
seen by the ones he is planning for? How does 
the planning work in a country like this? Since 
the first one is rhetorical, we will try to answer 
the second question further in the paper.

SERBIAN PLANNING IN „TRANSITION“

In almost two decades that have elapsed 
since the overthrow of state socialism (or 
communism) in Central and Eastern Europe 
(CEE), substantial changes have occurred in 
the nature, role and functioning of government 
and other institutions involved in spatial 
development and urban policy (Ta an-Kok, 
2004). Urban planning and policy responses 
of localities have been quite diverse, reacting 
to specific and often dramatic conditions: 
political democratization, reintroduction of 
market principles, the state’s fiscal crisis, 
massive privatization, commercialization, 
discontinuation of “welfare state” programs, 
and intensified international financial 
transactions and investments in urban areas 
(Tsenkova and Nedovi -Budi , 2006). The 
new circumstances have prompted not only 
new institutions but also a “new notion of 
planning” that strives to regain its legitimacy, 
become more flexible, and adapt to the new 
economic and political circumstances (Kornai, 
1997; Maier, 1994). In those dynamics, an 
idiosyncratic mix of old, new and innovative 
practices interjects into the transforming 
reality (Nedovi -Budi , 2001).
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The transition of societies and cities from 
communist to post-communist, therefore, 
involves — among other things — new 
systems of government (or governance); 
new legal, constitutional and institutional 
frameworks; new economic order; new rules 
of social integration; and new policy choices 
for privatization and redistribution of public 
assets (Harloe, 1996; Andrusz et al., 1996; 
Offe, 1997). The theory of transition is rooted 
in the democratization theory that views 
transition as primarily a political process. 
Transition specifically of urban phenomena 
and processes, too, is viewed as essentially 
political and economic, and perhaps not 
distinguishable from the transition in general 
(Holmes, 1997; Wu, 2003).

The case of former Yugoslavia and 
present Serbia illustrates well the changes 
that a planning system undergoes in response 
to the changing political regime, socio-
economic system and institutions. While 
the planning systems in other Central and 
Eastern European countries have been under 
transition during the post Second World 
War and the more recent post-communist 
period, the Serbian case is particularly heavy 
in societal dynamics and scope that went 
beyond what could be considered a typical 
experience and context of a communist or a 
post-communist CEE country (Vujoševi  and 
Nedovi -Budi , 2006; Nedovi -Budi  and 
Cavri , 2006). In Petovar’s (2003) words, 
Serbian cities are “between the state and the 
citizen.” The more extreme variations in how 
planning profession and practice operated in 
former Yugoslavia and how they responded 
to the societal circumstances from 1989 on 
offer a rich set of observations that would 
point to the relationships between planning 
law and its broader context on one hand and 
planning practice on the other hand. The 
lingering transition (or what Thomas (1998) 
terms “the moment of discontinuity”), which 
in Serbia seems to have been more complex 
and less predictable than in other post-
communist countries in Europe, also allows 
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for an extended time period for studying 
the processes and issues that underlie the 
formation of a new planning system. 

As in the other ex/communist/socialist 
countries, former state-centred planning 
system broke down also in Yugoslavia at 
the beginning of the 1990s. In the following 
decade, along with the events we mentioned and 
the new key factors that transition introduced: 
political pluralization, privatization and 
marketization, Serbia witnessed a deep crisis 
of planning, not only because of the chaotic 
state of the country but also as a reaction 
to too optimistic and rigid planning that 
characterized previous period of communism/
socialism. There was some effort to meet the 
challenges of these turbulent times with the 
creation of the new legal arrangements and the 
adoption of the Spatial Plan of the Republic 
of Serbia in 1996 but in fact, the practise 
showed to be a mixture of old habits and few 
institutional changes which couldn’t match the 
impact and of the new political, economical 
and social factors. The planning system as 
a whole was recognised like a “strange mix 
of heterogeneous elements from a number 
of disparate modes i.e. ‘crisis – management 
- planning’,‘planning – supporting – wild – 
marketization - and-privatization’, ‘project 
– based - planning’ etc.” as in Vujosevic 
(2002, pp. 59). This unsuccessful retouching 
of the planning system that happened in the 
mid 1990s is well illustrated with the fact 
that in the next 7 years besides the national 
spatial plan only 2 spatial plans (one for water 
accumulation and one regional) have been 
adopted while 15 others were in different 
phases of elaboration. Such a system of spatial 
and strategic planning was characterised as:

More or less developed spatial-
geographical environmental system of 
criteria, i.e. a way of thinking on the 
spatial conditions for locating networks 
and development; Certain crucial 
mistakes of planners, which we encounter 
from time to time still do not discredit 
this planning dimension;
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Utterly undeveloped and inadequately 
established assessment and evaluation 
system of the financial-economic 
feasibility of planned solutions and 
an even more serious problem of the 
complete lack of an passable economic 
development strategy, without which 
the spatial plan is placed in an unreal 
economic space and time;
Not of lesser significance is the social 
system development out of which should 
derive the idea on the needs, values and 
goals of a social community for which 
we make plans. This system, as yet, has 
been subjected to a mere improvisation 
in plans (urbanization, housing, renewal, 
public services, special assets) (Stojkov, 
Subotic, Djordjevic, 2004).
While Serbia’s planning was trying to 

keep its head above the water, so called 
Western planning was entering another 
phase of its evolution. The consequences of 
globalization, deregulation, decentralization, 
negative processes in the environment and in 
the case of Europe its integrations, lightened 
the necessity of new more innovative 
mechanisms and instruments that would shape 
a more ‘plan-led’ practice. This has resulted 
in promoting sustainability, subsidiarity, 
efficiency, cooperation, communication, 
coordination, spatial and strategic planning, 
schemes, initiatives, networks etc.

One year after the democratic change in 
Serbia, in 2001 works on reforming the system 
of planning began. The intention was to fill out 
the gaps created in the previous decade and to 
answer to the new political, economical, social 
and spatial context of planning as well as to 
incorporate new concepts and instruments that 
were at that time dominating the Western one. 
We did describe on several occasions how this 
works were hard and obsolete ( or evi  and 
Dabovi , 2009, Nedovi -Budi , Djordjevi  
and Dabovi , 2011). In summary, local 
(municipal) spatial plans, together with 
spatial plans for areas of special use, are 
being produced more than ever. Accordingly 
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to the current Law, these plans determine 
the starting point, the spatial development 
objectives and land use, organization and 
protection rules of the planning area. In 
theory, the number of municipal spatial plans 
and general plans for municipal centers, 
both sorts having strategic developmental 
aspirations can climb up to 150 each. For now 
they are unique wheals that are turning in 
Serbia’s planning and the main source of our 
planners’ existence. They are accommodating 
the quantitative development of planning in 
Serbia but most of them are not showing any 
shift in methodology which would enable 
the planning to respond quickly to changes 
occurring in all societal domains but foremost 
in the economic sphere. They are backed up 
by poorly assessed economic and social needs 
development analyses (sometimes even badly 
assessed spatial dimension), so that they come 
down to the physical/geographic definition 
of the often illusory planning objectives, 
solutions and propositions. Without applying 
integrative planning method, more ex post 
and ex continuo instead of prevailing ex ante 
evaluation these plans will hardly contribute 
to quality improvement or more importantly 
to a prosperous development of the planning 
area. There lays the chief indifference of 
the authorities and citizens to participate in 
elaboration of such plans, let alone be guided 
by them. The current planning practice is 
therefore, predominantly planners´ centered; 
implying that it is the planner who identifies the 
problems and seeks for planning alternatives. 
There is little or no room for different 
interests and ideas, intersectoral coordination 
and synchronization or partnership between 
public and private actors. Consequently, there 
is hardly any room for various stakeholders 
and shareholders to take part in the planning 
process and the ensuing implementation 
phase. The good example of the existing 
autistic planning system is planning of the 
border area of Serbia towards Bulgaria.
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CONCISE OVERVIEW OF SPATIAL 
DEVELOPMENT PLANNING OF SERBIA-

BULGARIA INTERBORDER ZONE

It has been 15 years since the last scientific 
paper refering to planning of interborder 
zone towards Bulgaria was published at 
the Department of Spatial planning (see: 

, 1994). Despite the fact that there 
have been some attempts at making joint 
projects within the field of spatial development 
planning, the cooperation has been nothing 
but random and occasional with reference to 
only those narrow border zones. In most cases 
the cooperation was indirect: via the Iron 
Gate project (2001 – 2002) financed by the 
German government, with the participation 
of Romanian, Bulgarian, and Serbian experts 
– the project continued under the name of 
Cultural paths of the Danube region, but its 
echo in public and academic society of Serbia 
was marginal.

The border zone towards Bulgaria is 
mostly run through natural borderline – 
orohydrographic dividing line of the Stara 
Planina Mountain and highlands area of 
Vlasina and Krajiste. The only path through 
the mountain area (and the best of all physical 
connections with Bulgaria) are the narrow 
river valleys of the Danube and the Nisava 
River, which, according to the modern 
nomenclature, are actualy trans-European 
corridors – the Danube corridor VII, nd Nis-
Sophia road is an attachment of infrastructural 
corridor X. Except for these East-West roads, 
the border area towards Bulgaria has poor 
economy, traffic availability, and is extremely 
depopulated along with negative indicators of 
demographic structure, with high percentage 
of forest area. Agriculture is dominated by 
cattle breeding, and most industrial facilities 
originate from the age of socialism being either 
non-liquid, in transition due to the process of 
privatization, or are closed due to corruption. 
The unemployment rates are getting higher 
followed by the population’s apathy, and the 
roads through Timocka Krajina are rarely 
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used.
This area was peripheral and undeveloped 

de facto even in the age of socialism. The 
plans that were adopted at the time – such 
as the Regional spatial plan of Timocka 
Krajina from 1976 – along with agriculture, 
pointed out the proces of industrialization as 
main development solutions (areas of Bor, 
Majdanpek, Negotin, Zajecar, Pirot, etc.), 
as well as the energetics (Djerdap 1 and 2 
hydroplants) and tourism to some extent. 
In the early 1990s there was a severe crisis 
–  the country fell apart, sanctions, civil war 
in former Yugoslavia. The Spatial Plan of 
Republic of Serbia adopted in 1996 was an 
indicator of condition of spatial development. 
Though its concept is rather closed, without 
any solutions for interborder cooperation, 
the plan still stressed out the need for the 
aforementioned road infrastructure, making 
the territory more available stopping those 
negative trends, tourism outbreak (taking into 
account the existing natural potentials and 
cultural-hystorical monuments), making a 
whole range of regional plans and plans for 
the areas of specific usage– infrastructural 
corridors, mine exploitation, river valleys 
for artificial accumulations, national parks, 
monuments of cultural herritage, touristis 
sites, etc. Up to 2000, almost nothing was done 
in order to implement this strategic document. 
Instead, there was the 1999 bombardment and 
some sort of democratic revolution in 2000. 

After 2000 there was a new and the last 
phase in spatial development planning of both 
Serbia and its border zone towards Bulgaria. 
This transition phase was accompanied by 
total reign of private interests – so-called 
investment urbanism and planning– which 
was not only problem in Serbia but also of 
most transition countries. Market domination 
within the development process and the 
role of spatial plans reflect the power and 
influence of a state, which did nothing 
regarding social balance, economic prosperity, 
regional balance, etc. except from selling out 
public/state property. Economic and social 
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differences are ever larger as well as the rich/
poor contrast, and regionally speaking there 
are vast differences between the developed 
north parts of the country (with Belgrade) and 
the south. Nevertheless, the weakened country 
did not start the process of decentralization for 
numerous reasons (politics, tradition, negative 
hystorical burden, lack of experience, etc.), 
the consequence of which is that the state is 
fully responsible for the planning of border 
zone towards Bulgaria – just to illustrate in 
2000-2009 period only one spatial plan was 
adopted on a municipality level in the border 
zone – Kladovo municipality in border with 
Bulgaria and Romania in 2005 – which 
clearly describes the state and reaches of local 
self-government in Serbia at the moment in 
general, taking into account the actual impact 
on spatial planning. The lack of finances and 
local authorities, no regional management 
agencies and development agencies narrows 
the planning instruments down to one thing – 
state planning. This will be briefly described 
in the following lines. 

Apart from these spatial plans for special 
purpose areas that are devised for spatially 
limited zones that protect hydroaccumulations, 
natural and hystoric goods, there are 4 
pending spatial plans that are key for the 
spatial deveopment of border zone towards 
Bulgaria. Two of them are regional in their 
relevance and refer to the zones north to the 
Nisava River in Serbia  – Regional Spatial 
Plan for Timocka Krajina, and south to the 
Nisava River – Regional Spatial Plan for 
Juzno Pomoravlje area municipalities, that 
refers to the area between Romanian border 
in the north and Macedonian border in the 
south. Besides these two regional plans, there 
are pending plans for two directions through 
orographic barriers that seperate Serbia and 
Bulgaria: Spatial plan for the infrastructural 
corridor Nis-Bulgaria borderline and Spatial 
plan for the Danube area, which should 
be the result of the DONAU REGIONEN 
international project (regarding its devision). 
The first three are under the Republic of 
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Serbia single jurisdiction, whereas the fourth 
is international – both by the participants and 
finances. What these four all have in common 
is the State Agency for Spatial Planning of 
Serbia, but this is also the only thing that 
puts them together, despite some declarative 
statements of so-called ’Serbian plans’. 

First three plans, briefly, are too 
optimistic and rely on some still unavailable 
European development funds, which clearly 
confronts ) economic and social situation in 
the country, b) total atmosphere in planning, 
and c) trends in near and distant surroundings. 
Without going into details, it is sufficient to 
illustrate this statement with the following 
development scenarios: up to 2025 there are 
three scenarios for Timocka Krajina that refer 
to EU integration by 2015 (with planned gdp 
in Timocka Krajina of 4,797 euros per capita), 
„Balkans tiger“ scenario that presupposes 
even faster EU integration (up to 2012 with 
GDP of 8,316 euros per capita) and last one...
but, in our estimation, not even the third 
projection shall reach the necessary Serbia 
development by 2025, and there was the 
fourth projection with the average growth 
rate of 8,2%  that includes 15 000 GDP per 
capita in Timocka Krajina. Even the most 
pesimistic scenario includes the growth 
from current 2,000 euros up to 3,323 euros 
per capita, which would mean reaching the 
current Serbia GDP of 3,354 euros per capita 
(based on: Regional Spatial Plan for Timocka 
Krajina – Implementation Plan, State Agency 
for Spatial Planning, Belgrade, 2007, p.65). 
Similar, though somewhat less unrealistic 
plan assumptions appear in the Regional 
spatial plan for Juzno Pomoravlje2006-2021 
( , december 2008). Even the Spatial 
plan for area of infrastructural corridor Nis-
Bulgaria borderline ( , 2004) that has 
engineering-like nature has some unrealistic 
deadlines for the completion of a modern 
highway that should connect Nis and Sophia 
as a part of European corridor X (the road 
should have been completed by now, but 
the construction has not even started – as 
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to when it shall be finished regarding the 
difficult terrain of Sicevacka Canyon and 
the dinamics of work so far is not hard to 
guess). Hence, such unrealistic scenarios 
produce planning solutions that are equally 
unrealistic and should not be named here after 
all. Such populistic policy of spatial planning 
is the result of the overall unrealistic policy 
of the state, which almost fully relies on two 
hyptheses: we shall receive an enourmous 
amount of money in a short period of time 
that should solve the problems accumulated 
(including those within spatial development), 
and that we shall somehow manage to sell out 
all of our natural and other resources to the 
foreign investors at very high prices. 

The best methodology and finances are 
those of the project refering to the border zone 
towards Bulgaria called DONAU REGIONEN, 
under the EU patronage. Despite some of its 
weaknesses, as there are no better ones, this 
project deserves to be fully set as an example 
(see: , ,  
2011) as how to make a spatial development 
plan under difficult circumstances at the 
beginning of 21st century. 
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CONCLUDING REMARKS

With the transition, planning was 
supposed to mitigate the negative effects of 
the new player - market to the public interest. 
But, seems like our planning didn’t  nd the 
mechanisms to mitigate those effects created 
by the market inside it. Planning institutions 
in pretransitional period were exclusively in 
public sector. We now have on one side, some 
big planning institution, partially  nanced from 
the state’s budget usually with the monopoly 
over elaboration of one group of plans and on 
the other side, smaller ones which are being 
privatized. Both are thrown to the market and 
are trying to acquire as much engagements as 
possible in order to secure enough  nancing. 
They are producing more plans for less money 
in a shorter period of time. As a result, these 
former public agents diverted by the new 
hostile conditions given by undeveloped market 
and neoliberal environment are still presenting 
traditional rigid planning model, deterministic 
and in  exible, with  xed land use parameters 
and regulations. Seems like the turbulent times 
in which the most important task is to survive 
didn’t give them a chance to develop and to 
introduce more innovative and novel models in 
view of participative, strategic and action plan 
oriented planning. 

The other problem lays in insuf  cient 
recognition of importance and purpose of 
planning among politicians and the lack of 
persuading voices and pressure coming from 
the profession, as well as in the loss of its 
legitimacy. To illustrate the confusion and 
neglect politicians express when planning 
is concerned we are informing that spatial 
planning was situated  rst under the Ministry 
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of Capital Investments, than under the Ministry 
of Infrastructure, and at the present within the 
Ministry of Environment. 

Until the stabilization of the planning 
system does not occur, the feeble attempts of the 
state policy to correct the social, economic and 
spatial disparities will not have the long ranges 
and results-the border zone of Serbia towards 
Bulgaria is a striking example. It is logical to 
strengthen the border cooperation, regardless 
the future constitutional-legal status of Serbia 
within or in the periphery of the EU, because 
common sense and professionalism warrant 
it. The global economic crisis will not last 
for ever, so the  nancial resources, necessary 
precondition of every spatial development 
planning, will certainly be higher than today, 
while their spending and distribution more 
equitable and ef  cient than at this moment. 
Something in the concept and access of the 
spatial development planning leaves to be 
changed-that the same become real, closer to 
the real needs and priorities of the citizens, and 
less template like, prescribed from elder brother, 
generalised, declarative and empty-such as the 
Strategy of Spatial Development of Serbia or 
Spatial Plan of Serbia is, the making of which 
is just  nished. Unfortunately, something 
will remain which neither methodology nor 
the EU and money can change: catastrophic 
demographic situation in the border zone of 
Serbia towards Bulgaria. All developmental 
plans will stumble over that fact in the future.
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