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Abstract In 2007 Jayne Mooney observed that violence against women was a 

public anathema and a private commonplace all at the same time. In the decade 

since this observation was made it would not be hard to conclude that the situa-

tion remains the same despite the increasing public policy proile aforded to such 

violence(s). The purpose of this paper is to consider how and why such forceful 

observations can still be made and it will do so by relecting on ive inter-connected 

ongoing tensions for the community safety agenda in addressing violence against 

women. These tensions are: epistemic (who can know what); methodological (how 

things, like violence against women, can be known); conceptual (how to make sense 

of what we think we know); saliency (what variables count and when); policy (what 

can be done in the light of the foregoing issues); and global (the Northern bias 

endemic in such policies). The paper will suggest that only when debates on com-

munity safety fully embrace the implications of these issues will efective in-roads 

be made into understanding and improving the ongoing precarity of women’s lives.

Keywords Violence against women · Precarity · Northern theorising

Introduction

In 1998 (the year of the launch of this journal), the UK government passed what 

was then considered to be the lagship legislation of the newly elected Labour Party: 

the 1998 Crime and Disorder Act. One key feature of this legislation was to embed 
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responsibility for crime and disorder within local, multi-agency community safety 

‘crime and disorder partnerships’. These newly constituted partnerships were (in 

theory) to be led by local authorities (though in practice often were led jointly with 

the police) and were required to produce community safety/crime and disorder plans 

establishing local priorities for crime prevention against which local ‘success’ was to 

be measured. At the time many partnerships took the lead from the Home Oice in 

setting their priorities and put in place plans to deal with crime and disorder accord-

ingly. Such priorities included violence against women, which, as Welch (2008) has 

pointed out, was by this time a well-established concern of government policy found 

on agendas from crime prevention to health. However, as Welch (2008) also points 

out, the way in which such policies and practices were implemented at the local 

level remained subject to contestation well illustrated by Davies (2008). She sug-

gests, ‘A crime prevention and community safety paradigm that relies on a non- or 

only partially gendered set of knowledges is likely to be non-inclusive of some indi-

viduals and groups who experience criminal victimization or something akin to it.’ 

(Davies (2008: 2014). Indeed it is the capacity or otherwise of community safety 

agendas to ‘see’ gender, especially in relation to violence against women, which is 

the focal concern of the discussion here.

Setting the scene

Violence against women has certainly moved up both national and international 

policy agendas over the last 20 years (see, for example Goodmark 2015; Fitz-Gib-

bon et al. 2018). During this time the tension raised by gender for crime prevention 

and community safety has been subjected to critical scrutiny (see inter alia Walk-

late 1998; Davies 2008), as has the project of community safety as a whole (see for 

example the edited collection by Squires 2006). Policies in both arenas have contin-

ued to invoke the importance and spirit of multi-agency working. In the context of 

community safety this spirit has been invoked without examining whose sense of 

community and whose sense of safety are being considered (see inter alia Tombs 

and Whyte 2006; Walklate 2006). At the same time policies in relation to violence 

against women have for the most part relected the recourse to legislative interven-

tion paying particular attention on the role of the police. Arguably this focus simi-

larly misses the mark in relation to the questions of whose community and whose 

safety are of central concern. Interestingly despite these kinds of diiculties policies 

in both arenas but criminal justice in particular continue to travel the globe amount-

ing to what Goodmark (2015) has called ‘exporting without a licence’.

The priority given to criminal justice responses to violence against women does 

vary. Elizabeth Wilson, for example, as long ago as 1983 made the case for a whole 

systems approach to violence against women. However, fuelled by some initial 

empirical work conducted by Sherman and Berk (1984) who reported some posi-

tive efects on arresting perpetrators of domestic violence, the focus on the policing 

response, the wider legislative framework and women’s experiences of the criminal 

justice process, have been given centre stage. Attention to these issues has contin-

ued unabated despite their eicacy being subjected to ongoing review and critique. 
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As just one example of such critique, recent work by Sherman and Harris (2015) 

indicates that the stress experienced by those women whose partners are arrested for 

such violence renders them much more likely to sufer an early death with Sherman 

(2014) adding ‘if the current policy is to be continued in the UK, the moral burden 

of proof now lies with those who wish to continue with this mass arrest policy’. 

Similarly, the focus on rendering violence against women criminal has also contin-

ued unabated. Notable in this respect, in England and Wales, the Domestic Violence, 

Crime and Victims Act (2004) made common assault an arrestable ofence for the 

irst time, and in December 2015, under Section 76 of the Serious Crime Act, engag-

ing in controlling and/or coercive behaviour in intimate or familial relationships also 

became a new criminal ofence. This ongoing concern with the (symbolic) role of 

the law and positive policing in relation to violence against women can be found in 

the UK government consultation on Transforming the Response to Domestic Abuse 

(2018) and can be traced throughout the Anglo-speaking world (Goodmark 2015). 

All of which relects a tendency to override the complexities of communities and 

concepts of community safety documented by Welch (2008).

In sum, since and prior to 1998, there has been a good deal of policy energy 

and resource directed towards violence against women yet, as Mooney (2007) com-

mented, such violence remains commonplace. Indeed in 2018 this remains the case. 

From the point of view developed here, this is a result of the tensions posed for 

the ability of policies and practices in relation to community safety to appreciate 

both the complexities of what is meant by community and safety through a gendered 

lens and the resort to the role of the criminal justice system on the other. Taken 

together these tensions direct attention to six inter-related issues: the epistemic (who 

can know things) and the methodological (how things, like violence against women, 

can be known) discussed below together; the conceptual (how to make sense of what 

we think we know); saliency (which variables count and when); policy (what can 

be done in the light of the foregoing issues: these three are also discussed together 

below); and the global (the Northern bias endemic in such policies).

Who can know things and how can things be known

Feminist thought focuses attention on how we can know things about the world, who 

can have that knowledge, and then what that knowledge might look like. It is useful 

to develop an understanding of these questions by illustration. The work of Genn 

(1988: 92–3) ofers one such illustration. This emanates from her involvement in the 

development of the criminal victimisation survey in England and Wales in the late 

1970s. As a result of this work she states:

Becoming interested in what appeared to be examples of “victim-proneness” 

in one geographical area, I visited one particular block on a council estate 

over a number of months, tape-recorded interviews with several families, their 

neighbours and friends, and eventually moved in for a short period with the 

woman who had sufered the greatest number of victimisations in our survey. 

The views which I formed after this period of intensive observation have a 
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substantial bearing not simply on the experiences of multiple victims but on 

the limitations of victim surveys as they are currently designed… What also 

became apparent was the fact that events reported to us in the survey were not 

regarded as particularly remarkable. They were just part of life.

This quote relates to one woman’s experience of criminal victimisation, some of 

which she probably identiied as criminal victimisation and some she did not. How-

ever for the purpose of this discussion the key phrase is, ‘They were just part of life’. 

This emphasises her life not as a series of discreet, measurable incidents or events, 

but as a process. Recognising process demands a diferent way of thinking about and 

exploring what ‘just part of life’ means for people. In the arena of violence against 

women taking account of process has led to work situated within a knowledge-based 

framework emphasising people’s experiences as they understand them. Thus not 

necessarily as separate and separable discrete incidents but as part of a continuum of 

their routine daily lives (see inter alia Kelly 1988; Cockburn 2013).

Post-1998 many local crime and disorder partnerships in putting in place their 

plans for community safety did so, not informed by a vision of life proposed by 

Genn (1988) but informed by information derived from either national victimisa-

tion survey data or by commissioning their own criminal victimisation surveys. This 

not only enhanced the power and inluence of those surveys which were gaining 

an ever increasing presence on the international stage in informing cross-national 

crime agendas (see for example Van Dijk and Groenhuijsen 2018), but it also solidi-

ied the presence of the positivistic, cause–efect approach to thinking about policy 

responses on this issue. Put simply it added weight to the view that positive polic-

ing and enhancing the law could improve the safety of women living with violence. 

In some respects this process of solidiication relected an implicit denial of femi-

nist approaches (often poorly characterised as work done ‘by women, with women, 

for women’ which was frequently qualitative in orientation) and by implication also 

denied violence as just part of life. Ignoring the dangers of this ‘fetishism with num-

ber’ Young (2011; see also Walklate 2014) rests on the assumption that numbers 

can capture social reality. However the construction of such numbers glosses social 

reality in all its complexity and has the capacity to hide the (gendered) assumptions 

on which such numbers are built: the questions of who can know things and what it 

is that can be known. Both of these questions ultimately inform how we make sense 

of what we think we know. Thus the question is raised: How to make sense of what 

we think we know?

How to make sense of what we think we know

There are a number of concepts which have informed community safety and crime 

prevention policy since 1998. In chronological order of their primacy these are fear, 

risk, security, and latterly vulnerability. As shall be argued all of these concepts 

are neither unitary nor uniform, and in their operationalisation, all relect struc-

tural assumptions about who can be fearful of what, who is and is not risky, whose 
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security counts, and who is and is not considered vulnerable. It will be of value to 

say a little about each of these in turn.

Since the policy embrace of the criminal victimisation survey in the early 1980s, 

understandings of the fear of crime have been informed to a great extent by that 

database and its increasingly sophisticated development (Lee 2017). Over time, as 

intimated above, the fearful have variously included the elderly and women (con-

structed as both rational and irrational in their fears); men as afraid to express fear 

as being contraindicated by their masculinity; and ethnic minority groups as being 

both the subjects of fear, the objects of fears, and both subjects and objects of fear 

simultaneously (Mythen et al. 2009). The salience of gender in each of these con-

structions of the fearful is complicated. As intimated above feminist-informed work 

focuses on the nature of women’s everyday lives and conceptualises fear in terms of 

how it translates for women and men into what Stanko (1993) has called an ‘ordi-

nary fear’. Morgan (1989: 23) expressed this in the following way:

Suddenly there are footsteps behind her. Heavy, rapid. A man’s footsteps. She 

knows this immediately, just as she knows she must not look round. She quick-

ens her pace in time to the quickening of her pulse. She is afraid. He could 

be a rapist. He could be a soldier, an harasser, a robber, a killer. He could be 

none of these. He could be a man in a hurry. He could be a man walking at his 

normal pace. But she fears him. She fears him because he is a man. She has 

reason to fear.

In this sense, the ‘fear of crime’ constitutes one end of a continuum of experiences 

(Kelly 1988) in which women routinely learn to manage their daily lives structured 

and informed by their relationships with the men in their lives: fathers, sons, part-

ners, lovers, colleagues, co-workers. In these relationships women learn to deal with 

harassment, incest, violence, and rape over the course of their lives. These learning 

experiences are not easily separable into a public and private domain. For example, 

the routine fears experienced by young mothers in Palestine, the associated surveil-

lance of their bodies, and their resistance to such oppression reported by Shalhoub-

Kevorkian (2015), stand in stark contrast to the blinkered vision of how and when 

fear is experienced as articulated in criminal victimisation survey data. Thus the 

feminist path ofers an appreciation of women’s lives as diferently and diferentially 

informed by the everydayness of ordinary fears. Importantly for community safety 

agendas this demands acknowledging that women are just as likely to fear men that 

they know and with whom they live and/or are close to as they are strangers. This is 

telling advice for all those crime prevention and community safety initiatives want-

ing to spend money on improved street lighting, or better lit car parks, comforting as 

such initiatives might be. Importantly notions of who we might be afraid of are also 

tied to who might be thought of as risky. So implicit to the myriad of work focusing 

on the fear of crime is also the concept of risk.

O’Malley (2006: 49) has pointed out, ‘crime prevention has succeeded in marry-

ing risk with a more traditional social and behavioural form of criminology by trans-

lating the old causes of crime into risk factors’. This pre-occupation with risk factors 

is evident from the local to the global illustrated by the adoption of the World Health 

Organisation’s ‘ecological model’ of violence into national violence prevention 
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programmes. This model assumes that violence can be prevented by reducing the 

violent characteristics of individuals. However it also begs the questions; what does 

violence mean and who does what to whom? (Hester 2013). Indeed a further ques-

tion might be: How is it possible to understand the risk factors of violent behaviour 

when arguably violence and the recourse to violence exist in the folds of everyday 

life (to borrow a phrase from Das 2007). The problematic nature of these issues is 

particularly well demonstrated by Shalhoub-Kevorkian (2003: 603), who, in dis-

cussing femicide, asks;

What is the alternative if her male adult ‘protector’ abuses her (sexually, emo-

tionally, physically), and how can she speak about her abuse if she has never 

learned that it is possible to voice personal matters? How can she speak out 

when she knows that customs and cultural codes may be used to cause her 

death? How can she ask for help when her protectors might also be her ene-

mies? …..What happens if the legal system supports her femicide?

Under these kinds of conditions what counts as risk and who counts as risky are 

arguably quite diferently informed than any identiication of risk factors might lead 

us to believe. It is a view which also carries with it huge implications for under-

standings of what counts as community and community safety when seen through 

such a diferently informed gendered and ethnicised lens (see also the work of Gill 

and Harrison 2016). Nevertheless the identiication of risk factors has been a signii-

cant driver of policy interventions in the crime prevention ield in relation to vio-

lence against women and some of these risk factors have been derived from criminal 

victimisation survey data.

The ‘discovery’ of the repeated nature of criminal victimisation from criminal 

victimisation survey data, especially in relation to intimate partner violence, had 

an important efect on informing policy responses, especially policing responses to 

such violence. For example, initial responses in the UK ‘lagged’ such victims on 

police computer systems so that they could be dealt with appropriately. However, 

as Pease suggests in this issue, responding to the phenomenon of repeat victimisa-

tion was quickly left behind. This happened as the risk assessment tools used in the 

context of multi-agency responses to violence against women became increasingly 

accepted as the preferred community-based response to such violence. Contem-

porarily there is a wide range of risk assessment tools available, from the Spousal 

Risk Assessment Guide (SARA), the Propensity for Abusiveness Scale (PAS); to the 

Partner Abuse Prognostic Scale (PAPS) (all quoted in Hoyle 2008: 327). The DASH 

model is favoured by most police forces in the UK (Domestic Abuse, Stalking and 

Harassment, and Honour Based Violence). McCulloch et al. (2016) review a further 

nine tools (including DASH) designed to inform responses to intimate partner vio-

lence and used to assess the levels of risk judged to be present in individual cases. 

Some risk assessment practices endeavour to pay greater attention to the victim’s 

voice in the assessment process, and as Hoyle (2008: 332) observes, these typically 

include getting the victim to agree to ‘safety plans’ for which ‘victims are made indi-

vidually accountable—in part, at least—for minimising the risk of further violence’. 

Simultaneously such plans fail to ‘take into consideration women’s own assessments 

of the danger they are in, independent of other risk factors, even though most studies 
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suggest it is highly predictive of serious domestic assault’ (ibid. 330; see also Camp-

bell 2004; Heckert and Gondolf 2004).

These observations reveal the tensions referred to above in relation to who can 

know what and who is listened to as a consequence. Indeed there are multiple exam-

ples of cases in which the failure to listen to women’s own voices appropriately 

resulted in their subsequent death and/or serious injury. The fact remains that the 

number of women murdered by their partners or ex-partners has remained unremit-

tingly consistent over the last 20 years in England and Wales as well as elsewhere. 

From the Thurman Case in the USA in the early 1980s that led to the introduction of 

mandatory arrest policies in cases of domestic violence, to the case of Kelly Thomp-

son in Melbourne, Australia, in 2015 who was killed by her partner after 38 calls to 

police over a 3-week period for breaches of intervention orders, little has changed 

in the capacity for policy responses to prevent these kinds of fatal outcomes. The 

multi-agency community-based activities of MARAC’s (multi-agency risk assess-

ment conferences) and the presence of IDVA’s (independent domestic violence advi-

sors: in 2018 there were 815 such advisors in England and Wales) have made little 

impact on such fatal outcomes either. Of course, since 2008 much of the work in 

relation to policing in general and responses to violence against women has been 

subjected to the efects of the wider cuts in policing budgets as a result of austerity 

measures. Nevertheless, as Walklate (2018) has argued, the diiculties in engaging 

in meaningful risk assessment practices for at-risk victims in this arena amount to 

conceptual failure (Lewis and Greene 1978). Indeed the faulty theoretical founda-

tions of risk on which these practices are actually built are now well established 

(Mythen 2014). Moreover, McCulloch et al. (2016: 58) state ‘there is a paucity of 

empirical research evaluating the outcomes of [international] risk assessments…’, 

with Westmarland (2011:300–301) observing that the relationship between such risk 

assessment exercises and subsequent incidents of femicide is somewhat arbitrary. 

Taken together these problems comprise an inability to think about security through 

a gendered lens.

Since the events of 11 September 2001 and like events since, it is possible to 

argue that the framing of community safety has become increasingly informed 

by questions of security. The UK Government’s PREVENT agenda has become a 

central feature of these concerns in which the question of the relationship between 

community, crime, and crime prevention has become increasingly informed by the 

potential or otherwise for radicalisation. Put speciically the concern with the pre-

vention of violent extremism is one in which the security of the state has taken prec-

edence over security as a local and/or individual sense of well-being (see amongst 

others Walklate et al. 2017). This pre-occupation has had a number of telling efects 

one of which is the extent to which the continuities between violence against women 

and violent extremism, particularly ‘lone’ terrorist attacks (see Hamm and Spaij 

2017), have taken a back seat in the rush to target communities presumed to be a 

risk to national security. Lack of space dictates an inability to unwrap all of the 

issues that the question of security raises for community safety, but the failure to 

envision communities as structured spaces in which some voices are heard and oth-

ers not is an important one. Contemporarily policy agendas outside of community 

control can frame what safety might look like and for whom within communities. 
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This means that those who are not heard remain locked into very informal networks 

of support and control: some of which can work well, some of which do not. Honour 

killings and forced marriage are perhaps two of the more contentious and contested 

issues which serve to illustrate the bigger problem of the failure to think through 

the consequences of such policies for those who remain invisible in them. For the 

purposes of the discussion here, this means taking account of gender. This leads 

into the more recent focus on the question of vulnerability in informing responses to 

community safety.

The concept of vulnerability has rarely been explored in its own right (Green 

2007), and a good deal of policy takes what might be called inherent vulnerabil-

ity (that characterised by age, mental capacity, or physical ability) as the grounds 

for special treatment. For Sparks (1982) vulnerability is not physical but rather is 

informed by who is considered to be at risk and who is considered to be harmed by 

such risk. This is a view embraced by criminal victimisation surveys in which the 

data gathered measure vulnerability by measuring who is at most risk from crime 

and then linking those data with other information about who crime has the most 

impact on. The relationship between these two variables determines who is the most 

vulnerable. However the most vulnerable are not always those positively targeted by 

policy particularly at the community level. The hierarchy of victimisation identiied 

by Carrabine et al. (2004) illustrates this. At the bottom of this hierarchy would be 

the homeless, the drug addict, the street prostitute: all those for whom their lifestyle 

renders them prone to victimisation (vulnerable but denied victim status), and nearer 

the top would be the elderly female victim of violent crime (the least prone to such 

crime, but assumed to be vulnerable and readily assigned victim status). Contem-

porarily the concept of vulnerability has increasingly informed policy and practice, 

explicitly in terms of who policy is directed towards (for example communities vul-

nerable to the risk of radicalisation) and implicitly in terms of resource allocation 

(for example the assumed progression from low, medium to high risk in cases of 

intimate partner violence when there is little evidence that such progression exists, 

see Johnson et al. 2017). Taken together, these issues point to the importance of the 

relationship between policy and saliency.

Saliency, policy, and the global

Recently Kruttschnidt (2016) has reiterated the point that as yet still not enough 

is known about when gender is the salient variable. Social lives are complicated 

and it would be naïve to assume that any particular course of action, including 

being a victim or a perpetrator of violence against women, was not equally com-

plex. However under some circumstances it is known that gender does matter. 

The statistical evidence is for the most part irrefutable: it is predominantly men 

who are violent towards women, and it is also the case that some women are 

violent towards some men. How these data are read informs how such violence 

is responded to. The intervention by Welch (2008) referenced above focused 

detailed attention on how understandings of who the perpetrators are and who the 

victims are in community-based responses to domestic violence and illustrates 
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the importance of this issue. Thus the question of saliency and the extent to 

which gender is considered the salient variable is deeply entrenched in the kind of 

policy response which lows from the data.

Contemporarily, in comparison with 1998, there has been a shift towards the term 

gender which is now commonly used by policy makers and practitioners (and indeed 

some academics) as a substitute for sex. This shift assumes that this deals with the 

contested nature of the relationship between sex and gender and in so doing erases 

the questions that a serious embrace of gender can pose. For example, it remains the 

case that male-dominated criminal justice systems (which most still are) can and do 

have an important impact on responding to gendered crimes like domestic violence 

and rape (for both men and women as victims of these crimes). Similarly under-

standing communities as gendered communities in policy terms still has some way 

to travel in appreciating that the lived reality of communities looks diferent for men, 

women, and other groups who occupy diferent structural positions within a com-

munity. Referring back to Genn’s (1988) profound observation of violence as ‘just 

part of life’ aptly captures this policy dilemma. Recognising this dilemma requires 

more than simply substituting the term gender for sex. An appreciation of structural 

location serves also to remind us that in this arena, like many others, criminal justice 

policies travel, not just from one locality to another but also globally and the direc-

tion of that travel is more often than not from the global north to the global south.

This paper has referred to this phenomenon in relation to violence against women 

using Goodmark’s (2015) label of ‘exporting without a licence’. This conveys much 

that is contentious in the policy transfer process. On the one hand exportation might 

serve to problematise behaviour previously considered unproblematic. For example, 

campaign groups in some European countries have used the Istanbul Convention 

(which became efective in 2014) to assert pressure on their governments to take 

violence against women seriously. On the other hand those same processes can also 

erase and silence the issues of location, speciicity, and cultural diference. Fitz-Gib-

bon and Walklate (2017) have subjected Clare’s law (the Domestic Violence Dis-

closure Scheme introduced in England and Wales in 2014) and the pro-arrest stance 

towards domestic violence as illustrative of both of this. Cunneen and Rowe (2015: 

15) point the inger at the epistemic violence done by the beliefs in the superior-

ity of, what they call, Eurocentric thinking. This, they observe, has crucial conse-

quences insofar as

… Eurocentric domestic violence, law and policy imposed in Indigenous con-

texts is often predicated on an incongruent ontological and epistemological 

reality – a reality based on the potential for autonomous and individualised 

decision making

Assuming a potential for ‘autonomous and individualised decision making’, whether 

that be for a woman living with coercive control in England and Wales, or for a 

member of an Indigenous community already labelled as risky in Australia, runs 

through the tensions discussed in this paper. All of which when taken together act 

as barriers to efective policy responses to crime prevention and community safety. 

Such barriers can assume a uniform and uniied subject and object of intervention 

the dangers of which are relected in the conceptual failure discussed above.
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Conclusion: The ongoing precarity of women’s lives

Loader and Walker (2001) observed that our sense of security is deeply embed-

ded in our relationships with others. For women living with violence this involves 

a precarious existence between keeping themselves and their children safe in 

ways that might demand they stay with the person who threatens them most. The 

policy activity documented above represents a plethora of initiatives few of which 

have impacted upon this fundamental ‘truth’. The failure to commit to the kind 

of whole systems approach advocated by Wilson in 1983will continue to embed 

women’s lives in a precariousness which is often compounded by the policies 

intended to support and help them. Perhaps the time is ripe for a Royal Commis-

sion on Violence Against Women which could take a long hard look at what has 

and has not worked over the last 20 years. Such a commission would need to take 

to heart that for some (women) violence is ‘just part of life’ before any in-roads 

could be made to render community safety an inclusive experience. So much 

remains to be done both in how community safety is understood, the evidence 

based on which such understandings are constructed, and the extent to which 

gendered thinking informs both of these issues. Some in-roads have already been 

made on these questions (see for example the measurement work reported by 

Walby et al. 2016). There is more to do.
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