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Abstract

Latin American democracy has been long haunted by the low level of representation and weak institutional accountability. Populism that comes with the rise of the New Left seems to give a hope to the people (the poor, indigenous and disfranchised) to participate and represent their own demands and voices. Nevertheless, some features of populism such as anti-institution and centralization of executive branch, appear to harm democracy consolidation. In this paper, by looking at three country cases (Venezuela, Ecuador and Bolivia) both at a national and local level, I argue that populism at a national level is a strategy that leaders use to establish their clientelistic network and to consolidate their power in the name of direct democracy. However, at a local level, direct democracy encourages participation and empowers local civil society, which is one of the keys towards democratic consolidation. 


After the Third Wave of democratization swept Latin America in the late 1980s, many Latin American countries have adopted the western model of democratic systems. However, the combination of presidentialism and proportional representation system has drawn many criticisms form scholars for its lack of governability. Moreover, O’Donnell has pointed out the delegative features of Latin America’s democracies such as low level of institutionalization and plebiscitary presidency as the reasons for its slow and even stagnate consolidation.
 People were not well represented, and political institutions were not accountable for their behaviors. However, the rise of populism seems to be a new hope for the people (the poor, the indigenous and the disfranchised) that they are encouraged to participate and represent their own demands and voices.
Nonetheless, some features of populism are identified as harms to democratic consolidation. Instead of following a Marxist-Leninist ideological framework to organize working class and trade union, populism in the 2000s is characterized by little institutionalization, charismatic as opposed to ideological leadership, and no real model of socioeconomic transformation beyond utilizing state funds to build a clientelistic apparatus in the framework of an increasing autocratic political system.
 Moreover, populism has been identified either as a cause or consequence of democratic weakening. Situations in many Latin American countries with a populist leader are worrisome since leaders generate popular support to bypass intermediate institutions to have the bills passed. Leaders also successfully centralize major powers in the executive branch and thus weaken other institutions in the government such as legislative, judiciary branch and political parties. 
Despite the negative reviews of populism in general, there is an increasing trend of leaders from Latin America adopting this strategies. Some of them have yielded positive impacts in terms of increasing participation, especially among the poor and marginalized groups. Also, the virtues of liberty and equality that are imprinted in popular participation are also the core concept of democracy. Based on these, are there any potential mechanisms in populism that can be used to sustain and consolidate democracy? Can populism bring about institutional innovation? How can populism address the problems in Latin America such as poverty and inequality? To solve these puzzles, I conduct a two-tier (national and local) analysis in three case studies: Bolivia, Ecuador and Venezuela in order to identify elements that are beneficial for democracy, and those that can hinder democratic consolidation in Latin America. I argue that populism at the national level acts merely as a tool to legitimize the leaders in obtaining and strengthening their power, while at the local level it yields some modest improvements in reducing poverty rate and strengthening participations. 

Definition of Populism
Populism, as Kurt Weyland emphasizes, is strongly debated in Latin American academia.
 Weyland himself defines populism as a political strategy to seek or exercise power in which the leaders seek direct, unmediated, uninstitutionalized support from large number of mostly unorganized followers.
 The political concepts of populism also help to give credit to the indefinite ideologies as it can be generated by the rightist or by the leftist. Kenneth Roberts shows that populism is a mechanism to mobilize from the top in which appears in the weakly instituted political systems.
 Chavismo in Venezuela is an example of a top-down mobilization with a façade of populism while the bottom-up indigenous movement led by Evo Morales is an example of populism from social organizations.

In his recent text, Ernesto Laclau understands populism as a construction of a popular subject based on the boundary that divides the social space in two antagonized camps.
 It is anti-institution in a way that the system is divided and fails to process popular demands. The excluded and marginalized sectors seek to represent the community and articulate their demands through populism. Furthermore, De la Torre explores the different degrees of polarization experienced by populism, from the polarization between citizens and party politics to polarization of the society in two irreconcilable camps that radicalize the politics and culture.

In this paper, I take Weyland’s definition and expand it so to describe populism as a political strategy that has the following characteristics: appealing to the people as an undefined, unarticulated whole, rather than to specific constituencies (direct democracy); eliminating institutionalized channels of communication between leaders and followers, relying instead on the charisma of the leader (plebiscitary presidency); resorting to a highly charged nationalistic rhetoric and articulating an “us versus them” dichotomy in terms of the nation versus the anti-nation; and applying economic policies that rely on large transfers of cash and other benefits to selected constituencies without changing significantly the economic structure of production (clientelism).

Definition of Democratic Consolidation 
In this paper, the definition of democratic consolidation is built on the work by Linz and Stepan. Essentially, by a “consolidated democracy” it means a political regime in which democracy as a complex system of institutions, rules, and patterned incentives and disincentives has become, in a phrase, “the only game in town.” A democratic regime in a territory is consolidated when 1) there is no significant actors spend significant resources attempting to achieve their objectives by creating a nondemocratic regime or by seceding from the state; 2) when a strong majority of public opinion, even in the midst of major economic problems and deep dissatisfaction with incumbents, holds the belief that democratic procedures and institutions are the most appropriate way to govern collective life; and 3) when governmental and nongovernmental forces alike become subject to, and habituated to, the resolution of conflict within the bounds of the specific laws, procedures, and institutions sanctioned by the new democratic process.
 
In addition to a functioning state, three other interconnected and mutually reinforcing conditions must be present, or be crafted, in order for a democracy to be consolidated. First, the conditions must exist for the development of a free and lively civil society which, with the capacity to generate political alternatives and to monitor government and state, can help start transitions, resist reversals, push transitions to their completion, and consolidate and deepen democracy. Second, there must be a relatively autonomous political society that is informed, pressured, and periodically renewed by civil society to achieve a workable agreement in which democratic power will be crafted and exercised. Lastly, all major political actors, especially the government and the state apparatus, must be held accountable to, and become habituated to, the rule of law that protects individual freedoms and associational life. Constitutionalism entails a relatively strong consensus regarding the constitution, and especially a commitment to "self-binding" procedures of governance that can be altered only by exceptional majorities. It also requires a clear hierarchy of laws, interpreted by an independent judicial system and supported by a strong legal culture in civil society

Populism at a National Level
Direct Democracy
The history of democracy as a form of government has been marked by a perpetuate tension between its ideal expression and its concrete reality. Political representation as a mechanism to recognize the popular will was gradually consolidated. Throughout history, holding regular elections to select representatives from the people offered a solution to this dilemma in the political communities. However, Jean-Jacques Rousseau declared that the notion of political representation was against the essence of the popular sovereignty concept. Representative democracy was criticized for its distance between citizens and the center of decision-making, and the excessive freedom that the representatives enjoyed during their terms.

Unlike representative democracy in which people do not govern but elect representatives that govern, direct democracy refers to a form of government that people participate in a continuous manner in exercising power directly. People unite in assemblies, deliberate and decide public affairs. The level of bureaucracy is low and the feeling of civic duty is very high. In another word, the “community” instead of the “society” is the political entity that makes the direct democracy model viable.

Given the region’s generally low levels of public trust in legislative bodies and political parties, some segments of the electorate view the direct democracy mechanism as a valid option for improving the quality and depth of political representation, boosting participation, and strengthening the legitimacy of democratic institutions. Common mechanisms of direct democracy in Latin America include popular consultation, popular legislative initiatives, and recall votes. Popular consultations encompass both plebiscites and referendums, which allow citizens to decide and express opinions on constitutional matters or legislative issues of national importance by voting. Popular legislative initiative expresses the citizens’ right to introduce bills to make partial or complete reforms to laws or the constitution. Lastly, the recall vote gives citizens the power to vote to remove an elected official from office.

The introduction of direct democracy mechanisms is typically driven by traditionally excluded political interests, involving the failure of representative democratic institutions. In Mainwaring and Scully’s touchstone study on democratic institutions in Latin America, they showed that political parties in Bolivia and Ecuador are the least institutionalized party system. In recent years, public opinion polls such as Latinobarómetro have identified a great deal of popular dissatisfaction with the institutions of democratic governance and with existing channels of political representation
.
Many of the popular consultations came from the top down. This approach to direct democracy has been pursued across the region. President Hugo Chávez in Venezuela successfully employed direct democracy mechanisms to help consolidate his political programs. He was elected president with 56.2 percent of vote in 1999 and within the year his referendum on introducing elements of direct democracy into the Venezuelan constitution, and to strengthen presidential powers and extend term limits from six to seven years was passed with almost 60 percent approval rate. With the 1999 constitution approved, a series of other events associated with direct democracy took place – the consultative referendum on the renewal of the trade union leadership in 2000; the failed attempts to initiate a referendum to demand the president’s resignation during 2002 and 2003, presidential recall referendum in 2004. More recently in 2009, he called for a popular consultation on another constitutional reform aiming to abolishing term limits for president, mayors, governors and assembly deputies. It was passed with 55 percent of vote.
 

Like Chávez, Ecuadorian president Rafael Correa has used popular referendums to build up his base for power. The beginning of Correa’s presidency, he was facing the challenge of a Congress under that opposed him and his plan for a Constituent Assembly. Taking advantage of his high approval rate, Correa initiated a referendum on establishing a Constituent Assembly to rewrite the constitution, and was passed with 80 percent of vote. In the parliamentary election five months later, Correa’s party PAIS won a landslide victory, winning at least 72 of the 130 seats, giving the party the power to dismiss Congress and make the subnational constitutional reforms. The next step for Correa was to have the new constitution draft ratified by popular vote. One of the more controversial proposals allows the president to stand for a second four-year term in office. The result shows that 64 percent of voters voted to approve the new constitution. With the new constitution, Correa ran for his second term in 2009 and took office with 52 percent support from voters.

The newcomer in using referendum is Evo Morales in Bolivia. In his constitutional referendum in 2009, Morales called for reforms on electoral rules which include elections to all public bodies are to be held, and all previous terms will not be considered for term limits; additionally, the President will be allowed to be reelected once, thus allowing him two more terms if he decides to pursue this route. Furthermore, if no candidate gains more than 50 percent of the vote in the presidential election, there will be a runoff instead of having the National Congress to decide who would become President in such a case. It also introduces the possibility of recall election for all elected officials.
The use of these mechanisms at the national level generally has not increased the influence of civil society in public decision-making. Greater citizen control over the government and other representative institutions has resulted in very few cases. Elections in Venezuela and Ecuador are instruments to be used at the service of a personality cult and connected to a population mobilized by means of plebiscites and patron-client mechanisms. Only when elections can serve to express the collective will and consolidate democracy when voting and all that surrounds it are free and fair.
Plebiscitary Presidency
The plebiscitary nature of Latin American presidencies is central to the notion of “delegative democracy” as originally described by Guillermo O’Donnell
. Plebiscitary presidency is characterized by their “use direct, unmediated appeals to public opinion in order to govern over the heads of other institutions, especially legislatures”.

In defining the term, Lowi assumes that the president and the state are the same thing, and powers should be commensurate with responsibilities. As most of the responsibilities of state are intentionally delegated to the president by the Congress and the people, they at the same time intend that there will be a capacity to carry them out. The third assumption is that the president should not and cannot be bounded by normal legal restrictions. Lastly, any deliberative barriers to presidential action must be considered tantamount to disloyalty. Instead of strengthening the political institutions, plebiscitary presidents crash anything that blocks their way to power, and in some cases the role of institutions are so weak that it leads to the collapse of the party system.

In his quest to seek presidential power, Ecuadorian president Rafael Correa used his first year in office to build up his plebiscitary presidency.  He tied the hands of his administration in order to extend his continuance in office and his power in the Congress. On his inauguration day, Correa signed an executive decree mandating a nationwide vote to approve the convening of a constitutional assembly. With 73 percent of the public backing the idea of constituent assembly and 59 percent siding with the executive’s plan to bypass Congress, the referendum was passed without many constraints. He then filled the seats in the Congress with his supporters. With the public’s overwhelming approval, he rendered National Congress totally irrelevant. 

Chávez’s plebiscitary presidency goes more extreme as he has achieved complete control of all the institutions for checks and balance, including the unicameral National Assembly, which after the opposition boycott of the December 2005 elections now contains not a single opposition legislator. The predictable result was the most heavily presidentialist constitution in contemporary Latin America.
 The president can enact laws and hold any kind of referendum without support from the legislature; obtain complete discretion over military promotions with no need for legislative approval; and the most recent example is the elimination of term limits for president, mayors, governors and assembly deputies. Party system has collapsed in Venezuela as the two traditional parties AD and COPEI have failed to challenge Chávez in any possible case.

With no meaningful opposition from the parties or civil society, and with the presidents’ own organization more an electoral movement than a governing party, the political development both in Ecuador and Venezuela seemingly hinges solely on Rafael Correa and Hugo Chávez: their personality, their ambitions, and their decision about what kind of policies best suit their country.

Clientelism
Market reforms in the 1980s have brought negative impacts on inequality and social spending. Central governments were under pressure to tighten public expenditures and open their market to foreign trade. As a result, social security resources have become less available to poor citizens who are struggling with dislocation created by changes in international market condition.
 Therefore, the social welfare and compensations that are offered by populist leaders are very appealing to the poor.

The literature on social funds and clientelism in Latin America clearly suggest that politicians, particularly when facing weak institutional constraints start using these resources in a clientelistic manner to improve their political or electoral backing. In other words, under certain institutional conditions, resources from these social funds can be allocated following a political rationale instead of strictly social and economic considerations. I argue that for the leaders to maintain high level of support, they turn to clientelistic practices; and to finance this practice, they turn to the revenue from natural resources. This is what sustains populism especially in Venezuela.

Clientelism is a system of quid pro quo exchange that knows no geographic or functional limits. Clientelistic networks of exchange can be organized at any level of aggregation and around almost any type of good. It is defined by a direct exchange relationship between voters and politicians, voters by necessity have relinquished the possibility of using their vote to pass judgment on overall policy.
 In a similar vein, Brusco et al. have defined vote buying as “ the proffering to voters of cash (more commonly) minor consumption goods by political parties in office or in opposition, in exchange for the recipient’s vote.”
 

The case of Chávez’s misiones (missions) programs illustrates the dual goal to political manipulation “vote buying” and to distribute directly the oil rents to the low-income population. This double effect allows Chávez to consolidate electoral and political support among groups of poor voters previously excluded from the political and economic realm; it also helped to create a new constituency that has become an important part of his social coalition and has helped to strengthen his political movement. Taking advantage of the oil windfall provided by high oil prices at the time, Chávez tapped into the resources from the state owned oil company, Petróleos de Venezuela (PDVSA) to finance social programs that he labeled “missions to save the people.”
 According to PDVSA’s financial statements, the fund managed more than 5 billion dollars in 2004. The misiones programs were designed and expanded by Chávez under pressure to win the recall referendum activated by a popularly mobilized opposition in 2004. It was the oil revenues received after 2003 that allowed the government to expand widely the scope of these programs over a short period of time. 
Clientelism in Venezuela is relatively cheap because of the revenue from oil. Chávez increased the piece of the pie to maintain clientelistic network as the oil price increase eight folded since he has been in power. Chávez asserts majority control over oil exploration: using funds directly extracted from PDVSA rather than through the central government’s budget; and some misión programs were administrated by the Ministry of Oil and Energy rather than the Ministry of Education in order to channel resources directly from PDVSA to the programs. With this pool of black gold resting in Venezuela, even with 10 to 20 percent of inflation, resources for feeding the clientelism network are not exhausted.
 
In Ecuador, Correa delivered a flurry of executive decrees that pleased a variety of constituents in order to keep his poll numbers high in anticipation of the April and September 2007 election battles. Windfall profits from Ecuador’s booming oil economy paved the way for increased government spending. Among his first executive decrees was to double the regular welfare payments to poor households in which benefited nearly a tenth of all Ecuadorians. He also doubled the amount available for individual housing loans to $3,600, enacted subsidies that cut the price of electricity for low-usage consumers, and expanded credit to micro-businesses, youth and women.
 
Targeting the poor becomes an opportunity to target votes and even to “buy” support. And with the revenues from gas and oil, both Chávez and Correa have successfully built their network of clients and strengthened their power and support, especially around election times. However, to base their high level of support on clientelistic exchange implies certain risks. Rapid population growth means an increase in demands for social programs, and government has to extract more revenue from oil and gas trade to sustain the level of support. Furthermore, depending solely on gas and oil revenues, governments has to bear the instability of provisions due to fluctuating oil price.

Populism at a Local Level
Porto Alegre Model of Participatory Budgeting

The effects of populism trigger to local level through decentralization policies, and one of which is participatory budgeting.
 It is a process of democratic deliberation and decision-making in which ordinary residents decide how to allocate part of a municipal or public budget. Participatory budgeting allows citizens to present their demands and priorities for improvement, and influence through discussions and negotiations that budget allocations made by their municipalities. It is usually characterized by several basic design features: bottom-up design with open entry for participation at grassroots level, identification of spending priorities by community members, election of budget delegates to represent different communities, facilitation and technical assistance by public employees, local and higher level assemblies to deliberate and vote on spending priorities, and the implementation of local direct-impact community projects. As a result, instead of claiming material goods from politicians, people see participatory budgeting process as means for deliberation and distribution of public goods.

This model is followed by other countries in Latin America and has yielded some modest improvements on increasing participation and lowering poverty rate. Indigenous parties in Bolivia and Ecuador, and Consejos Comunales (communal councils) in Venezuela are fulfilling promises to improve quality of local government by establishing institutions that promote intercultural cooperation and participation of individual and civil society groups.

Ecuador
Cotacachia is a canton of 37,215 people, approximately 40 percent of the inhabitants and indigenous. Cotacachi is marked by unequal distribution of land which limits economic options and 84.15 percent of the population in poverty.

The Cotacachi model has a similar structure to that used in Porto Alegre. When Auki Tituaña, a Quichua Indian, was elected mayor, he convoked the Assembly of Cantonal Unity (canton-wide meeting) to determine budget priority, reaching consensus on the goals and outlines of participatory planning. The Assembly meets annually and by the second year, many local NGOs were participating and took over some workshops to train officials. Council for Development and Management is set up to oversee five working groups that focus on particular issues, such as education or environmental protections. It meets approximately every two months and represents municipal authorities and civil society organizations. Mayor Tituaña also concerned about the mestizo-urban residents would reject the assembly if they perceived it to be a rural-indigenous domain, therefore he also fostered the formation of a Federation of Neighborhoods to also involve the urban population.

Participation increased in Cotacachi’s annual assemblies between 1996 and 2001: from 177 mostly indigenous participants from the highlands in 1996, to more than 500 participants, including more urban mestizos in 1999; to over 600 participants in 2001. Participants shifted from presenting lists of public works projects for their own communities to discussing broader development themes with greater geographic and temporal scope.

Bolivia
The Law of Popular Participation (LPP) established a legal and institutional benchmark for implementing the decentralization model. It resulted in three aspects that potentially favored the inversion of social infrastructure and improved its performance.
 Firstly, it aims to transfer the ownership and the management of social infrastructures, and necessary equipment to provide social service (education, culture, health and housing) into the hands of municipals. Secondly, it distributes 20 percent of the resources from tax collection to 311 municipals in which the local governments are recently created. Lastly, the Organizaciones Territoriales de Bases (OTBs) participate in the decisions on local public spending. The Plan of Municipal Development (PDM) is the fundamental base and pillar of the planning process and constitutes the summary of the local social demand.

An example of the effects of LPP in the local communities is Chimoré.
 Prior to the LPP, political parties chose local government candidates, who mainly represented urban neighborhoods. There had never been a municipal development plan and the canton had no resources of its own. Projects had been initiated and completed with difficulty and only in urban areas, and there was neither planning nor participation of the population in the execution of public works in urban areas. After the promulgation of the LPP, the national government sponsored workshops to inform citizens about their rights under the new law and to train municipal elected leaders and employees in its complex methodology for planning and decision making. To maintain its budget, Mayor Cruz and his team devised a program whereby the municipality would provide most of the funding, but each community wanting to have a project must contribute 5 to 10 percent of the cost.

The LPP enabled indigenous social-movement organizations to enter local politics in great numbers. Both indigenous parties immediately transferred cultural and organizational traditions to municipal institutions to the people they serve. This can be seen in the use of traditional methods of proposing, selecting and rotating leaders. Elected officials incorporated the tradition of collective work into the construction of public works in order to stretch scarce resources, increase community involvement, and collectively monitor public spending. From the indigenous perspective, capturing these local political and economic processes constitutes an enormous achievement. More money is being invested in services and projects targeted to poor, indigenous communities. They enjoy a greater sense of empowerment and control over their collect identity. Nonetheless, due to the overweening influence of local and national movement-party logics and rules, and confusion when the LPP was first implemented, these prevent the development of distinct spaces to represent diverse social interests. The coca federation dominates governments and no political force or institution within the municipality is able to hold it accountable, including mayors and council members.

Venezuela
The law of Communal Council was passed in April of 2006 under the Chávez administration. It offers financial help to those communities that are democratically organized and have submitted local projects to the state. The Communal Councils (CCs) are to be initiatives in which 200 to 400 households within a self-defined geographical area, consisting of 20 percent of the population, hold elections and write a charter. They also write a history of the community, make a list of problems the community suffers, and translate these problems into projects. They request financial support from public institutions and then are in charged with exercising supervision over these projects. An established CC consists of an executive broad, a communal bank, and an accountability commission which include a social comptroller to manage expenditures; and an employment commission to hire qualified candidates from the communities. The community councils are horizontally structured. Their leaders (voceros) are not allowed to participate in more than one commission of the council. Local councils have the power to vote on issues directly affecting their community and have used this to make significant changes. Major improvements have included building social housing and repairing roads. 

The CCs represent not only an important step in the emphasis of the government to stimulate popular participation, but also a break with the past when these activities used to be initiated by municipal, state and national government. Prior to the law of Communal Council, a great part of the control was in the hands of the mayor and other politicians. The law in 2006 was desgined to achieve major independence from the local government to authorize the communal councils in order not to conceive their own projects and also to carry out them.

Potentials and Challenges
The growth of local participation offers a coherent alternative to elite-dominated institutions that have failed to improve people’s lives. The three cases presented in this essay have shown that local participation has increased and meanwhile the poverty rate has dropped. The decentralization programs successful target people who are in need and expand the programs in the rural areas. Though, such models are most likely to work when indigenous parties and their social movement sponsors are able to maintain internal unity and solidarity and to develop distinct, complementary roles.

However, financial challenges could put those programs on the edge. Local budgets come from aids and funds from NGOs in Bolivia and Ecuador, while in Venezuela, oil and gas revenues are the main source of finance. The oil revenues have created room to move, and provided a degree of protection against incursions. On the other hand they also impose complicated problems. The fluctuation of global economy and oil price will lower the consistency of those social programs. Moreover, without checks and balance mechanisms installed in the local communities, accountability cannot be assured. Even so, some groups can hijack the opinions of the assembly, for instance the coca farmers in Bolivia.  

Conclusions
The notions of electoral and liberal democracy are not adequate to address the political, social and economic problems in Latin American countries. Rooted in their historical background, demography and the lack of trust to political parties, a new form of government is emerging in an attempt to retain democratic values and furthermore solves the problems of poverty and inequality that have long been haunted the region.
However, as this essay has shown, Latin American’s path on replacing representative democracy by populism has some setbacks for democratic consolidation but also advancement in encouraging local participation. A democracy in which a single leader enjoys a "democratic" legitimacy that allows him or her to ignore, dismiss, or alter other institutions – the legislature, the courts, the constitutional limits of power – does not fit the conception of rule of law in a democratic regime. The formal or informal institutionalization of such a system is not likely to result in a consolidated democracy unless such discretion is checked. Democratic consolidation includes and is made possible with strong and effective institutions.
 Nonetheless, people have lost trust in representative institutions and welcome their leaders to eliminate and smash down opposition parties using populism strategies. Can democratic consolidation be possible without institutions in the Latin American context? That remains an open question.

On the other hand, in a local level where parties are weakly institutionalized, they are unable to block efforts by civil society across to create new forms of state-society linkage that bypass parties and reduce their patronage resources.
 The Bolivian and Ecuadorian cases demonstrate that weakly institutionalized governing parties having organic roots in civil society are more easily permeated by civil society actors demanding greater participation.
The growth of local and indigenous parties further acerbates the problem of party fragmentation. As party systems become increasingly localized, political leaders need to address ways to promote the incorporation of these disparate movements and their demands into viable, national democratic options. Greater attention needs to be paid to reforming internal processes to improve the capacity of national parties to respond to local demands. Party regulation is needed to rebuild the party system as the future governability will require stitching back together the party system. Problems of poverty and inequality have long impeded people to be active in politics both national and local level in the Latin American. The daily encounter of deliberation and negotiation helps communities to develop values of democracy. This may as well be the foundation for Latin America to search for its own democratic alternative.
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