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ABSTRACT

In this paper, the statistical distributions of the position and the size of the evaporating droplets after a cough are evaluated, thus
characterizing the inherent stochasticity of respiratory releases due to turbulence. For that, ten independent realizations of a cough with
realistic initial conditions and in a room at 20 �C and 40% relative humidity were performed with large eddy simulations and Lagrangian
tracking of the liquid phase. It was found that although turbulence decreases far from the emitter, it results in large variations in the spatial
distribution of the droplets. The total suspended liquid mass after 60 s from the cough is in good agreement with that estimated by a one-
dimensional model accounting for settling and evaporation under quiescent conditions, while deposition times of droplets in the 10–100 lm
range are found to vary significantly, reflected in the mass of liquid, and hence the virus content, potentially inhaled by a receptor. The high
variability between events is due to the local fluctuations of temperature, humidity, and velocity on droplet evaporation and motion. The
droplet distribution suggests that, in the absence of face coverings, an unprotected cough is not safe at 2 m away from the emitter even out-
doors. The results indicate that mitigation measures, such as ventilation to address long-range transmission, can be based on the total sus-
pended liquid content evaluated from reduced-order models. However, the large variability of viral content in the near field produces wide
variations in estimates of risk; therefore, a stochastic approach is needed for evaluating short-range transmission risk.

Published under an exclusive license by AIP Publishing. https://doi.org/10.1063/5.0070528

I. INTRODUCTION

The ongoing pandemic caused by SARS-CoV-2 (COVID-19) has
reinforced the need to better understand the fluid mechanics control-
ling the spread of airborne diseases. Despite strict global measures to
mitigate the spread of the COVID-19 disease, its contagion has been
unprecedented.1 This may be attributed at least in part to the limited
knowledge at the start of the pandemic about the spread of droplets/
aerosols that can carry the pathogens over long distances.2,3 Efforts to
improve the understanding of the spread of such diseases4 and to
develop models that can better predict infections are underway.5–10

The exhaled flow contains pathogen-carrying droplets of varying
sizes, and their trajectory is governed by their initial size, the influence
of gravity, the local and ambient temperatures and relative humidity,
and the gas velocities. The small droplets can stay suspended in the air
for a long time and can carry the pathogens over significantly long dis-
tances, whereas the larger droplets follow a ballistic trajectory and tend
to settle down quickly under the influence of gravity.11 The distinction
between large ballistic droplets and small droplets is usually assumed

to be �100 lm, while the cutoff for droplets that remain suspended in
air for long times is typically considered as 10 lm,12 although it is still
inconclusive whether that is the case.13

Early measurements to capture droplet size and spread14 used
collection media, such as slides. These were limited by the lowest reso-
lution of the droplets, and they usually captured droplets of super
micrometer sizes. However, it was reported at the time that sub-
micrometer droplets were also very likely. Later, optical-based coun-
ters15,16 reported the dominance of submicrometer droplets. Recent
studies17–20 used more advanced methods to capture the droplet size
distribution exhaled from respiratory events, such as coughing. The
size distribution of the droplets and the flow rates for a cough were
well characterized at the source, i.e., the mouth, by Johnson et al.20

and Gupta et al.,21 respectively. The droplets reach an equilibrium size
that can be 20%–40% of the initial droplet size, depending on the
ambient conditions or the composition of the saliva.5,22–24

Bourouiba et al.2 performed experiments and theoretical analyses
to characterize the flow from violent respiratory events, such as
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coughing and sneezing. In such events, a jet of air of limited duration
containing respiratory droplets is exhaled, forming a turbulent puff
that remains suspended in the air.2,3 The local conditions within the
turbulent puff act to extend the evaporation time of the exhaled drop-
lets.3,9 In subsequent direct numerical simulation (DNS) analyses, the
ambient relative humidity was also found to significantly increase the
droplet evaporation time,25–27 especially those with a diameter below
30 lm.27 Rosti et al.26 found that turbulence increases the lifetime of
the droplets, and an underestimation of 100% in droplet evaporation
time was reported when the turbulence effects were filtered out.
Although reasonable estimates of the horizontal displacement of the
exhaled puff can be obtained from reduced-order models,28,29 gas-
phase only DNS of a cough30 has shown that a large deviation from
the predicted values could arise due to difficulties in predicting jet-to-
puff transition effects and puff topology in such models, in addition to
turbulence itself as discussed previously. Still, despite the in-depth
physical insight obtained from DNS concerning small-scale interac-
tions between liquid and gas phases, its significant computational cost
hinders both the evaluation of long events and the quantification of
event-to-event variations.

Concerning the spread of droplets in a respiratory release, works
carried out using Reynolds-averaged numerical simulations31–33 indi-
cate that droplets, especially those of intermediate size, seem to be con-
tained within 2 m from the infectious individual following a cough at
stagnant conditions, while typical outdoor wind speeds can triple their
horizontal reach, especially those of intermediate sizes 50–100 lm.
More recently, large eddy simulations (LES) of coughs and sneezes34,35

have been performed to extract various quantities of interest, account-
ing for turbulence-induced effects. Liu et al.34 showed through six LES
realizations that global puff properties, such as its centroid, volume,
momentum, and buoyancy, do not vary significantly from event to
event. The need of a significant number of realizations has been
stressed as of utmost importance to fully provide information regard-
ing turbulence properties of respiratory releases.30,34 Despite reports
on the impacts of turbulence on the maximum reach and fall-out of
droplets,34,35 a detailed quantification of their statistical distribution is
still under development.

Mathematical models of host-to-host droplet transmissions for
physical distancing measures were studied in several works.6,9,36–38

Overall, the results from these studies generally concluded that 2-m
guidelines are only effective as long as other measures, such as masks,
are being utilized. CFD (computational fluid dynamics) studies per-
formed in an indoor environment27,31,32,39,40 and outdoors33 found
similar conclusions regarding the physical distancing measures. The
effect of masks on disease transmission was analyzed in several stud-
ies32,41,42 concluding that masks can cut the droplet transmission dis-
tance significantly by suppressing the exhaled flow as well as altering
the size distribution of the exhaled droplets. As mentioned, the pres-
ence of wind was also seen to assist the exhaled flow and consequently
increase the distances over which the infection can be transmitted
both with or without a mask.36,43

The importance of the local conditions within the turbulent puff,
ambient conditions, and turbulence on droplet evaporation time has
been discussed in several studies.44,45 The turbulent flows associated
with events, such as a cough, are inherently stochastic, which may
cause variation of two-phase flow parameters, such as the physical
location of the droplets of different sizes and their concentration.

Recent host-to-host infection models, such as those mentioned previ-
ously, provide an average estimation of where the droplets are and the
effect of physical distancing measures on this estimation. However, for
diseases which contagion may occur due to inhalation of only a few
virions, ignoring the effect of turbulence and its effects as high spatial
and event-to-event variations in respiratory releases may significantly
impact the evaluation of the infection risk. In the context of disease
transmission at population level, where contact and transmission rates
between individuals, among other factors, are used in probabilistic
models to estimate the evolution and spread of an epidemic, account-
ing for the stochastic nature of respiratory releases becomes even more
relevant. To the best of the authors’ knowledge, the stochasticity of
such respiratory flows, including the cough, has not been quantified
yet.

In this work, high-fidelity large eddy simulation (LES) is
employed to simulate the gas flow exhaled in several independent
cough events in a stagnant environment. Lagrangian droplet tracking
is used to evaluate the combined motion and unsteady evaporation of
droplets of various sizes, characteristic of a cough, as they are ejected
with the turbulent gas puff. Ten realizations were performed in an
ambient setting of 20 �C and relative humidity of 40% with the objec-
tive of examining the flow-driven stochasticity of parameters relevant
to disease transmission in the presence of buoyancy and with signifi-
cant evaporation of the respiratory droplets due to the entrainment of
air with low relative humidity by the gas puff. The parameters evalu-
ated include the suspended liquid mass, the size, and spatial distribu-
tion of the droplets, as well as the number of virus copies that can be
inhaled by a receptor at a specific horizontal distance from an infec-
tious person. The results of the simulations are then put in context of
short-range transmission, where the risk of infection is evaluated at
different horizontal distances from the infectious individual to illus-
trate the potential impact of such flow fluctuations on mitigation mea-
sures, such as physical distancing.

The remainder of the paper is structured as follows. In Sec. II, the
methodology used for this analysis is discussed. This includes the LES
models, the Lagrangian droplet tracking technique, and the models for
evaporation. Next, the results from the gaseous flow obtained from the
LES and those from the tracking analysis of the droplets are provided
and then discussed in the context of disease transmission. In Sec. V,
the key conclusions are summarized, and improvements for better dis-
tancing and ventilation measures are discussed.

II. METHODOLOGY AND SIMULATION SETUP
A. Models

The large eddy simulation (LES) of the cough is carried out using
the software CONVERGE. The governing equations for LES are read-
ily available in the literature and hence are not presented here (e.g., see
Ferziger and Perić46). In this work, the sub-grid scales are modeled
using the Dynamic Smagorinsky model based on the eddy viscosity
approach.46 A finite-volume second-order accurate spatial scheme
coupled with pressure implicit with splitting of operator (PISO) itera-
tive algorithm47 and an implicit first-order temporal scheme is
employed for solving the governing equations of the flow.

The motion and evaporation of droplets are calculated a posteri-
ori with an unsteady in-house Lagrangian tracking code, which uses
the instantaneous gas-phase flow field solved by LES to produce an
accurate time evolution of droplets trajectory and properties.
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The motion of the ith droplet defined by the instantaneous location xi,
velocity vi, mass mi, and temperature Ti is solved using the following
equations:48,49

dxi

dt
¼ vi; (1)

dvi

dt
¼ 3CD;i

4di

q
ql

� �
juþ u0i � vijuþ u0i � viÞ

þ 1� q
ql

� �
g;

(2)

dmi

dt
¼ pdiqDg Sh� ln ð1þ BMÞ; (3)

dTi

dt
¼ _mi

micp;l
hv;l �

cp;vðTg � TiÞ
BT

� �
; (4)

where CD;i is the drag coefficient, di is the diameter of the ith droplet,
q and ql are the density of gas-phase and liquid-phase (i.e., droplets),
respectively, u is the velocity vector of the gas, u0i is the vector of the
velocity fluctuations, g is the acceleration due to gravity, Dg is the mass
diffusion coefficient, Sh� is the modified Sherwood number, BM

¼ ðyw;1 � yw;sÞ=ðyw;s � 1Þ and BT ¼ micp;lðT1 � TiÞ=Qg are the
Spalding mass and heat transfer numbers, _mi ¼ dmi=dt; cp;l and cp

are the specific heat of water in liquid and vapor phase, respectively,
hv;l is the latent heat of vaporization, yw;1 and yw;s are the water mass
fractions at the droplet surroundings and at the droplet surface, and
Qg is the heat flux.

In LES, the fluctuating part of the gas-phase velocity is accounted
for directly by the velocity vector provided by the resolved flow.
Although the sub-grid random component could be included,50 these
are ignored here since the grid size remains small in the region of
interest and hence the flow is reasonably well-resolved, as will be dis-
cussed in Sec. II B. The drag coefficient CD;i in the aerodynamic drag
term of Eq. (2) is calculated using the Schiller–Naumann correlation.51

It is a function of the Reynolds number of the droplet, i.e.,
Rei ¼ qdijuþ u0i � vij=l, where l is the dynamic viscosity of the gas
phase. The Reynolds number Rei is calculated using the relative veloc-
ity between the particle and the carrier phase. The heat and mass
transfer between the droplet and the surrounding gas, considered in
Eqs. (3) and (4), accounts for the effect of Stefan flow due to evapora-
tion. Therefore, a modified Sherwood number is used, defined as
Sh� ¼ 2þ ðSh0 � 2Þ=FM , where Sh0 is the actual Sherwood number
obtained with the widely used Frossling’s correlation,52 and then cor-
rected for the film thickness of the surrounding gas by the correction
factor FM proposed by Abramzon and Sirignano.53

In the present calculations, the local moisture in the air is used in
the calculation of the evaporation rate, through the mass fraction of
water vapor in the definition of the Spalding number BM. The volume
fraction of water vapor in the ambient air, xw;a, is related to the relative
humidity RH by xw;a ¼ RH pw;satðTaÞ=pa, where pw;sat is the water
saturation pressure and Ta and pa are the ambient temperature and
pressure, respectively. The volume fraction of water vapor xw in the
surroundings of a single droplet is calculated from the corresponding
mass fraction of water vapor yw, which is estimated as
yw ¼ ð1� nÞyw;a þ nyw;m, where n is the mixture fraction at the drop-
let location and yw;a yw;m are the mass fraction of water vapor in the
ambient air and in the mouth, respectively. The mixture fraction is a
passive scalar defined to be unity in the undiluted exhaled flow and

zero in the ambient air and is solved by a transport equation in the
LES.

Although local conditions of the gas-phase puff are considered in
the evaluation of the droplets’ evaporation rates, the effect of droplet
evaporation on the gas-phase field is neglected in this one-way cou-
pling approach, as it is expected to be minimal due to the small mass
loading of the liquid phase. Here, droplets are modeled as being pure
water; however, evaporation is limited down to 6% of the initial drop-
let volume to mimic the presence of nonvolatile components in the
saliva (as was done in Aliabadi et al.54). This approach results in a
droplet equilibrium diameter equivalent to the one found for high-
protein saliva by de Oliveira et al.5 and is a good approximation to rep-
resent saliva evaporation in the studied conditions. Finally, secondary
breakup and coalescence of the droplets are neglected for the purposes
of this study.

B. CFD domain and boundary conditions

The simulation domain is shown in Fig. 1 and is composed of a
cuboid room of dimensions 5� 3� 3.3 m3. In Fig. 1, the breathing
zone of a possible receptor is also shown. To estimate the risk of infec-
tion by a receptor, a spherical probe of volume Vbz ¼ ðp=6Þd3

bz is con-
sidered, where the subscript bz stands for breathing zone, and the
chosen diameter is dbz ¼ 0:2 m.55 The subject is 1.65 m tall and is
placed on the left side of the room (see Fig. 1). The body of the subject
is treated as a wall set at room temperature. The subject’s mouth is set
as an inflow with a net mass flow representative of a cough taken from
Gupta et al.21 for a male subject. The subject’s mouth has an area of
�4 cm2 as in Gupta et al.21 The exhaled breath is set at standard
human body temperature 309 K and at 100% relative humidity with a
CO2 composition of 0.07% in terms of mass.

The flow in the domain is nearly stagnant with a nominal initial
velocity of 0.01 m/s set in the x-direction. There is no initial turbu-
lence. The ambient temperature is set as 293 K and the relative humid-
ity at 40%. The rest of the domain boundaries are as follows: the left
boundary is set as inflow with airflow equal to the initialized domain
velocity, i.e., 0.01 m/s set in the x-direction, the bottom boundary is
treated as no-slip wall and all the rest of the boundaries are set as
outflow.

FIG. 1. CFD domain with corresponding dimensions and indication of the breathing
zone, i.e., a sphere of diameter of 0.2 m placed 2m away from the emitter.
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At the start of the simulation, the gaseous cough flow is exhaled
by the subject. A small change in the flow rate (<0.01% of the peak
flow rate) was introduced for different realizations right at the begin-
ning of the cough. The apparently random nature of turbulence56

ensures that even this small change results in a different turbulent flow
field while still keeping the overall cough flow rate the same between
the realizations. The peak flow rate of the cough occurs at 0.1 s after
the start and then the flow gradually decreases. This peak mass flow
rate is 5 l/s, and the corresponding peak velocity is 12.5 m/s. The
Reynolds number Re ¼ upeak‘mouth=� based on the peak velocity of
the jet is estimated as �15 000, which is high enough to make the flow
turbulent. An entire duration of a typical single cough is about 0.5 s,21

after which it spreads within the domain for 60 s. Lagrangian tracking
of the emitted droplets is performed in post-processing. The size distri-
bution and the concentration of the droplets in the exhaled gas are
taken from Johnson et al.,20 with 5000 droplets injected at the start of
the simulation, typical of a cough.14

One of the major characteristics of the CONVERGE code is that
it auto-creates a cut-cell Cartesian mesh relying on an adaptive mesh
refinement (AMR) strategy.57 This approach is particularly convenient
for LES, as it ensures that the zone of interest of the flow is well refined
(thus improving the resolution), while the mesh is coarsened elsewhere
to reduce computational cost. For this case, this means that the mesh
will remain sufficiently fine to ensure a good resolution within the
cough puff, as it moves through the domain. The mesh refinement cri-
teria were set as a minimum value of sub-grid velocity, mixture frac-
tion and mass fraction of CO2, with the minimum and maximum cell
size being 3 and 50 mm, respectively.

III. RESULTS

This section starts with a qualitative assessment of the gas flow
exhaled in a cough and its spatial spread, validated by scaling laws and
in comparison with experiments.2 Then, the motion of the exhaled
droplets is presented, with focus on the stochasticity of their position
due to the turbulent motion of the gas phase. The results given are
then put in the context of physical distancing measures in Sec. IV,
where the impact of flow-driven stochasticity is evaluated in terms of
the variability of the risk of infection.

The sudden ejection of the exhaled breath in a cough involves
high velocities at the mouth and, as such, produces a turbulent flow,
which means each cough is unique in terms of the motion fluid par-
ticles undergo. This can be seen in Fig. 2, which shows eight simula-
tion realizations as 2D slices of the mixture fraction at the middle of
the domain at 10 s after the cough. As expected, since this is a high-
Reynolds number turbulent flow, each realization is different despite
the overall similar pattern of spreading. The exhaled flow has two dis-
tinct phases:2 the initial phase during which the flow is exhaled like a
turbulent jet, and a second phase when the exhaled jet becomes a tur-
bulent puff of finite duration that grows by entraining air from the sur-
roundings. These phases can be seen through the ensemble-averaged
mixture fraction field of all realizations (Fig. 2) at 0.5 and 10 s, for
instance.

Figure 3(a) shows the evolution of the distance traveled by the
centroid of the turbulent jet/puff x for each realization. Consistent
with Bourouiba et al.,2 the initial jet phase follows x � t1=2 whereas
the turbulent puff follows x � t1=4. The horizontal distance vs the ver-
tical distance traveled by the centroid [Fig. 3(b)] exhibits the typical

behavior of turbulent puffs moving under the influence of initial
momentum and buoyancy found in experiments (case IV, Bourouiba
et al.2). Due to the initial jet angle, the flow moves slightly downward
until 1-m horizontal distance when buoyancy causes the flow to move
upward, as described by Gupta et al.21 Thus, the results of the present
LES follow the scaling laws and exhibit a qualitative agreement with
trends observed in experiments.

While the results in Fig. 3 illustrate the motion and spread of the
exhaled gas, pathogens are in fact transported by droplets, both evapo-
rating and fully evaporated ones (known as droplet nuclei). Since the
initial size distribution is not uniform, we may expect droplets to
respond differently to the flow and under the action of gravity. This is
shown in Fig. 4 through the trajectories of individual droplets up to
10 s. The fact that large droplets exhibit a ballistic behavior
(d > 100 lm, in red) while very small droplets (d < 10 lm) remain
airborne and are transported by the puff is not surprising. What is
interesting to note, however, is that droplets of intermediate sizes
between 10 and 100 lm can display either behavior. This can be clearly
seen in Fig. 5(a), which shows the deposition side of the typical Wells’
curve. At approximately 75 lm, for example, the settling time varied
roughly between 30 and 60 s, that is, up to 30% different than the value
predicted by a low-order model5 where the motion, turbulence, and
humidity content of the puff were neglected. It is expected that much
higher variations would have been observed for smaller droplets,
should longer simulations times had been performed. Despite such
large variations in settling times, the evolution of the total mass of the
droplet cloud (i.e., all droplets in the air) remains fairly similar to the
behavior described by the one-dimensional (1D) model.5 The varia-
tion with time of the total suspended mass, m, normalized by the ini-
tial liquid mass m0 is shown in Fig. 5(b) for all the realizations. Small
differences of m=m0 over time are evident from realization to realiza-
tion and in relation to the estimate without any flow information5

(shown as a solid red line).
The characteristic behavior of each droplet size class is then ana-

lyzed in terms of ensemble quantities in a single realization. Based on
their initial diameters once exhaled, Fig. 6 shows large droplets
(d > 100 lm), intermediate size droplets (10 lm < d < 100 lm), and
small droplets (1 lm < d < 10 lm and d < 1 lm), from top to bot-
tom, respectively. On the left, the trajectories of the droplets in each
category are shown, accompanied by the cloud’s respective normalized
number N=N0 and mass m=m0 (N0 and M0 are the initial values at
the ejection point). Most of the mass exhaled, up to 93% of the total, is
contained in scarce large droplets and promptly removed by gravity
within the first few seconds, as described by de Oliveira et al.5 After
this time, most droplets suspended are small (colored blue and pink)
and follow the gas flow, while their ensemble quantities are unaffected
up to 60 s. Nonetheless, 1.5% of the total droplets emitted remains sus-
pended as droplets of intermediate size, which account for 10% of the
total mass of liquid emitted—that amount is roughly one thousand
times the mass contained in small droplets. The behavior of the
intermediate-size droplets is particularly interesting, varying between
ballistic and airborne/aerosol behavior, discussed in detail next.

The behavior of droplets with initial diameter in the range 10 lm
< d < 100 lm is given in more detail in Fig. 7. Within this size range,
a combination of ballistic behavior and airborne/aerosol behavior is
observed. The droplets �100 lm show similar ballistic behavior to
their larger counterparts, while droplets �10 lm exhibit pure
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airborne/aerosol behavior. Droplets with diameter between �20 and
70 lm (yellow and green) are marked by an initial airborne behavior
until falling out from the gas puff. This seems to be determined by a
combination of the recirculating buoyancy-driven azimuthal motion
and turbulence,58 leading to a continuous fall-out process with drop-
lets. Thus, droplets of similar size may fall out near the source or be
sustained for much longer horizontal distances without promptly
bending upward as in the case of small droplets.

The spread of suspended droplets in the respiratory puff is quan-
tified in Fig. 8, which shows the scatter plots of droplet position and
their corresponding sizes at 0.5, 2, 10, and 60 s after the start of the
cough.

The results not only confirm the previous discussion, but reveal
the great variability associated with the spread of the droplets in the
horizontal direction. Within one meter from the emission, the
advancement of a droplet front comprising large- to intermediate-

sized droplets can be observed. In parallel, the spread of a droplet
cloud composed mainly of droplets of initial size below 10 lm occurs
in the horizontal direction, quickly reaching 0.5 m within 2 s after the
cough and spreading all the way to 2.5 m after 60 s. As discussed next,
most of this variability actually results from differences between
events, in addition to the continuous fall-out process in a single cough.

Figure 9 shows the probability density functions (pdfs) of the
position of all suspended droplets at 60 s, using (a) data from each
individual realizations, shown by black lines, and (b) data from all the
realizations, shown by blue lines. The spread in the horizontal direc-
tion is noticeably larger than that in any other direction. A strong vari-
ability can be seen between the realizations, as each horizontal pdf is
characterized by a peak located at a distinct distance from the emitter,
which can range from 0.5 to 2.5 m. In fact, droplets in some cough
realizations do not reach a 2 m distance, while for other realizations a
significant amount can be present as much as 2.5 m away from the

FIG. 2. 2D middle-plane slices of the mixture fraction in a cough: (a)–(h) instantaneous snapshots of eight different realizations of scalar distributions from a cough after 10 s of
physical time. Significant differences in mixture fraction field can be observed for different realizations of the flow. (i)–(l) Mixture fraction distributions averaged over 10 different
realizations, taken at (i) 0.5, (j) 2, (k) 10, and (l) 50 s.
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emitter. This shows the importance of turbulence and its associated
stochasticity in carrying the suspended droplets over large distances.
In the vertical direction, the droplets tend to concentrate at around
�2:25 m, at 60 s from emission, as a consequence of buoyancy. The
variability in the lateral spread is only caused by the turbulence from
the cough. These results highlight that while a 1D model is capable of
accurately modeling the total suspended mass evolution of the droplets
(as shown in Fig. 5), the spatial distribution of droplets varies consider-
ably in each realization, indicating that turbulence needs to be
accounted for, if one intends to estimate droplets spatial spread.
Furthermore, the present results are collected under the nearly stag-
nant ambient conditions considered in this analysis, but in the pres-
ence of initial momentum in some direction, the spread of the
suspended droplets could easily change as in the case of the
Guangzhou restaurant outbreak.59,60

The buoyancy-induced bending of the jet clearly affects the hori-
zontal and vertical displacement of droplets, depending on their initial
size category. As shown in Fig. 10, which provides the pdfs of the posi-
tion of the suspended droplets compiled over all realizations for differ-
ent droplet initial size categories, the small droplets are carried away
from head height after 60 s, while they are concentrated mostly within
1 m from the emission source in the horizontal direction. In contrast,

FIG. 3. Scaling analysis of the turbulent
puff centroid: (a) horizontal distance vs
time and (b) horizontal distance vs vertical
distance.

FIG. 4. Time history of the emitted droplets, colored by diameter (in meters), during
a cough, showing their trajectory in the interval 0–10 s. All ten realizations are over-
lapped, providing an ensemble of the droplets and their trajectories.

FIG. 5. (a) Deposition time of droplets and
(b) mass decay normalized in terms of the
initial mass exhaled in all LES realizations.
The results are compared with the results
from the 1D model from de Oliveira et al.5

(solid red line). Significant variation in
deposition times of droplets in the
10–100lm range leads to small variations
of the total suspended mass of the cloud,
as seen in the LES realizations. This is
attributed to the effects of the local humid-
ity, temperature, and turbulent motion
within the turbulent puff surrounding the
droplets.
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FIG. 6. Analysis of droplet classes: (a) large, (b) intermediate, (c) small (1 lm <d < 10lm), and (d) very small (d < 1 lm), for all the realizations. Droplet trajectories and
temporal evolution of suspended number of droplets and suspended mass normalized by the respective initial values.
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intermediate-sized droplets are sustained at head height until 10 s and
spread at various heights at 60 s. Additionally, due to their large
momentum, 10–100 lm droplets can reach long horizontal distances,
being mostly located between 1 and 2 m after 60 s. The very large ones
(>100 lm) have disappeared from the ensemble by 10 s due to set-
tling. Therefore, the combination of (i) ballistic motion and gravita-
tional settling for the large droplets, (ii) small droplets following
closely the gas flow, (iii) intermediate size droplets showing both
behaviors, and (iv) position pdfs that are wide, it is evident that poten-
tially virus-carrying liquid can be found in large regions in space.

In the context of risk, as it will be shown in Sec. IV, although
droplets in the 10–100 lm size range are few in number, their origi-
nally large volume means they might carry a significantly larger num-
ber of pathogens than droplets typically classified as aerosol/airborne
(<10 lm). Those droplets can be easily inhaled by humans,13 and their
viral content might be sufficient to lead to infection if inhaled depend-
ing on the concentration of pathogens in the respiratory fluid and
additional factors.61 Here, we suggest that this size category cannot be
directly classified as pure airborne or pure ballistic, and that their role
in transmission, both short and long-range airborne transmission,
cannot be overlooked.

IV. DISCUSSION: CONSIDERATIONS FOR PHYSICAL
DISTANCING

In this section, the results are put in the context of short-range
airborne transmission, illustrating how the flow-driven stochasticity
inherent to a cough impacts on the viral content potentially inhaled by
a susceptible individual. The inhalation of virus-laden droplets and
aerosols is idealized as the process of “probing” air from the breathing
zone, represented as a 0.2-m spherical control volume (see Sec. II B)
from which a total amount of virus inhaled over a time t

0
from the

beginning of the cough is given as:

Nv;Sðt0Þ ¼
ðt0

0

Nv;bzðtÞ
Vbz

_V bdt; (5)

where Nv;bz is the instantaneous number of viral copies within the
breathing zone volume Vbz, and _V b is the average breathing rate. One
should note that a number of other flow processes occurring in the
vicinity of the susceptible individual are not considered in such an
approach, such as near-field buoyancy-driven flows or the inhalation
flow itself around the mouth and nose. A homogeneous concentration
of virus in the respiratory fluid is assumed across all droplet sizes;
hence, the stochasticity related to the presence or not of virus in small
droplets62 is also not considered. Therefore, the present discussion
helps assess the flow-induced stochasticity in isolation and not the ran-
domness in virus exposure associated with other phenomena.

FIG. 7. Visualization of trajectory of the droplets in the range 100lm <d < 10 lm,
colored by their initial diameter.

FIG. 8. Scatter plots of instantaneous droplet diameter vs droplet horizontal distance from the emitter for all realizations, colored by different size category based on their initial
diameter.
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The evolution of the number of potentially inhaled viral copies in
each realization is given in Fig. 11, evaluated at horizontal distances of
(a) 1.0, (b) 1.5, and (c) 2.0 m from the mouth of the infectious individual,
and an ensemble average (blue line) of all events is also provided. The
results are given normalized in terms of the total amount of viable viral
copies emitted in a single cough, Nv,0. For reference, this value is
(1:7� 10�3Þ � Vl, where Vl is the viable viral load at the mouth (given

in copies of viable virus per ml of respiratory liquid). For example, an
Nv;S=Nv;0 value of 10�6 shown in the y axis (red line, Fig. 11) would
roughly correspond to one single viable virus if a viral load of 109 copies/
ml of respiratory liquid at the mouth is considered—which is typical
of symptomatic individuals at the onset of the symptoms for SARS-
CoV-263—while a value of 10�9 would correspond to a single virus if a
1000 times higher viral load is considered instead (i.e., 1012 copies/ml),

FIG. 9. Probability density functions (pdfs) of the position of all the suspended droplets at 60 s after the cough. The black lines correspond to the results of each single realiza-
tions whereas the thick blue line is the average of all the realizations.

FIG. 10. Probability density functions (pdfs) of the position of the suspended droplets at different times after the emission. The droplets are separated according to their initial
size category. The results are compiled from all the cough realizations. (a) d0 < 1 lm, (b) 1 lm < d0 < 10lm, (c) 10lm < d0 < 100lm, and (d) d0 > 100 lm.
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which could be the case for more infectious variants of the SARS-CoV-2
virus.64 Due to the assumption of homogeneous distribution of virus
over all droplet sizes as well as the spatially averaged concentration of
virus in the breathing zone [Nv;bz=Vbz , Eq. (5)], a value of Nv;S lower
than one would appear depending on the viral load assumed, which
should be disregarded when interpreting the results.

Overall, the high degree of inhomogeneity in the droplet field is
reflected in terms of the number of potentially inhaled viral copies,
which is observed to vary both in terms of the axial location of the
probe [Figs. 11(a)–11(c)] and from event to event (each line in the
plots). Considering the present results in light of a viral load of 109

copies/ml, sufficiently high levels to cause the disease (between 10 and
100 virions65) would correspond to Nv;S=Nv;0 values between 10�5

and 10�4. These are reached as fast as 20 s after a cough at distances
between 1 and 1.5 m from the emitter, respectively.

In addition to the differences between how fast significant viral
content may reach a susceptible individual between each cough, what
can also be noticed from the results in Fig. 11 is the high variability of
the final amount of virus potentially inhaled. After 60 s from a cough
and closer to the emitter, at 1-m distance, almost 5 orders of magni-
tude difference in viral content is found between minimum and maxi-
mum values. Such differences are associated with the polydispersed
nature of the droplet cloud emitted, as scarce large droplets carrying a
high amount of viral content (i.e., 10 lm <d < 100 lm) only occa-
sionally appear in the breathing zone. At 1.5-m distance, less variation
is found and Nv;S=Nv;0 values are somewhat higher than at those at
1.0 m, which is associated with the onset of buoyancy effects at such
distance following the jet-dominated region close to the emitter, caus-
ing a net updraft of the droplet cloud, as discussed previously.

Such large variations of Nv;S=Nv;0 are also found to be translated
to large variations of risk of infection. By considering a dose-response
model65 used in a previous work by some of the present authors,5 the
values of Nv;S at 60 s from emission were used to evaluate the corre-
sponding risk of infection at distances 1, 1.5, and 2.0 m from the emit-
ter. These results are given in Fig. 12 considering a viral load of

109 copies/ml for illustration; one should note that such risk values
are, of course, highly dependent on the viral load assumed. As shown
in Fig. 12, cough events at 2 m from the source appeared “mostly safe”
up to 60 s from emission, while at 1.5 m distance significant risk was
observed, ranging from 1 to 20%. Interestingly, in this particular case,
lower risk was observed at 1 m in relation to 1.5 m, as the subject
coughs downward and the buoyancy-driven effects discussed previ-
ously are responsible to bring the emitted particles upward to face level
around the horizontal distance of 1.5 m. Furthermore, as a way to
demonstrate the importance of considering the statistics, if one uses

FIG. 11. Number of virus Nv,S potentially inhaled by a receptor at horizontal distances 1.0 (a), 1.5 (b), and 2.0 m (c) from the mouth of an infectious individual. Values are nor-
malized by the initial number of virus copies Nv;0. The red line corresponds to a single virion inhaled if a viable viral load at the mouth of 10

9 copies/ml of respiratory fluid is
considered.

FIG. 12. Histograms of risk of infection at 1 m (blue bars), 1.5 m (grey bars), and
2.0 m (white bars) distance from the infectious emitter, compiled by estimating the
risk for each cough event. Bars of each individual histogram are placed on top of
each other. The risk has been calculated according to a dose-response risk
model65 for a viable viral load at the mouth of 109 copies/ml of respiratory fluid.
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the ensemble-averaged droplet distributions at the breathing zone at
1.5 m [blue curve, Fig. 11(b)], one gets a risk of 4% at 60 s, while the
true average risk from the histograms of Fig. 12 (grey bars) at the same
location and exposure time is 8%. This large difference is due to the
non-linearity associated with the connection between risk and dosage,
showing that knowledge of the statistics is vital for the accurate estima-
tion of the transmission risk.

At a 2-m distance from the emitter, three out of the ten events
exhibited non-zero virus in the breathing zone, i.e., non-zero risk
infection, as shown in Fig. 11. In particular, one of the cases shows a
significant increase in Nv,S around 50 s as one of the scarce mid-sized
droplets (i.e., 10 lm <d < 100 lm) entered the breathing zone, caus-
ing a sharp rise in Nv;S=Nv;0 from 10�9 to 10�5, which in terms of risk
of infection translates to roughly 5% for a viral load of 109 copies/ml
(Fig. 12). Note that the number of virus copies in the breathing sphere
will not only be altered by flow and ambient conditions,44,45 but also
because the viral load can be as high as 1012 copies/ml in severely
affected individuals.64 This can lead to a significant risk of infection at
over 1-m distance. This particular event demonstrates well the sto-
chastic nature of short-range transmission and the often neglected risk
associated with wandering mid-sized droplets. Even if simple low-
order models suggest that most of such droplets settle by gravity
within the vicinity of the emitter,66–68 it is possible that a combination
of flow/turbulence-driven events lifts a single droplet for long distances
which, if inhaled, is likely to cause the disease. Such “unlikely” events
become especially relevant when one considers that a sick, infectious
individual may cough very frequently throughout the day. Therefore,
it is not only essential to account for turbulence/flow effects to obtain
an accurate representation of the transport of droplets/aerosols in the
near field of an infectious individual, as it has been recently brought
forward here and in recent works,25–27,30 but, most importantly, the
process should be treated from a statistical perspective considering its
inherent stochasticity as demonstrated in this paper. This way, more
accurate risk of infection models can be derived from calculations,
such as those presented in this work, to define mitigation measures,
such as physical distancing in the context of SARS-CoV-2 and its var-
iants or other airborne pathogens.

V. CONCLUSIONS

In this work, the stochasticity of the flow associated with a cough
and its impact on short-range droplet distribution and, by consequence,
disease transmission is discussed. Ten LES realizations of a cough were
performed to capture the flow dynamics and spread of respiratory drop-
let clouds. The gas flow evolution was first presented with the help of
spatial distribution of a passive tracer, defined as unity at the mouth and
zero in the ambience. The flow was initially exhaled as a turbulent jet
and subsequently became a floating puff, consistent with the description
of Bourouiba et al.2 The trajectory of the droplets was analyzed using
the Lagrangian tracking method considering local temperature, relative
humidity, gravity, and local turbulence effects. By looking at the trajecto-
ries, the intermediate-sized droplets exhibited an unexpected behavior,
in that some droplets with an initial diameter up to 75lm remained
suspended within the puff, traveling horizontal distances of over 2.0 m
within 60 s. Thus, it is unclear if a 2.0 m distance is safe to be practiced
even outdoors, as these droplets may carry a significantly large amount
of virus over large distances. In the case of a cough within stagnant air,
that is, in the absence of wind and ventilation-driven streams, the

Wells11 size definition of �100 lm seems to apply well to distinguish
large droplets (d > 100 lm) exhibiting a ballistic behavior from those
smaller droplets that may remain suspended in air and follow the turbu-
lent puff for a long duration. Very small droplets, viz. d < 1 lm and
1 lm < d < 10 lm behaved identically, always following the gaseous
flow. Alternatively, if a size cutoff of 10 lm is used instead, we show that
this may underestimate both short-range and long-range transmission.

These results were compared with previous analyses using quies-
cent air without turbulence.5 It was found that the total suspended
mass of the droplet cloud was in good agreement with the one-
dimensional quiescent-air analysis for the duration of the event (i.e.,
60 s). Differences of up to 2–3 times between the mass of the droplet
cloud and the value predicted by de Oliveira et al.5 were observed at
later times (>10 s), mostly due to the effect of turbulence on droplets
in the intermediate 10–100 lm size range, which cannot be captured
by the 1D modeling.

Finally, the main impact of turbulence was found on the spatial
distribution of the droplet cloud. The spread of the droplets exhibited
a strong variability with horizontal distance: some realizations showed
few droplets over a 2 m distance, whereas others had a significant
number of droplets at the 2 m mark. This effect had great impact on
the viral content inhaled by a susceptible individual away from the
emitter. Differences in the number of inhaled virus copies can vary by
several orders of magnitudes between realizations. At very high con-
centration of viral load (1012 copies/ml), a significant risk of infection
can be present at over 1 m distance after 60 s for a single cough.

The individual realizations and droplet trajectories were used to
estimate the risk of disease transmission for each cough event with a
dose-response model. It was found that each cough event has a differ-
ent transmission potential and that significant fluctuations in the risk
are found at all distances. Thus, the mathematical models typically
used for developing physical distancing guidelines must include the
inherent variability typical of the flow associated with a cough.

ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

This work has been performed using resources provided by the
“Cambridge Service for Data Driven Discovery” (CSD3, http://
csd3.cam.ac.uk) system operated by the University of Cambridge
Research Computing Service (http://www.hpc.cam.ac.uk) funded by
EPSRC Tier-2 capital Grant No. EP/P020259/1. Special thanks are
due to Professor John Harvey and Professor R.S. Cant for sharing
the computational resources for this work.

AUTHOR DECLARATIONS
Conflict of Interest

The authors have no conflicts to disclose.

Author Contributions

E.M. coordinated the work, S.G. and P.M.O. provided the
Lagrangian tracking code, and S.T., L.C.C.M., and S.I. performed
the CFD and particle tracking simulations. All authors contributed to
the writing and to the discussion of the original and revised manuscripts.

DATA AVAILABILITY

The data that support the findings of this study are available
from the corresponding author upon reasonable request.

Physics of Fluids ARTICLE scitation.org/journal/phf

Phys. Fluids 33, 115130 (2021); doi: 10.1063/5.0070528 33, 115130-11

Published under an exclusive license by AIP Publishing

http://csd3.cam.ac.uk
http://csd3.cam.ac.uk
http://www.hpc.cam.ac.uk
https://scitation.org/journal/phf


REFERENCES
1See https://www.who.int/emergencies/diseases/novel-coronavirus-2019 for
“Coronavirus disease (COVID-19) pandemic” (2021).

2L. Bourouiba, E. Dehandschoewercker, and J. W. Bush, “Violent expiratory
events: On coughing and sneezing,” J. Fluid Mech. 745, 537–563 (2014).

3L. Bourouiba, “Turbulent gas clouds and respiratory pathogen emissions:
Potential implications for reducing transmission of COVID-19,” JAMA 323,
1837–1838 (2020).

4WHO, Roadmap to Improve and Ensure Good Indoor Ventilation in the
Context of COVID-19 (World Health Organization, 2021), pp. 1–25.

5P. M. de Oliveira, L. C. C. Mesquita, S. Gkantonas, A. Giusti, and E.
Mastorakos, “Evolution of spray and aerosol from respiratory releases:
Theoretical estimates for insight on viral transmission,” Proc. R. Soc. A 477,
20200584 (2021).

6S. Balachandar, S. Zaleski, A. Soldati, G. Ahmadi, and L. Bourouiba, “Host-to-
host airborne transmission as a multiphase flow problem for science-based
social distance guidelines,” Int. J. Multiphase Flow 132, 103439 (2020).

7G. Buonanno, L. Stabile, and L. Morawska, “Estimation of airborne viral emis-
sion: Quanta emission rate of SARS-CoV-2 for infection risk assessment,”
Environ. Int. 141, 105794 (2020).

8R. Mittal, C. Meneveau, and W. Wu, “A mathematical framework for estimat-
ing risk of airborne transmission of COVID-19 with application to face mask
use and social distancing,” Phys. Fluids 32, 101903 (2020).

9L. Bourouiba, “The fluid dynamics of disease transmission,” Annu. Rev. Fluid
Mech. 53, 473–508 (2021).

10S. Majee, A. Saha, S. Chaudhuri, D. Chakravortty, and S. Basu, “Two-dimen-
sional mathematical framework for evaporation dynamics of respiratory
droplets,” Phys. Fluids 33, 103302 (2021).

11W. F. Wells, “On air-borne infection: Study II. Droplets and droplet nuclei,”
Am. J. Epidemiol. 20, 611–618 (1934).

12J. Atkinson, Y. Chartier, C. L�ucia Pessoa-Silva, P. Jensen, Y. Li, and W.-H. Seto,
“Natural ventilation for infection control in health-care settings,” Report No.
(World Health Organization, 2009).

13D. K. Milton, “A Rosetta stone for understanding infectious drops and aero-
sols,” J. Pediatr. Infect. Dis. Soc. 9, 413–415 (2020).

14J. P. Duguid, “The size and the duration of air-carriage of respiratory droplets
and droplet-nuclei,” Epidemiol. Infect. 44, 471–479 (1946).

15C. Fairchild and J. Stampfer, “Particle concentration in exhaled breath,” Am.
Ind. Hyg. Assoc. J. 48, 948–949 (1987).

16R. S. Papineni and F. S. Rosenthal, “The size distribution of droplets in the
exhaled breath of healthy human subjects,” J. Aerosol Med. 10, 105–116 (1997).

17L. Morawska, G. R. Johnson, Z. D. Ristovski, M. Hargreaves, K. Mengersen, S.
Corbett, C. Y. Chao, Y. Li, and D. Katoshevski, “Size distribution and sites of
origin of droplets expelled from the human respiratory tract during expiratory
activities,” J. Aerosol Sci. 40, 256–269 (2009).

18C. Chao, M. Wan, L. Morawska, G. Johnson, Z. Ristovski, M. Hargreaves, K.
Mengersen, S. Corbett, Y. Li, X. Xie, and D. Katoshevski, “Characterization of
expiration air jets and droplet size distributions immediately at the mouth
opening,” J. Aerosol Sci. 40, 122–133 (2009).

19S. Yang, G. W. Lee, C.-M. Chen, C.-C. Wu, and K.-P. Yu, “The size and con-
centration of droplets generated by coughing in human subjects,” J. Aerosol
Med. 20, 484–494 (2007).

20G. R. Johnson, L. Morawska, Z. D. Ristovski, M. Hargreaves, K. Mengersen, C.
Y. Chao, M. P. Wan, Y. Li, X. Xie, D. Katoshevski, and S. Corbett, “Modality of
human expired aerosol size distributions,” J. Aerosol Sci. 42, 839–851 (2011).

21J. K. Gupta, C. H. Lin, and Q. Chen, “Flow dynamics and characterization of a
cough,” Indoor Air 19, 517–525 (2009).

22L. C. Marr, J. W. Tang, J. Van Mullekom, and S. S. Lakdawala, “Mechanistic
insights into the effect of humidity on airborne influenza virus survival, trans-
mission and incidence,” J. R. Soc. Interface 16, 20180298 (2019).

23X. Wang, C. Chen, K. Binder, U. Kuhn, U. P€oschl, H. Su, and Y. Cheng,
“Molecular dynamics simulation of the surface tension of aqueous sodium
chloride: From dilute to highly supersaturated solutions and molten salt,”
Atmos. Chem. Phys. Discuss. 18, 17077–17086 (2018).

24E. P. Vejerano and L. C. Marr, “Physico-chemical characteristics of evaporating
respiratory fluid droplets,” J. R. Soc. Interface 15, 20170939 (2018).

25M. E. Rosti, S. Olivieri, M. Cavaiola, A. Seminara, and A. Mazzino, “Fluid
dynamics of COVID-19 airborne infection suggests urgent data for a scientific
design of social distancing,” Sci. Rep. 10, 22426 (2020).

26M. E. Rosti, M. Cavaiola, S. Olivieri, A. Seminara, and A. Mazzino,
“Turbulence role in the fate of virus-containing droplets in violent expiratory
events,” Phys. Rev. Res. 3, 013091 (2021).

27K. L. Chong, C. S. Ng, N. Hori, R. Yang, R. Verzicco, and D. Lohse, “Extended
lifetime of respiratory droplets in a turbulent vapor puff and its implications
on airborne disease transmission,” Phys. Rev. Lett. 126, 034502 (2021).

28A. Agrawal and R. Bhardwaj, “Reducing chances of COVID-19 infection by a
cough cloud in a closed space,” Phys. Fluids 32, 101704 (2020).

29B. Wang, H. Wu, and X.-F. Wan, “Transport and fate of human expiratory
droplets—A modeling approach,” Phys. Fluids 32, 083307 (2020).

30A. Fabregat, F. Gisbert, A. Vernet, S. Dutta, K. Mittal, and J. Pallarès, “Direct
numerical simulation of the turbulent flow generated during a violent expira-
tory event,” Phys. Fluids 33, 035122 (2021).

31T. Dbouk and D. Drikakis, “On airborne virus transmission in elevators and
confined spaces,” Phys. Fluids 33, 011905 (2021).

32B. Chea, A. Bolt, M. Agelin-Chaab, and I. Dincer, “Assessment of effectiveness
of optimum physical distancing phenomena for COVID-19,” Phys. Fluids 33,
051903 (2021).

33H. Li, F. Y. Leong, G. Xu, Z. Ge, C. W. Kang, and K. H. Lim, “Dispersion of
evaporating cough droplets in tropical outdoor environment,” Phys. Fluids 32,
113301 (2020).

34K. Liu, M. Allahyari, J. Salinas, N. Zgheib, and S. Balachandar, “Investigation of
theoretical scaling laws using large eddy simulations for airborne spreading of
viral contagion from sneezing and coughing,” Phys. Fluids 33, 063318 (2021).

35M.-R. Pendar and J. C. P�ascoa, “Numerical modeling of the distribution of
virus carrying saliva droplets during sneeze and cough,” Phys. Fluids 32,
083305 (2020).

36W. Chen, N. Zhang, J. Wei, H.-L. Yen, and Y. Li, “Short-range airborne route
dominates exposure of respiratory infection during close contact,” Build.
Environ. 176, 106859 (2020).

37F. Yang, A. A. Pahlavan, S. Mendez, M. Abkarian, and H. A. Stone, “Towards
improved social distancing guidelines: Space and time dependence of virus
transmission from speech-driven aerosol transport between two individuals,”
Phys. Rev. Fluids 5, 122501 (2020).

38E. Renzi and A. Clarke, “Life of a droplet: Buoyant vortex dynamics drives the
fate of micro-particle expiratory ejecta,” Phys. Fluids 32, 123301 (2020).

39V. Vuorinen, M. Aarnio, M. Alava, V. Alopaeus, N. Atanasova, M. Auvinen, N.
Balasubramanian, H. Bordbar, P. Er€ast€o, R. Grande, N. Hayward, A. Hellsten,
S. Hostikka, J. Hokkanen, O. Kaario, A. Karvinen, I. Kivist€o, M. Korhonen, R.
Kosonen, J. Kuusela, S. Lestinen, E. Laurila, H. J. Nieminen, P. Peltonen, J.
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