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INTRODUCTION: BREAKING DEPENDENCY


ON 15 SEPTEMBER 2021, President Joe Biden of the United States joined via a linked video conference the prime ministers of Australia and the United Kingdom, Scott Morrison and Boris Johnson respectively, to announce the formation of a new security relationship to be known as AUKUS, after the initials of the participating countries.1 The goal of the venture was ostensibly to help sustain the peace and stability of the Indo-Pacific region and to maintain the US-led global rules-based order. The three countries pledged to support each other’s security and defence interests, while building on their existing longstanding ties. Prime Minister Morrison had negotiated the agreement in secret and the revelation of its existence took the Australian public, and even most members of Parliament, by surprise. Labor’s Shadow Cabinet, and the Leader of the Opposition, Anthony Albanese, received only a twenty-four-hour heads-up.2


In creating AUKUS, the security challenge Australia and its partners sought to counter was an increasingly assertive China, under its President, Xi Jinping, and its rapidly improving military. That China is challenging the dominance of the United States in the Western Pacific is well known and the subject of much analysis by military and security commentators.3 The US military has identified China as its ‘pacing threat’, by which it means the country against which its forces are to prepare to fight. In addition, the United States is seeking to shore up its alliance system and incorporate its partners into an integrated deterrence network.4 There is no shortage of flashpoints that could spark a conflict between the great powers, the most concerning being the future of Taiwan and the potential for the renewal of hostilities on the Korean Peninsula.5


The Australian government issued its own public statement on the establishment of AUKUS.6 Morrison explained that Australia needed AUKUS because of the worsening security environment in the Indo-Pacific. Albanese did not hesitate to profess his own support for AUKUS, as well as agreeing on the utility of the deeper relationship with the United States and the United Kingdom that the new arrangement implied. Thus, the leaders of Australia’s two main political parties saw eye to eye on the partnership’s necessity.7 Domestic politics was undoubtedly a factor in the government’s decision to pursue AUKUS. Albanese, with an eye on the next election, rightly saw the pact as a potential political threat and would not give Morrison a national security issue with which to wedge Labor.8


In addition to deepening defence ties, the agreement contained offers of research assistance, access for Australia to hitherto off-limits American weapon systems and a tri-power commitment to greater information and technology sharing. The development of hypersonic missiles, for example, was specifically covered by the agreement. Most significantly of all, the AUKUS partners professed their support for acquiring and operating nuclear-powered submarines by the Australian Defence Force (ADF). Australia would become only the second country to which the United States had granted access to its nuclear submarine secrets, the first being the United Kingdom.9 Another result of AUKUS was the further integration of the ADF into the US military, including additional opportunities for joint training, port visits and personnel exchanges. The pact should be viewed as a culmination of a trend that sees the two militaries looking for opportunities to work together. Critically, AUKUS served as a revalidation of Australia’s position within the American security umbrella. For the United Kingdom, which is no longer a Pacific power, AUKUS provided significantly less, mainly a fleeting opportunity to draw attention to its ‘special relationship’ with the United States and a sense of nostalgia for an empire past.


On the surface, AUKUS seems like a great deal for Australia, and this is certainly the way Morrison and Albanese have portrayed the agreement. Yet the surface’s appealing gloss has diverted attention from AUKUS’s many imperfections and inconsistencies, and the leaders of both parties have displayed a lack of critical judgement and national loyalty in their rush to profess their allegiance and their enthusiasm. AUKUS harkens to a time when US power was unchallenged, and constitutes an effort to turn back the tide of history rather than understand it or confront its present realities. In a world facing an existential crisis from climate change, AUKUS epitomises a pact more suited to the Cold War than to the contemporary threat environment. It is neither a courageous defence policy nor a bold exploration of new possibilities. Instead, Morrison and Albanese have perambulated along the well-trodden path of Australia’s unbroken reliance on a great power friend for the provision of what, for most states, is a government’s ultimate and most important purpose – the security of its territory and people. The agreement also neglects to make a realistic estimate of the probable costs involved, both in Australia’s purchase of very expensive platforms and weapon systems, and in the loss of a significant degree of sovereignty and national independence. Australia’s leaders have once again positioned the nation so that participation in the United States’ next war will be virtually mandatory, even if this is a war between two nuclear-armed great powers. Lastly and most significantly, Australian leaders have assumed the potential menace of China without a commensurate effort to assess either the likelihood of the threat being realised, the potential to mitigate the China challenge without recourse to war or the possibility that there are other risks that are worse. In fact, it would not be too bold to say that AUKUS has made Australia less safe instead of more so.


A further complication is that Australia’s expectations of AUKUS may not be matched by the same degree of commitment to which the United States holds the pact. As will be explained in chapter 1, the United States has taken great pains to give itself ‘outs’ of its own choosing and timing. The return of Donald Trump to the presidency, with his erratic and capricious approach to foreign affairs, also raises concerns for a continued stable relationship between Australia and the United States or for a peaceful resolution to any dispute between the United States and China.


AUKUS is simply the latest manifestation of Australia’s routine determination to secure its protection by embracing dependency on a great power. By dependency, I mean the propensity of Australia to seek support from a great power to secure its safety in a world in which it sees threats to the nation’s welfare. It was neither an innovative security policy in 1942 when Prime Minister John Curtin announced that Australia would turn to the United States after the failure of the Singapore strategy, nor in 1966 when Prime Minister Harold Holt expressed the nation’s enthusiasm to go ‘All the way with LBJ’ by supporting the United States in the Vietnam War. Australia has never displayed any hesitation in leaning on or clinging to a great power protector, and has proven consistently willing to pay the price, often expressed as the premium on the insurance policy. In embracing dependency, the nation’s leaders also dismiss its potential to compromise Australian sovereignty or that it reduces the country to an imperial outpost of its increasingly unstable great power protector.


In its rush to secure the pact, the government has also neglected to explain its necessity to the public. Former diplomat and foreign policy expert Allan Gyngell admitted that he would like to be persuaded about the AUKUS project, yet no persuasion has been attempted by the government, not in the form of a speech to Parliament or in any other way.10 As another commentator noted, ‘AUKUS demands more transparency’.11 What the Australian public has received instead is Morrison’s and Albanese’s reconfirmation of Australia’s place as a junior member of the US Empire, as it was once a junior member of the British Empire, without any further illumination.12 The two prime ministers have acted on the automatic default setting that has dominated Australia’s security decision-making since Federation in 1901, if not before – that is, to seek security by serving as a loyal sub-imperial dependency in a great power’s empire. The craving to secure the protection of a great and powerful friend is seemingly hardwired in the psyche of Australia’s political leaders.13 Time will tell if Albanese will be America’s next ‘deputy sheriff’ – an honorific first suggested by the journalist Fred Brenchley during his interview of Prime Minister John Howard for The Bulletin in 1999, a term US President George W Bush took up in 2003 – but he is certainly moving in that direction.14


The objective of this book is to outline and promote a different and better path for the attainment of Australia’s national defence and security, one in which a policy of dependency on a foreign state is not the central feature. It will maintain, despite tradition, that there is no need for Australia to seek security by being reliant on the willingness of a friendly great power to protect it. Nor is there need for Australia to embrace a subservient position to another country, instead of standing on its own. The book will insist that by differentiating between Australian interests and those of its great power protector, it will be possible for us to forge a defence policy that puts Australian security first and does so with a lower degree of risk and cost than is presently the case.


This is not the first effort to promote a non-dependency-based model for Australia. In 1854, John Dunmore Lang, a prominent Presbyterian clergyman, argued that the colony of New South Wales had nothing to do with Britain’s war in the Crimea against Russia and that the Australian colonies should not get involved in Europe’s wars. Several years later he returned to this theme by reiterating George Washington’s injunction against joining in European alliances because of the danger that it would mandate participation in overseas wars. Such early individuals were able to discriminate between the interests of the Australian colonies and those of Britain – they were not the same, and as the Australian colonies grew and matured as polities their interests would only diverge further. The decision by New South Wales in 1885 to send troops to the Sudan to support the British campaign against the Mahdi was similarly opposed by a vocal minority, but to no avail, and while the contingent was insignificant in number – just 700 men – and arrived after the fighting ended, it set a precedent.15


Post Federation, select scholars and military officers have continued to periodically highlight the possibility of other ways to protect Australia from threat.16 The first occurred in 1913 when two naval officers, Captain Constantine Hughes-Onslow and Commander Hugh Thring, proposed a joint maritime–land defence plan that did not rely on Britian for Australia’s security.17 Others followed at irregular intervals, such as David Martin’s Armed Neutrality for Australia in 1984.18 In every case such arguments go unheeded by the government of the day. By contrast, the policy of great power dependency has shown remarkable tenacity and has remained intact for more than 120 years, and today it remains as deeply rooted as ever. I am therefore well aware that the government’s aversion to considering other options for safeguarding Australia’s national security does not bode well for the success of my own efforts.


However, the timing of this work may prove fortuitous. The government admitted in 2023 that the nation’s ‘strategic circumstances and the risks we face are now radically different’.19 Additionally, it is also becoming increasingly clear that the United States is a troubled nation that has lost its confidence and moral authority and is now led by a president who seems intent on challenging existing norms and relationships. Its willingness, or even ability, to act as Australia’s protector may be on the wane. It is a well-understood truism that when factors change, policy should also change, or at the very least those in charge should be open to exploring other possibilities. The time, therefore, is ripe for another way.


***


Australia’s future security policy is best based on the military philosophy of war known as the Strategic Defensive, rather than a continuation of the present policy of dependency. This is the first time an author has outlined the Strategic Defensive as the optimal military philosophy for Australia while combining it with a critique of the existing ADF force structure and including a description of what the nation actually needs for its security. It is also a rare work in that it recognises climate change as the national security risk it is, instead of limiting itself to traditional state-based threats.


Yet it needs to be recognised that the Strategic Defensive means neither the adoption of neutrality, the embrace of utopian disarmament, nor a retreat into isolationism. Australia would continue to maintain the ADF and fund a well-resourced and powerful military, with the goal of being able to defend its territory and its interests on its own. The ANZUS Alliance could also remain in effect, although it would no longer serve as the foundation of Australian defence, as is presently the case. This change in policy direction would not prevent Australia from going to war as part of a coalition with other states against a common enemy, if the government so decided. What it does mean is that designing, equipping and training the ADF for interoperability with a great power partner would no longer be the force’s guiding ambition, as it is now. It also means that Australia would look to itself for its security and, in doing so, become a fully sovereign and independent nation.


To tackle the shortcomings of the present defence policy, and to illuminate the path to a future based on the Strategic Defensive, the book divides into five chapters. Chapter 1 describes Australia’s traditional defence policy before diving into the details of the AUKUS agreement, the most consequential defence agreement Australia has entered into since the signing of the ANZUS Treaty in 1951. It will highlight the pact’s consequences for the nation, including the signal it sends to the region as Australia recommits to the Anglosphere. Chapter 2 examines the existing threat environment, for which AUKUS is claimed to be the central part of the solution. This chapter will argue that AUKUS’s singular focus on China as the threat against which to prepare is a mistake because it ignores the security challenge of a more existential threat, namely climate change. Chapter 3 changes direction to describe the origins and principles of the military philosophy of the Strategic Defensive and shows how its adoption is in the nation’s best interests. Chapter 4 addresses the preliminary steps Australia needs to take in order to embrace the Strategic Defensive. Chapter 5 examines the government’s present plans for the development of the ADF. It unpacks and evaluates the major capability plans for each of the armed services and explains why most of what the government is acquiring is not in the nation’s best interest. In doing so, the chapter will outline what capabilities an ADF organised on Strategic Defensive principles needs. Lastly, the chapter will draw attention to the place of nuclear weapons in the defence of Australia and drill down into the future of the American alliance.


I began to explore the topic during my time as the Director of War Studies in the Australian Army Research Centre, the Army’s future-focused ‘think-tank’. During my tenure, I wrote a preliminary internal study on the utility of the Strategic Defensive as Australia’s future defence policy. Upon leaving the public service, my first task was to write the book Climate Change and National Security: Implications for the Military, which the US Army saw value in publishing.20 I then began to reflect more deeply on the concerns I had over the future relevance of the ADF and the government’s predictable and banal responses to what it justifiably saw as a worsening threat environment. The more I considered the situation, the more it became clear that what was needed was a major reconception of the nation’s defence requirement, and the resources needed, if genuine security for the Australian people was to result.


I am a long-time member of the Australian security community and have written many books and articles on the nature of war, the nation’s future defence and the security challenge of climate change. All too often, in my view, my peers have advocated approaches that simply align with the government’s direction. The result has been a tendency towards a uniformity of thought and a reluctance to explore other options. My hope is that this work will motivate the security community to embrace disruptive and divergent thinking, because this is what Australia’s political and military leaders need if they are to implement policies that will actually make the nation more secure. In an era marked by increasing insecurity, effective defence requires more than default thinking and a reverence for the preservation of the status quo.


This is my fourteenth book on military history and national security, and one of the things I learned some time ago is that despite my best efforts every work will contain faults. As the author, they are mine and mine alone. I have also learned that none of these works was solely the result of my own analysis, thinking and writing. There are numerous people to whom I owe a debt of gratitude. I would like to especially thank Professor Craig Stockings for the welcome he provided for me in the School of Humanities and Social Sciences at the University of New South Wales – Canberra.


I am also indebted to my mentors at The Ohio State University, Professors Allan R Millett and the late Williamson Murray, who instilled in me the skills that have underpinned all my work. They put me on the path that has led to this book. It is from my father, Albert E Palazzo, that I inherited my love for military history. He could never have foreseen the effect all those battlefield visits in my childhood would have had on a young mind, for which I am grateful. I would like to recognise my children Albert, Thomas, Margaret and William to whom the future belongs and to whom The Big Fix is dedicated. Lastly, it is to my extraordinary wife, Melissa Benyon, to whom I owe the greatest debt and thanks.
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UNDERSTANDING AUKUS


WHAT DOES AUKUS MEAN for Australia’s defence policy and for the security of Australia and its people? AUKUS is the most recent defence initiative undertaken by the Australian government and, if it stands, will shape Australia’s security policy well into the future. Its place in the nation’s security is much more than just continuity with Australia’s longstanding tradition of dependency on a great power partner for security. It is also much more than simply an intensification of an existing relationship with old friends. Rather, as Andrew Fowler explains in his book Nuked, it represents an unprecedented surrender of sovereignty as Australia’s leaders tie the nation’s future to that of the United States, while revealing to their voters as little information as possible to justify the most expensive defence commitment in the country’s history.1


The establishment of AUKUS is important, not only for what the leaders of its partner countries have said but also for what they have implied. It is necessary, therefore, to understand the nuances that underpin the willingness of the United States, the United Kingdom and Australia to work together to mitigate the security concerns they have over the future of their position in the Western Pacific and Indian oceans. Any agreement between states comes with obligations, and this chapter strives to throw light on what AUKUS will demand of Australia.


The government has placed little information on AUKUS on the public record: the full scope of AUKUS – its benefits and the obligations it contains and will generate, as well as much of the financial implications for the taxpayer – remains opaque and shrouded in secrecy. The text of the agreement has not been provided to the public, nor have the discussion documents or meeting minutes created during its two-year negotiation period. The best the Australian people have received is a 2022 fact sheet summarising the pact’s achievements to date.2 However, despite this lack of information it is clear that AUKUS fits well within the Australian security tradition.


The Australian tradition of national security


Australia’s leaders have maintained a defence policy of dependency on a great power protector with consistency, uniformity, loyalty, and absence of imagination throughout the nation’s history.3 There have been modifications, but only at the margins or in the rhetoric, and these did not materially change the substance of the practice. Australia’s defence policy has proven so durable that it has easily survived changes in leaders, governing parties and security partners, as well as global upheavals. Originally, the great power protector was the United Kingdom and since the Second World War it has been the United States.


The means by which Britain provided for Australia’s security was through the ships of the Royal Navy. A 1901 report prepared in London by the Colonial Defence Committee explained the importance of the imperial fleet to the well-being of Australia:




The maintenance of British supremacy at sea is the first condition of the security of Australian territory and trade in war. Such supremacy implies that no organized attack will be directed against any port of Australia and that the maritime communication between Australian ports and the rest of the world will be kept free from sustained interruption.4





Essentially, the imperial fleet would safeguard the new nation’s territory as well as its most vital interest: the Commonwealth’s trade with other parts of the empire and the world.5 While the Royal Navy served as the ultimate security guarantor, this did not mean that Australia could do without a military of its own. It still needed a small land force to provide for internal protection, defence against raids, and the staffing of the coastal defences that guarded the harbours the fleet would need.6


Having allocated responsibility for the continent’s defence to Britain, Australia’s new government did not hesitate to cede another government lever of power – foreign affairs. At a meeting in the Melbourne Town Hall, Australia’s first Prime Minister, Edmund Barton, declared, as reported by The Sydney Morning Herald, that ‘There could be no foreign policy of the Commonwealth. The foreign policy belonged to the Empire’.7 The statement was apparently met with cheers and required no explanation to those in attendance. They shared Barton’s understanding that they were members of a vast empire and accepted the need for it to speak with a single voice – a voice that emanated from London. Barton noted that in matters concerning the Pacific that were of importance to Australia, firm yet courteous representation would be made to London, but in most instances, Britain would represent Australia to the world.8


When the First World War broke out there was never any doubt that Australians would fight alongside their British cousins, along with the members of the other dominions. Imperial loyalty resonated with most of the Australian population, and it proved no difficulty to balance commitment to the Empire with an emerging sense of nationhood. As historian Joan Beaumont observes, the language of empire dominated the memorials built to commemorate the war’s dead, the four causes most commonly cited being God, king, empire and country.9 The word ‘Australia’ rarely appears. For those designing the memorials, ‘Australia is both synonym for country and subsumed under empire’.10


After the First World War, Australia and the United Kingdom codified their traditional but informal defence relationship with a policy known as the Singapore Strategy. Presented at the 1923 Committee of Imperial Defence, the plan called for the British fleet to sail from its home waters to its base at Singapore, from which it would undertake operations against enemy warships threatening Australia, New Zealand or other parts of the Empire. Australia always assumed the enemy would be Japan. The policy created a comforting illusion of security for seventeen years, but it was not without vocal opposition. Army officers, for example, pointed out with prescience that the Japanese would choose to strike when Britain was fully engaged elsewhere, such as in the event of a war in Europe.11 Following the surrender of France to Germany and Italy on 17 June 1940, fears intensified in Canberra that Japan would take advantage of Britain’s distraction and attack. Two days later, Australia received word from London that the fleet would not sail to its aid – the Royal Navy’s priority was to secure the British Isles.12


As tensions with Japan reached the point of no return, and with Britain fully engaged in a desperate struggle with Germany and Italy, Australia’s great power protector managed to spare just two major warships, the Prince of Wales and Repulse, for the Far East. Shortly after the commencement of the Pacific War, Japanese aircraft sank both when they sortied from Singapore. On 15 February 1942, Singapore capitulated to the Japanese, and more than 130 000 imperial troops went into captivity, including most of the Australian 8th Division. The failure of the Singapore Strategy signalled the urgent need for Australia to find a new protector. Already at war with Germany, Britain did not have the strength to defeat Japan as well. Nothing further of substance could be forthcoming from the imperial fleet, a reality that led Australian Prime Minister John Curtin to announce on 27 December 1941 that ‘Without any inhibitions of any kind, I make it quite clear that Australia looks to America, free of any pangs as to our traditional links or kin-ship with the United Kingdom’.


In doing so Curtin accepted the reality that Britain’s first obligation was to the British people. Australia was at the periphery of an empire, an outlying province that needed the centre more than the centre needed it. It was time to switch protectors. Curtin recognised that in the eyes of Britain it would be acceptable:




[t]hat Australia can go, and Britain can still hold on. We are therefore determined that Australia shall not go, and we shall exert all our energies toward the shaping of a plan, with the United States as its keystone, which will give to our country some confidence of being able to hold out until the tide of battle swings against the enemy.13




Curtin was not expressing a new sentiment – Australia had been making overtures to the United States for some time, but had consistently been rebuffed. In mid-1939, Curtin’s predecessor as Prime Minister, Robert Menzies, felt it necessary to warn Cabinet there was no certainty that the United States would aid the British Empire if the Japanese attacked. It was to give Australia a stronger voice in Washington that Menzies authorised the establishment of an embassy, the nation’s first. Richard Casey took up the post in February 1940 and soon discovered that there was not a lot of interest in Australia. While Australia was a friend, it was not a friend of such importance as to warrant a security commitment.14


It was very late in the crisis when the United States began to show an interest in Australia. What led to the American change in attitude was a desire by the US military to establish an alternative reinforcement and sustainment route to the Philippines, one that did not traverse Japan’s central Pacific territories. In mid-October 1940, the United States formally approached Australia for basing rights at airfields across the north of the country and in New Guinea. The Americans wanted access to Rabaul, Port Moresby, Townsville and Darwin, which US aircraft would use on their journey to Manila. A few days later, the request expanded to include the right to conduct training and familiarisation flights from these bases as well as to construct maintenance depots, fuel and bomb storage areas and communication facilities. The United States next requested permission to extend the runway at Townsville so that it could service its B-17 four-engine bombers. Additional access requests followed when the Americans sought to add Cloncurry and Daly Waters to the list of allowed airfields, as well as to build dispersal fields and a repair facility in Brisbane. Sensing an opportunity to attract American military support to Australia, the Curtin government approved all these requests.15 In a reprise of 1940 amid growing tensions with China, Australia agreed in 2022 to the positioning of US Air Force B-52 bombers at RAAF Base Tindal, while in October 2024 US B-2 Spirit bombers launched on attack on Yemen from RAAF Base Amberley.16 In Darwin, the Pentagon also constructed 300 million litres of jet fuel storage for use by its aircraft. As befitting an imperial power, the United States built the fuel tanks without the permission of the Northern Territory Government, although one assumes the requisite permits will be forthcoming.


Australians should realise that the purpose of these planes, improved runways and fuel storage tanks is not to protect Australia. America’s interest in Darwin and Brisbane is that it allows it to move valuable aircraft from Guam and Okinawa to locations more remote from Chinese attack while still being able to conduct operations. Of course, in demonstrating its loyalty as an ally, the Australian government has accepted the consequence of making the country more of a target if hostilities were to eventuate between the United States and China.17 Nor is this the first time the B-52 will have operated out of Darwin. Since the 1980s these planes have been regular visitors, conducting surveillance operations over the Indian Ocean or training runs across Australia.


In early 1942, Australia did not rate as a priority in the eyes of US leaders, and it never would. General Dwight D Eisenhower, then serving as Chief of the War Plans Division in Washington, ranked Australia’s security at sixth on a list of eight ‘things that are highly desirable’. Australia did not even make it onto his list of things that were necessary for the defeat of the Axis powers.18 Unsurprisingly, Australia saw the war through the limited vision of a small power distantly located from friends, and consequently prioritised its own needs. By contrast, the United States as a great power conceived the war on a global scale and planned in terms of what it needed to do to achieve victory. Such distinct points of view are fundamental to coalitions and this particular difference in perspective remains in place to this day.


After the Second World War ended, Australia’s courtship of the United States intensified. Australia and New Zealand wanted a formal security agreement with the United States. Despite the three countries having recently been comrades in arms, the United States was decidedly unenthusiastic about a pact linking them, and consistently refused the suggestion. The US Secretary of State, Dean Acheson, explained that because of geography Australia was not a priority for the United States. For the United States, Japan and North Asia were important, the South-West Pacific was, unfortunately for Australia, not. If Australia wanted to be secure, Acheson suggested, it would need to rely first on its own resources and then upon the collective security provided by the United Nations.19


When Australia’s Minister for External Affairs, Percy Spender, visited the United States in mid-1950 he had high hopes for the negotiation of a security treaty. To his surprise the Americans were not interested and the talks, while friendly, went nowhere.20 It was the Korean War and the threat of communist expansion that gave Australia and New Zealand the leverage they required to push the United States to agree to a mutual defence treaty. In order to create a bulwark against communist expansion in North-East Asia, the United States believed a rearmed and democratic Japan was a necessity. Therefore, the United States wanted to grant Japan a soft peace treaty, one that Australia and New Zealand would also agree to. However, both countries distrusted a rearmed Japan and expressed their displeasure over the absence of a tri-nation security agreement with which to ease their anxiety. To convince Australia and New Zealand to accept the soft peace treaty, the United States gave way and met the demands of its junior partners. The result was the ANZUS Treaty, a quid pro quo agreement in which the level of interest of the member parties was unequal from the start. For Australia and New Zealand, ANZUS was the essential cornerstone of future security, while for the United States it was a reluctant commitment given graciously but without any deep significance.21
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