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NATO’s Comprehensive Approach: Still Something for the Future? 

Abstract 

For more than a decade, the ideal and thoughts of a more ‘comprehensive approach’ to handle 

complex conflicts and state-building has been the focus of both academic think-tanks, 

politicians, and civilian and military actors in the field. NATO has worked to conceptualize 

these ideas in a directive for Comprehensive Approach since 2010. This strong focus on 

‘comprehensive approach’ is largely positive, and was asked for by politicians and think-tanks 

from the early 2000. However, we argue that NATOs conceptualization of the general 

thoughts to a NATO concept, or maybe doctrine have some unintended negative impacts on 

the broad consensus about ‘comprehensiveness’ which may rather hamper rather than 

strengthen civil-military cooperation, despite good intentions. We support the ideal of 

comprehensiveness, but find NATOs conceptualisation troublesome and worthy a discussion.  

 

 

Introduction 

Over the last few years, NATO operations and planning processes have come to be dominated 

by the ‘comprehensive approach’ mindset and framework. NATOs official doctrine for 

operational planning, the AJP-5 ‘Allied Joint Doctrine for Operational-Level Planning’ has 

largely been viewed as outdated. It has not have any greater updates since the 1990s, and the 

parallel development of an unofficial operational planning ‘handbook’ called the 

‘Comprehensive Operations Planning Directive’ (COPD)
1 

has effectively taken its place. The 

COPD is a product by the more political based Supreme Headquarters Allied Powers Europe 

(SHAPE), as opposite to the official doctrine processes and series developed by the NATO 

Standardisation Agency (NSA). Some will argue that ‘comprehensive approach’ is not a 

doctrine, as it is not developed by the NSA and is neither part of the official NATO doctrine 

hierarchy. But still, the strategic leadership state that is. For instance Jamie Shea, Director of 

Policy Planning in the Private Office of the NATO Secretary General: ‘The “comprehensive 

approach” of major institutions and civilian and military players working closely tighter is 

now NATO’s official doctrine for all non-Article 5 missions’. Also at the working level, 

‘comprehensive approach’ has come to dominate NATO mindset and framework for 

operations, all from central documents, to practical plans and operations – and thus in an 

extend understanding of the word; has become doctrine. And again, it has de facto taken the 

place of the traditional AJP-5 ‘Operational Planning’ doctrine. The ‘comprehensive approach’ 
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and the NATO COPD explicitly, have further come to dominate also national doctrines in 

many of the NATO countries, eg. Norway. The same goes for the other Scandinavian 

countries, even Sweden.
2
 The recently establishment of a Comprehensive Crises and 

Operations Management Centre (CCOMC) under the Supreme Allied Command Europe 

(SACEUR) further proves this great emphasis on ‘comprehensive approach’ in NATO over 

the last few years.
3
   

 

NATO’s strong focus on comprehensiveness in operational planning of military operations is 

generally a positive development, in recognition that the military alone cannot solve the type 

of conflicts we have seen over the last decade.  

 

However, as we cannot show to too great of a success in many of the military involvements 

over the past decade – under the umbrella of a ‘comprehensive approach’ – it is now about 

time to re-examine the NATO Comprehensive Approach fundament and development, and 

the potential and challenges of such comprehensive civil-military ambitions. This as we end 

the great engagement in Afghanistan and look into a future which might prove different from 

the past conflicts of choice NATO has taken part in.  

 

The first challenge we want to address is the fundament for the developed concept: As a brief 

history outlook; we see that there has been a gradual process of developing the basic ideas of 

comprehensiveness – the thought or idea – or maybe even an ideal – into a defined concept 

since early 2000. This transition prove to have some unintended negative effects, which 

NATO and military forces need to at least keep in mind in their aim for operationalizing the 

concept.  

 

Second; we will discuss the classical challenge of civil-military relations, which clearly have 

been, and are likely to stay a challenge to NATO´s Comprehensive Approach. This will be 

answered by two underlying discussions: From a historical point of view, we raise a worry 

that NATO´s process of conceptualizing the idea to a concrete concept – maybe even doctrine 

– by itself drive some of the implied parties further away rather than make co-operation 

easier. Additionally we see that the concept stands on a shaky foundation, as it is based on 

selective use of history and cases. Thereafter we draw in the general civilian scepticism 

towards confusing civilian and military activity into the discussion for operationalizing the 

NATO concept of Comprehensive Approach. We argue that a ‘comprehensive approach’ is 

important to nurture first of all as a common ideal – not as a NATO defined concept. 

Additionally one could in line with Hew Strachan ask whether a thoroughly defined concept 

becomes a substitute for thought.
4 

  

 

Additionally; towards the end we raise question to whether NATO strong focus on 

‘comprehensive approach’ as a general approach – doctrine – to military operational planning 
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is the right way forward for NATO? This in lieu of the emerging new world order of multi-

polarity and with that a security situation which may require more classic hard-power mindset 

and preparations.  

NATO's Comprehensive Approach  

NATO has developed the idea of ‘comprehensive approach’ into a concept by describing its 

understanding of the term, the internal processes and NATO’s interaction with the civilian 

actors in such scenarios. NATO´s concept Comprehensive Approach builds on the idea of 

‘effects-based’ planning, operations and assessments. This is central to NATO’s COPD. This 

NATO planning directive has already become very central to military planners, and will 

probably influence military planning and operations for the coming years.  

 

The entire idea of ‘effect-based’ operation planning has been criticized for years, and this 

debate is important in order to examine and understand some challenges of the 

Comprehensive Approach concept. This strong focus on ‘effects’ may be traced back to the 

American development of the concept Effects Based Operations (EBO) in the 1990s, and the 

NATO version of Effects Based Approach to Operations (EBAO) which was developed later.
5
  

 

When focusing on ‘effects’ in planning and operations, be it in the shape of the American 

EBO, NATOs EBAO or the latest Comprehensive Approach concept, the planning may 

become too rigid. This is at least the critique and lessons the Americans have found through 

experience with EBO.
6
 Even though the Americans have rejected their early concept of EBO, 

NATO still seems determined to keep their focus on EBAO as an integrated part of 

Comprehensive Approach. NATO Comprehensive Approach is a statement that the effects of 

military operations need to be integrated with those of the civilian actors. 

 

According to NATO’s COPD, strategies should be supported by four different ‘instruments of 

power’: military, political, economic and social.
7
 The great and classic challenge for NATO is 

that it normally only is able to provide the first two of these instruments (military and partly 

political power), and rarely the last two (economic and other civil society instruments, 

particularly the latter).
8
 This in contrast to eg. the UN, the EU or greater individual nations in 

their operations. This requires for NATO to coordinate its activities with other actors. Further, 

with the Comprehensive Approach concept, NATO has got an increased focus on what is 

labelled ‘the extended operation environment’ and the military abbreviation and jargon 

‘PMESII’ (Political, Military, Economic, Social, Infrastructure and Information).
9
 Analyses of 

an actor to the conflict include assessments of the objectives, strengths, weaknesses and 

autonomy – in perspective these PMESII factors.  

 

With NATO Comprehensive Approach the integration of military and civilian activity is 

intended to take place at all levels. The challenge is that it requires close cooperation with a 

great number of actors, where many are not directly responsible to any state or international 

parent organization (e.g. the UN and the EU). Experience has clearly shown that civil 

organizations, in particular non-governmental, are highly sceptical to coordinate its activity 
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with military forces. For examples from the Norwegian debate, see Holen, Diesen, Vastel, 

Mast and Nielsen, Stangeland, Fauske and Jæger.
10

 As the ISAF operation ended in 2014, the 

debate over this concept even increased. See for instance Martinussen et.al., Gravdal, Dyndal 

and Vikan.
11

  

 

COPD as a planning directive has become established in NATO, and has undoubtedly greatly 

influenced both NATO as an organization and the individual countries. The concept has been 

practiced since 2010, even though COPD has not yet been ratified and approved as an 

operational planning directive. However, civil-military cooperation has had a troublesome 

history, and it will not likely end with the new concept of Comprehensive Approach. Debate 

and research, and by that increased and broad knowledge about the concepts and its 

foundation is in any case a necessary process for moving forward.  

The historical premises 

The difficult transition from a thought to a concrete NATO concept 

A number of states and international organizations have in more than a decade focused on the 

need for a comprehensive and broad approach to solve conflicts and crises.  

 

Especially Danish, but also other Scandinavian peace-research academics and politicians have 

been particularly active in these early debates. The debates often focused on a UN context in 

general, and often also centred around the challenges of the war in Afghanistan. Many of the 

conflicts have taken place in dysfunctional or failed states. These types of conflicts have been 

described as particularly complex and challenging. In the operational areas we have seen 

many actors working in parallel, all wanting to contribute to a positive development, but 

experienced that goals and intentions have not been well coordinated. The lack of coordinated 

actions, with a comprehensive perspective, has been seen as a great challenge and a probable 

reason for slow, if any, progress.  

 

The labels ‘comprehensive approach’, ‘multidimensional approach’ and ‘integrated approach’ 

have been used by the major actors who have played key roles in these types of operations 

from the mid-1990s to the present day. The labels have come about as a result of concrete 

challenges in operations, across disciplinary and national communities. Many related and 

more specific concepts (on how one wished or planed to do this in practice) were developed 

in parallel: The Whole of Government Approach (WGA or WHOGA), the Interagency 

Approach, the Networked Security, the Multi Functional Approach and the 3D Concept 
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(Diplomacy-Development-Defence) among some.
12

 Also some focused military concepts or 

approaches to conflict resolution evolved: the DIME (Diplomatic, Informational, Military and 

Economic elements), the DIMEFIL (Diplomatic, Informational, Military, Economic, 

Financial, Intelligence and Law enforcement elements), and the MIDLIFE (Military, 

Intelligence, Diplomatic, Law enforcement, Information, Finance and Economic elements) 

concepts have all originated from the same set of thoughts.
13

  

 

The basic idea that emerged was that there had been a need for better harmonization and 

coordination of international and local civilian and military efforts.  

 

Comprehensive approach, and eventually the NATO concept with the same title is not 

something that suddenly came about. The mindset evolved gradually. We can trace the 

earliest direct references to ‘comprehensive approach’ associated with this topic back to 2001, 

by when the UN Security Council put forward that: ‘The quest for peace requires a 

comprehensive, concerted and determined approach that addresses the root causes of 

conflicts, including their economic and social dimensions ... [that] must involve all the 

relevant actors in this field ...’.
14

  

 

Many have used the wording ‘comprehensive approach’, but mostly as part of the general 

descriptions along with many other similar ideas and concepts. The UN has developed their 

concept of Integrated Mission or the Integrated Approach, which says something about how 

they want to develop and conduct operations with military and civilian actors interacting. 

Britain began to use the term ‘comprehensive approach’ actively in 2005.
15

  

 

Denmark led a process to establish a ‘comprehensive approach mindset’ for the development 

of new doctrines in NATO in 2006. Denmark, Canada, Czech Republic, Hungary, 

Netherlands, Norway, Slovakia and the United States jointly promoted these ideas before the 

NATO Riga Summit in autumn 2006.
16

 Denmark seems to have had a leading role, which we 

also may trace back to Denmark’s earlier initiative for Concerted Planning and Action from 

2004.
17

 During the Riga Summit NATO began to develop a conceptual framework to conflict 

resolution based on these ideas of a ‘comprehensive approach’. It evolved then – and this is 

important – from a loosely defined philosophical idea to a more defined label, and eventually 

a concept in NATO.  
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The following year NATO regularly sought to describe and explain what they meant by the 

terminology and concept, and it was closely linked to the explanations of the challenges, the 

hope for solutions, and planned strategies for their efforts in Afghanistan. We explicitly see 

this with Jaap de Hoop Sheffer, former Secretary General of NATO, calling for more robust 

and expanded civilian efforts in Afghanistan in 2007: ‘... sustaining the progress in 

Afghanistan cannot be done by NATO Allies alone. A broader, concerted international effort 

by the whole of the international community is required. And this is what we, in NATO, mean 

when we talk about a comprehensive approach’.
18

  

 

One year later, during the NATO summit in Bucharest in April 2008, the basis of the coming 

Comprehensive Approach concept was described as:  

 

Experiences in Afghanistan and the Balkans demonstrate that the international 

community needs to work more closely together and take a comprehensive approach ... 

It is essential for all major international actors two act in a coordinated way, and two 

apply a wide spectrum of civil and military instruments in a concerted effort that takes 

into account their respective strengths and mandates.
19

  

 

These citations show NATO's understanding of and thoughts of the terminology 

‘comprehensive approach’. This understanding has since become the cornerstone of NATOs 

mindset and framework for planning and operations. Since 2010 NATO has used interim 

versions of the new planning directive, COPD.
20

 The directive is not yet approved of, but a 

revised second interim version was published 04 October 2013. Working-versions of this 

V2.0 have also been in use at different places. NATO has still not established any approved 

definition of ‘comprehensive approach’. The first COPD suggested the following definition: 

‘A means to ensure coordinated and coherent response to crisis by all relevant actors’.
21

  

 

With this, NATO has both devolved the philosophical idea of a ‘comprehensive approach’ for 

it to become a defined term and a concrete concept named Comprehensive Approach. This, in 

itself largely should be a good development, as NATO has learned about the actors involved 

and has probably gotten a more realistic perspective on the complexity of these types of 

modern conflicts and the necessity of involving the greater society. However, the pit-fall and 

danger is that the previous philosophical idea of comprehensiveness, the original thought of 

the early 2000 which have had a wide international basing has become endangered. The 

challenge, or at least fear, is that the conceptual development by NATO actually repels rather 

than attracts the broad community of non-state actors, which it in fact is trying to work 

effectively with...  

A sound concept on a shaky ground 

As we have seen, the terminology ‘comprehensive approach’ mainly grew out of the 

experiences in Afghanistan, with some references back to the conflicts and wars at the 

Balkans. The military structures, thoughts and systems of the Cold War had been made for 

great military battles. The mindset and structures of these forces proved less suited for the 
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modern complex conflicts of failed states and internal conflicts. The idea of a more 

‘comprehensive approach’ to crisis management immediately gained support in civilian, 

military and political circles. The basic notion that ‘the military alone cannot resolve such 

conflict’ was (re-)learned and received widespread support. Both the Comprehensive 

Approach and the people-centric Counter-Insurgency (COIN) concepts and doctrines 

developed in parallel.
22

 

 

To meet the new challenges, the greater nations looked back to experiences from limited wars 

of the colonial era’, especially the French experiences and theories from Algeria, the 

American experiences from Vietnam and the challenges the British met as their empire was 

dissolving from 1950 to the 1970's.
23

 There were many similarities and the development 

appears immediately right. However, there are important differences with the historical cases 

as well.  

 

Our argument is that the historic foundation for the thoughts of Comprehensive Approach, as 

a strategy or concept, are not comparable to the challenges of the modern conflicts the West 

today are engaged in. First, about the historical cases which so often are used in debates about 

and argued as the foundation history of the concepts of the last decade: These cases had 

important different historical settings. Both the French colonial wars around 1900, making the 

basis for the thoughts of General Lyautey in particular, and the Anglo-American experience 

from 1950 to 1970's, were largely individual states that made war and wanted to stabilize 

other nations or regions under its management. Second, there were few other actors than 

states operating in these uprisings and war zones. The Western nations then had unified 

interests and objectives in the areas they operated in, and all government ‘instruments of 

power’ could be used. The military tool was for these nations integrated with other 

instruments of the state.  

 

Both these key differences between the historical cases, which the Comprehensive Approach 

(and for that case also the related modern people-centric Counter Insurgency (COIN) 

doctrines) are built on, hardly makes them comparable to the contemporary realities and 

challenges. Today we experience that there are mainly great alliances or coalitions that 

conduct operations to stabilize nations and regions, and often in parallel hundreds of non-state 

actors with a great span of interests and activities in the same areas. 

Perceived NATO ownership creates distrust 

However good the intentions, the general scepticism among civilian actors against civil-

military interaction will likely affect the introduction of this NATO defined concept. A broad 

critical debate and historical cases give reason to raise this worry. For instance, Norway’s 

decision to send an Engineer unit to Iraq in 2003, and Engineer units and CIMIC 

contributions to Afghanistan in 2003-04 sparked strong criticism from civil non-governmental 
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organizations and several politicians in Norway. It was argued that this was a mix of civilian 

and military efforts that would put aid workers and other civilians in dangerous situations.
24

 

This criticism has not been unique to Norway. Internationally there has been great resistance 

among civilian actors to mixing NATO and the military efforts with civilian (often referred to 

as) neutral peace efforts.
25

 As Jakobsen has stated: ‘Progress has been slow with respect to 

establishing effective CA cooperation with the EU, UN and NGOs since none of them have 

been eager to enter into closer relations with the Alliance’.
26

  

 

This shows a basic but crucial challenge: it is not so much about how NATO internally is able 

to adapt to and plan for conflict resolution based on its new concept of Comprehensive 

Approach; it is rather about whether the idea with its broad appeal will survive. Its survival 

depends on mutual understanding and trust and whether NATO can manage to keep the 

international support for the need of comprehensiveness as a basic thought.  

…operationalising the concept in a distrustful civil-military relationship  

With this, we have moved away from a situation where there was a broad agreement on the 

need for a ‘comprehensive approach’ to conflict resolution, to a situation where NATO has 

defined a concrete concept for such cooperation. At the same time NATO experience 

resistance among large international actors, in particular NGOs, to the idea of integrating 

military and civilian efforts. Cornish and Glad have been critical to what they call a 

‘politicization and militarization of aid’. They go on by stating: ‘Development and 

humanitarian assistance is no longer based on criteria of need and aid effectiveness, but is 

used as a strategy to appease communities and win “hearts and minds”’.
27

 

 

Several studies and workshops, mainly initiated and directed by NATO, but also some by  

individual countries such as Denmark, France, England, Netherlands, USA, have discussed 

the challenges of implementing such a strategy or concept for cooperation.  

 

Lindley-French, both alone and together with others, has published several articles on the 

‘operationalization’ of the Comprehensive Approach.
28

 Lindley-French is professor and 

member of NATO Atlantic Council Strategic Advisors Group. In an article with Cornish and 

Rathmell he goes far in claiming that an effective operationalization and implementation of 

the Comprehensive Approach is essential for the future of NATO. Several others, e.g. 

Petersen and Binnendijk already in 2008 argued that there was no longer any reason to doubt 

whether NATO needed this concept, and no reason for not defining the concept and its 

content.
29

 This has since been the dominating view also among academics. NATO 

workgroups as well as national think-tanks has worked with content and plans, and discussed 

specific challenges with the implementation and operationalization.  
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Lindley-French further argued a number of measures for NATO to implement. He has argued 

that NATO as an organization need to focus on three key measures: (1) a separate 

Comprehensive Approach Command (although he elsewhere in the same articles criticizing 

NATO for being too bureaucratic and for having too many headquarters), (2) for an open 

(holistic) view of operations, and (3) for more flexible command structures.  

 

As for creating effective relationships to non-military institutions, he has argued that NATO 

must build solid and systematic relationships and gain a broad understanding of civilian 

capacities. He believes that NATO must acquire civilian expertise at all higher levels, and be 

able to use these civilian capacities effectively in operations. Furthermore, he has argued that 

NATO must ensure continuity of civil personnel at the political-strategic level and create 

effective cooperation with civilian think-tanks. Others, such as Fitz-Gerald and MacNamara 

from Canada's Strategic Studies Working Group has rather argued the need of national inter-

departmental cooperation and competence as essential to a successful implementation of the 

concepts, both in terms of challenges and possible solutions. This includes the reformation of 

structures, but equally important the development of expertise, professionalism and common 

culture.
30

  

 

Lieutenant General Shirreff, Commandant of NATO's Allied Rapid Reaction Corps (ARRC), 

who used Lindley-French, Cornish and several academics in his staff has made classic 

military assessments about the challenges and possible solutions. Shirreff has argued that a 

common proven multinational command and control structure is essential to the ability to 

coordinate military and civilian activity. His conclusion is that in order to ‘operationalize’ 

Comprehensive Approach the international community needs to create a common philosophy 

and structures for integrated planning and management of both military and civilian efforts.
31

 

His arguments and views are important, both because NATO ARRC, with its competence, has 

been one of the main NATO institutions to develop the Comprehensive Approach concept, 

and because he fronts the basic (classic) military perspective of the debate – the need for 

common structures and processes. Shirreff promotes plausible arguments, based on 

experience.  

 

Schadlow, also from the NATO Defence College in Rome, has conducted studies of several 

operations, and developed and tested models for effective efforts in complex operations. She 

has found that integrated institutions for military and civilian efforts would be the best 

solution. However, she realizes and explains that this will be very difficult to implement in 

practice due to the political challenges of organizing officers under civilian leaders, and vice 

versa. Her conclusion was that operations involving military and civilian efforts must be 

subject to strong political control.
32

  

 

Schnaubelt, a former U.S. Colonel with extensive experience from Iraq and Kosovo has 

directed some working-groups dealing with comprehensive approach at the NATO Defence 

College in Rome. He has argued (like most others participating in the debates) that NATO 

and individual countries have made poor progress as to civil-military relations earlier. NATO 
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has not been able to put theory and thoughts into practice. He argued that the main reason for 

this has been lack of common concepts and approaches between military and civilian 

elements. We see that he supports Shirreffs arguments. However, at the same time Schnaubelt 

argued that those looking for a common ‘doctrine’ or way of working, a ‘Book of Common 

Prayer’ as he called it, are completely unrealistic.
33

 As he argued, NATO as one organization 

has forever struggled to develop joint doctrines, how can we then believe that ad-hoc 

alliances, working with numerous governmental and non-governmental civil society actors, at 

all can be effective in creating joint strategies, plans and common efforts? Schnaubelt answer 

is that we must focus on developing good understanding of the involved organizations and 

their individual structures and approaches, and thereby become able to best possibly create 

positive overlaps and synergy. We must, in accordance to Schnaubelt, accept to be different 

and partly disagree.
34

  

Concluding thoughts on the future of NATO Comprehensive Approach  

In this article we have discussed the development of the NATO concept of Comprehensive 

Approach, focusing on how it has evolved from being a thought with a broad appeal in the 

early and mid-2000, to how it became a defined concept of NATO. This transition, with the 

perception of and reaction to this development, is what we consider to be the most critical for 

civil-military relations in a ‘comprehensive approach’ to conflict resolution.  

 

As the common idea of a ‘comprehensive approach’ has been developed into a concrete 

NATO concept, scepticism outside military circles has not decreased, but rather increased: 

There are still worries related to the risk of confusing civilian and military efforts, and there is 

resistance towards NATO’s concept derived from that. This can be explained by historical 

evidence as discussed in this article, and nevertheless constitutes a continuing challenge to 

future civil-military co-operation.  

 

As argued, NATO’s Comprehensive Approach concept has grown out of the challenges in 

Afghanistan, and the ideas have been argued for by recalling historical lessons from French, 

British and American conflicts and limited wars. However, these cases largely included single 

states which were able to use all ‘instruments of power’, all the resources of the states. This is 

obviously not the situation today, as we have learned in Afghanistan. We will probably 

continue to see the involvement of many states and numerous non-state actors in such type of 

conflict in the future, and the thoughts and ideal of comprehensiveness is obviously sound for 

this.  

 

We also started out with an open question asking whether the NATO Comprehensive 

Approach is the right way forward? We have not discussed this in detail, but by examining its 

foundation, its clear origin from the needs NATO and nations have experienced in its 

engagements since the Balkan conflicts in mid- and late 1990s, we should clearly 

acknowledge that this is a different setting that NATO was created for in the first place. And 

similar, lead us to ask whether our now strong conception of these kind of conflicts require 

the same mindset, processes and doctrines as for full scale warfighting between conventional 

potent forces, should that be needed. As concluded, we support the ideal of 

comprehensiveness for non-article 5 operations for NATO, but we also strongly question that 

NATO Comprehensive Approach should be much influential on the main war fighting 

doctrines of NATO for the future.  
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