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Recidivism Among Child Sexual Abusers:
Initial Results of a 13 Year Longitudinal Randonmtpde

Steven Patrick and Robert Marsh
Boise State University

Abstract

In the initial analysis of data from a random saeml all those charged with child sexual abuse in
Idaho over a 13 year period, only one predictivéaide was found that related to recidivism of
those convicted. Variables such as ethnicity,timiahip, gender and age differences did not
show a significant or even large association wittidivism. The only variable that seemed to
show both a significant and almost moderate assogito recidivism was the Risk Assessment in
the Sex Offender Evaluation re-offense. Compasgseare made to prior research as well as a
discussion of implications of the sex offender aatibn for the legal process. Finally, a call for
the continued need for further research is diselisse

Introduction

Seemingly daily, the media reports another heirmase of child sexual abuse. The more extremerihecthe
more media attention it receives. Even acadensearh has reported child sexual abuse as a @hsderson,
Mangels, & Landsam, 2004). This has resulted flaray of legislation across the country increasthg sentences
for child sexual abuse and even legislation to meorionvicted child molesters after they have catga their
sentences (Petrunik, 2003). While child sexualsabis undoubtedly a heinous crime, much of thigslagon is
based on dubious media reports that exaggeratprtitdem (Cheit, 2003; Jones, Finkelhor and Kop@@Q1;
Kappler and Potter, 2004). There are even soniarioss of legislatures trying to create two stidwes for child
sexual abusers (Petrunik, 2003). These laws comsuassive resources and offer no assurance ofingdtie
incidence of child sexual abuse. More researcleézled on all accepts of child sexual abuse k&drme ways most
urgently in the area of recidivism for child sexadluse. And more importantly, politicians needoik at sound
research and make policy on empirical evidenceeratian media hysteria. This work reports thaah#nalysis of
a 13 year longitudinal random sample of adults aad of child sexual abuse in the state of Idaho.

Literature Review

There has been a limited amount of research odivsin among child sexual abusers. Among the ises®25 year
study conducted in Canada (Langevin, Curnoe, FéijoBennett, Langevin and Peever, 2004). Thischati
reported that repeat offenders were more likelybé poor and minority members but offered no théwakt
explanation. This Canadian longitudinal study skdwecidivism rates of child sexual abuses oveyezs. Other
longitudinal research has shown great variabilityreésults. Several other empirical reports shoat tecidivism
among sex offenders is generally low (Hagan & @rgty, 2000; Prentky, Lee, Knight, and Cerce, 198u},they
all point to the problematic measurement of chéddual abuse recidivism. Other researchers repattvhile child
molesters were less likely to recidivate than nex-sffenders, those recidivating were responsibtettie majority
of sexual abuse recidivism (Hanson, Scott & Steff§95). They offer recommendations for using mashinal

behaviors to predict future criminal behavior cé #ame type (Hall, 1996).
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Other research reports that demographic and rekdtiariables affect recidivism. Greenberg, Boadf Firestone,
and Curry (2000) showed that child sex offendeith iacquaintance” relationships to the victim wenere likely

to recidivate that those with “relative” relatiomsé to the victim. Another analysis showed thatsth males who
molest male victims were more likely to recidivatean those males who abuse female children (Freund
Watson, 1992). Some research showed that maleslse younger victims were more likely to recitiv@Danni

and Hampe, 2000). Other research reported thht sk offenders were more likely to be minorit{eangevin,

2004; Tzeng, Robinson and Karlson, 1999). Alsmeaesearch has shown that child sex offenders ateleng

term risk of recidivism meaning that time a rislcbmes an important measure (Langevin, etal., 2Bfehtky, Lee,
Knight and Cerce, 1997). Finally, while the evailma of sex offender treatment was limited, somseagch showed
that this treatment can reduce recidivism (Marghtalsh, 1995; McAlinden, 2005; Shanahan and Dqri61).

A number of researchers have attempted to compaitd sex offenders to non-sex offenders showing esom
similarities and other differences (Gudjonsson &igurdsson, 2000). Cullen, Smith, Funk and Ha&0(®
reported that the courts showed no significantedéffices in their handling of sex and non-sex offend Other
research showed that more research is needed dogpae costs and benefits of incarceration vetrg=gment and
the treatment of victims (Shanahan & Donato, 20Qickley and Beech (2001) reviewed the literatanel found
methodological and/or theoretical problems withtldl research in this area. In any case, moramgsés needed
and it is hoped that this initial analysis of add@ndinal random sample of convicted child sex offers will begin

to fill in the gaps in the literature and ultimatétad to theory based predictions.

Theories of the etiology of child sexual abuse separse and this work will be no real exceptiothis trend. If
child sexual abuse is a crime, like other crimbgntmain stream criminological theories should pplieable.
Some main stream theories have been applied, susbcéal learning theory and social control theaigh limited
results (Bickley and Beech, 2001). The majoritythafories applied to child sexual abuse have begahplogical
theories and most of those have been clinical tarea(Sawle and Kear-Colwell, 2001; Bickley and &ge2001;
Joyce, 1995). It seems obvious that more theone&ded in this area as most empirical work hasrteg little
more than statistical association in their resi@tgin, this work will not greatly challenge thisrid).

Methods

In 1991, the authors began their over 15 year lpotlation on a state mandated annual census of séidal abuse
cases filed in district courts in Idaho. To call#te annual census data on child sexual abuseetiearchers travel
to all 44 counties reporting offenses and examhe district court files. Once collected, data fréime court
documents are entered into SPSS. The uni-vargsuits are presented to the state legislature asiaumal report.
For the 2000 report, the Idaho Supreme Court bid&eress to the pre-sentence investigations tmisng the
data that could be collected. While this anratiatly has been rewarding and beneficial to the &ajislature, the
authors have had a long term desire to expand tink (Whe annual report is conducted each year inbelg after
the close of the fiscal year resulting in a largenber of cases not reaching conclusion before titkod data
collection.) In 2003, the authors began work gaposed recidivism study using cases from the a@msport. A
10% random list of social security numbers was csetk for each of the years 1991 through 200€ing spss
random sample option for those cases with knowmaksecurity numbers. These social security nusibvesre
provided to the Idaho Department of Correction (I)Qo obtain additional data. Of the 604 sociatusity
numbers provided to the IDOC, additional informatiwas returned on 447 This research is based on those 447
randomly selected cases. Selected informationalsmsobtained from IDOC electronic records for ¢hd47 cases.
This electronic IDOC information was combined wiltle data collected annually. The resulting dataeetains a
combination of variables from the two sources witbidivism information updated through 2005. Timsans these
offenders have exposure to recidivate in time piri@nging from 2 to 15 years.
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Findings

Large amounts of information have been gatherethose accused of child sexual abuse at the diswiat level
in Idaho. Here we will limit our analysis to thogariables we found reported in the published ditiere as having
an association with recidivism for child sexual séwr those our own research has shown are rétatedidivism.

Uni-variant Findings
Recidivism

Recidivism is operationally defined as a “re-cotivic for a crime, either a sexual or non-sexuabrigl” The
authors are fully aware that this is not the onlywen most desirable measure of recidivism bthe@turrent stage
of analysis it is the only available measure. tfrencomplete access is allowed of the criminal rdg,0pre-sentence
investigations and sex offender evaluations, otheasures will become available.

All Recidivism

Sixty one of the 447 show known recidivism of angdk This means that the re-conviction rate foiidckexual

offenders over this 13 year period is 13.6%. Tate included recidivism for any felony. This isngrally low but
it must be remembered that 13 years is not a lozipg of time and that re-conviction must be sesnaa
conservative estimate of actual re-offending basethe nature of this type of crime.

Sex Crime Recidivism

Forty one of the 447 show known recidivism for dmotsex crime (sex crime is a broader category ttlal
sexual abuse). This means that the re-convictitsfor sexual abuse is no more that 9.2% overhigear period.
Again, this recidivism rate should be seen as adstimate but compared to official recidivism rdi@msother crime
groups (for which comparisons are more legitimategjdivism for child sexual abuse appears low (EBiform
Crime Report, 1999).

Number of Re-Convictions

While 13 years seems a long period, for longitudneaidivism studies it is only moderate in lengéspecially
since child sex abuse is difficult to detect andnder reported. Bricker and Beech (2001) repdhiatithe average
length of longitudinal studies was less than 2 gdmut have been as long as 30 years. For thesea448, 374 or
83.7% were only convicted once. Interestingly, 8519% of these 447 cases have no record of anycraere
convictions, only other felonies. Again, everyedsd felony charges made in district court fofdchexual abuse
but many have their charges reduced to non-sexeccimarges. Fifty eight or 13.0% of these 447 haal felony
convictions for any felony while 38 or 8.5% havecmvictions for sex crimes. Three or 0.7% shotuze
convictions (all for child sexual abuse). Twelve 227% have no record of convictions but are in sigstem
possibly for violation of probation guidelines avaiting the Pre-sentence Report.

Sex Difference
Females were the majority of the victims (86.1%tfur first victim) and males were the majority bétoffenders

(98%). Fifty-four, or 14.2%, of those with knowerglers were the same gender (males abusing mafemales
abusing females) and 327 or 85.8% were of diffegemiders.
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Age Difference

The age difference between the offender and vittad a range of 71 years with a mean of 22.68 yaadsa
standard deviation of 14.75 years. The age diffezdbetween offender and victim were as small gsa?s and as
great as 73 years.

Relationship to Victim

For those with a known relationship, 152 or 43.9&ewvelated in some way and 194 or 56.1% wereetated (17
or 4.9% were strangers). The modal group was actuees. Step parents were included here inella¢ed group
although parents were the most common relativeioakhip.

Ethnicity

Idaho is predominately a Caucasian state and tarséacted for child sexual abuse are no exceptieor. these 447
cases, 372 or 83.2% are Caucasian and 74, 16.6Boar€aucasian, mostly Hispanic.

Served Timein Prison or Probation

While a large number of the cases were in legal, flwe-sentence or retained jurisdiction (a sergehat gives the
offender a “shock incarceration period” and theggidetains jurisdiction for 180 days for reevaloa}j 209 are
known to have started their first conviction eitlmert of prison on probation (N=125 or 59.8%) orarcerated
(N=84 or 40.2%). It can be assumed that thosedecated might be seen as a more dangerous threatitiivate
but incarceration will reduce their time at risk.

Time at Risk

These data were a random sample drawn from albddsd in district court from 1991 through 2008.is logical
that those committing their first offense earlypuamd 1991, would have a greater likelihood of rieeiting that
those committing their first offense later, closer2003 as they are likely to have more time & tisrecidivate.
The 10% sample was drawn from each year of thearstudies. It was assumed that even with misdatg and
other data issues, the numbers for each year vimutdose to the same. While there is variabithis appears to be
the case. The lowest year comprised 6.1% of teescavhile the highest year comprised 13.7%. ltilshioe kept in
mind that each year was sampled separately and #tegre variations in the numbers charged each yssustated
in the introduction, the electronic data from ti¥OIC was obtained near the end of 2005 meaningadffi@bders
were at risk to recidivate for a time period ob216 years. Even the low end of this time range greater than the
majority of longitudinal studies.

Sex Offender Treatment

Those convicted of child sexual abuse can be affegx offender treatment. In this sample 64 oB%of those
convicted received sex offender treatment on onaare occasions. One hundred and sixty one o&@éeteived
other types of treatment or training and 221 o6%®received no treatment/training.

Age of Victim

Some research shows that those abusing pre-pubesgtiiien are more likely to recidivate than thadmising

post-pubescent children (the normal cut off is &8rg of age for pre-pubescent). Almost 54% offitis¢ victims
with known ages were 13 or younger while 46.4% wiler®r older.

R. PATRICK & R. MARSH. INJOURNAL OF CHILD SEXUAL ABUSE (2009) 4



This is an author-produced, peer-reviewed versfdhis article. The final, definitive version dfis document can be found online at
Journal of Child Sexual Abuse, published by Hawétess (Now owned by Taylor and Francis). Copyrightrictions may apply.
doi: 10.1080/10538710902743909

Sex Offender Evaluation

While every offender convicted of child sexual abugs originally required to receive a Sex Offerigealuation

in Idaho (Idaho Code 18-8316) based on legislagiaased in 1998, the law was modified in 1999 to emik
optional to require the evaluation. Consequentlgstin Idaho convicted of a child sex offense db e a Sex
Offender Evaluation completed before sentencinthis state. (The annual child sexual abuse repuktcts data
very soon, a year or less, after the filing of gearin district court, only 97 or 22.1% of the 44%the sample are
recorded as receiving one. Of these 97, 24 o¥24vére estimated to have a High probability of fierwse, 32 or
33.0% were estimated to have a Moderate probabiite-offense, and 41 or 42.3% were estimatedhieela Low

probability.)

Sex offender evaluations were completed at botte dtilities (for those sent to retained jurisain) and by
private providers for those on probation/parole. all cases there are criteria established by tidwe $or what is
included in the sex offender evaluations (Idaho €€@8-8316). The guidelines for the psychosexualuation
reports include demographic variables, a sociabhysand an assessment of sexual behavior inausktf reports,
and standard personality testing. This informatimymbined with a face to face interview with thate certified
evaluator results in, among other things, an eséroarisk level.

Bi-variant and Tri-variant Analysis

The following bi-variant analyses are based on ®w8s zero order correlations. All variables aithex
interval/ratio or dichotomous making the use o&mal/ratio measures of association appropriatbiatbi-variant
analysis.

Ethnicity by Recidivism

Ethnicity, either White or Non-white had no sigoént correlation with recidivism for sex crimes<r.05, sig. =
.33) but did show a significant if weak correlatiaith recidivism in general ( r = .10, sig. = .04¢ontrolling for

cohort, year entering the study, lowered the cati@h only slightly and they remain non-significarithis was both
encouraging and troubling at the same time. #nisouraging in that ethnicity doesn’'t seem to tsoeiated with
sex crime recidivism but is troubling in that miities do seem to be more likely to be convicted ddditional

crimes. This research appears to differ from ottegrorts in showing that there seems to be no fiigni

relationship between ethnicity and child sexualsgbu

Sex Difference by Recidivism

Whether one abuses a victim of their same sexeoofiposite sex does not appear to correlate wifdivism. The
correlation between sex difference and recidivisrgeneral and recidivism for sex crimes was botly geall (less
than 0.02) and not significant. Controlling cohadid not change this correlation.

Age Difference by Recidivism

The authors own research has shown that the afgretite between the offender and the victim is ohée
variables that affect the length of sentence rekivIt was also thought that this relationship hmigold for
recidivism. It did not appear to be the case whttse data. The correlations between age differand recidivism
in general and for sex crime are 0.03 or lower mwidsignificant. Controlling cohort did not chartiés correlation
at all.
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Relationship by Recidivism

Strangers or those not related to their victimseapgd no more likely to recidivate than those egldb their victim.
Unfortunately much of the media hype and publicdgassed by both Congress and state legislatuedss¢o this
mythical stereotype dodtranger victimization (Kappeler and Potter, 2004). The correlationsvbeh relationship
and recidivism in general and for sex crime wef&@r lower and not significant. Controlling foohort lowered
this correlation slightly.

Initial Status by Recidivism

For the limited number of cases where the initialtiss was clearly in prison or out of prison, trarelation

between being in prison or out on probation waslisimaboth general recidivism and recidivism faxsial crimes
(.13 and .09 respectively) and not significantsdéms prison confinement for the first convictieas not related to
future reductions in recidivism. Controlling cohdid not change this correlation.

Time at Risk by Recidivism

Those being convicted of child sexual abuse earli¢he longitudinal time line did not appear tornere likely to
recidivate than those convicted later in the studyith correlations for general recidivism at .Q&8lgor sex crime
recidivism at -.03 (and neither significant), iesged for the measure of time at risk, time doeswaiter.

While the above correlation between time at risll agcidivism was based on pooling the years andgugears
since first offense as the independent variabléh barvival analysis and logistic regression showedsignificant
relationship between time at risk and recidivism.

Sex Offender Treatment by Recidivism

Those who received some measure of sex offendamiemt do appear less likely to recidivate for bgémeral
crimes and sex crimes (-.12 and -.07 respectivaly}hese correlations were small and not significal reatment,
any type, as measured in this study did not apfeseduce recidivism. It should be noted that ¢hesta did not
differentiate between treatments while incarceratedhile in the community. Furthermore, the treaint category
was larger than simply sex offender treatment. @diirtg cohort did not change this correlation.

Victim Age by Recidivism

Those whose victims were prepubescent or post-pebeshow no significant differences in either gahe
recidivism (r = .01) or sex offender recidivism%£ r01). Controlling cohort did not change thisretation at all. It
doesn’t appear that those abusing younger childvere more likely to recidivate that those abusiddeo
children/adolescents.

Sex Offender Evaluation by Recidivism

Sex Offender evaluations did not seem to have rifgignt correlation with recidivism in general£r195, sig. =
.06) but do show a significant correlation with sexne recidivism

(r=.26, sig. =.01). The higher the estimateepieat probability, the higher the likelihood of

recidivism for sex crimes. This correlation draps slightly weaker, r = .20, when cohort year

was controlled and was still significant. Whilené at risk lowered the correlation slightly, sefeafler evaluation
risk of repeat probability was still the only meesthat has any predictive value in these datais $thowed sex
offender evaluations have some utility in predigtfoture sex crimes
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Discussion

This research showed that the confusion presetiteiditerature on child sexual abuse recidivismvésl founded

(Bricker and Beech, 2001). While other researchdimwn associations between recidivism and ahefariables
in this study, there appears to be limited supfmrany of them in the data collected by the red®ans to date, at
least not at this initial bi-variate level of ansily. The only significant and almost moderate @aton seen is
between recidivism and the sex offender evaluatmort of probability of re-offense.

Sex Crimes General

The data showed that, with the exception of gepnfleffender, sex offenders did not seem to diffenf the general
population in ethnicity. Sex difference betweer thffender and victim as well as age differencewstb no
significant association with recidivism. Additidlya it appeared from these longitudinal data ttesre was a
generally low level of recidivism among sex offerlezhen compared to other criminal groups. Strengere a
very small minority of offenders and these havenb&®own to often be the most violent. It appedhad the news
media reports are sensationalistic and are leddifegislation applicable to many offenders butycappropriate to
a few. It also appeared to indicate that news anednstructions of the dynamics of child sex ofmsdesulted in
both inaccurate portrayals and questionable pyldlicies (Kappeler and Potter, 2004)

Recidivism

As stated above, recidivism among these sex offsndehis study was generally low. Additionaltiiere seemed
to be no significant differences by ethnicity irtidivism rates. It was unfortunate that minoritdid seem to be
more likely to recidivate at higher rates than Gaigns. It was unclear whether this increasedihided of
recidivism for minorities was due to increased d@mah activity among minorities or inequality in tlegiminal
justice system. Prior research points to thedater than the former (Walker, Spohn, and Del.@0€7).

Sex Offender Evaluation by Recidivism

Of all the variables we have initially analyzed,lyosex Offender Evaluation for probability of repezfense

showed any substantial association with recidividrhis was both significant and almost moderatbe figher the
predicted probability of repeat offense in the optil Sex Offender Evaluation, the higher the liketid of

recidivism. This finding only underscores the intpace of Sex Offender Evaluations. Unlike theeotfindings

not confirmed by this research, a professional w@atan, while not perfect, appears to work in pcadn. This

finding calls for more research on sex offenderl@ations, best practices and finding ways to ermgerthe

legislature and the courts to both require andtbsen. Even with a small sample size, an almosteraid and
significant association was obtained. Other resedaas criticized clinical evaluations as predistbut based on
these random data it seems the only clear prediet@rthese clinical evaluations (Bickley and Be26iol).

While psychological theories have been seen asnigdk understanding child sexual abuse (Sawle ldedr-

Colwell, 2001; Bickley and Beech, 2001; Joyce, 1996 seems from this initial research that psyolatal

measures are of some utility. While personalityemtories like MMPI have their limits, they are amgothe best
tools currently available. What is more interegtis the flexibility the evaluators have in deteming the risk level.
They are required to test and obtain informatiamfthe convicted sex offender but the method byclvkiiey come
to their risk level assessment is purposely vagligere is no set formula and individual evaluatmes left to their
professional expertise in determining what partshef evaluation to use in each individual case. il&\this gives
the evaluator significant autonomy and considergiwever, it does little to help researchers and guwents
determine what specific factors can be used toigredcidivism. Based on the professional prepamnaof the

evaluators ranging from M.D.'s with psychiatric sjadties to M.A. level counselors, there is litttequired
objectivity in the reports.
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Conclusion

This initial analysis has shown several thingststirecidivism among child sexual offenders wasegelly lower
than expected or believed. Second, while mingaritiethe state were more likely to re-offend in grah, ethnicity
played no significant part in recidivism for ch&xual abuse. Finally, from this initial analysgigppeared that a
sex offender evaluation was the only significardictor of future recidivism for child sexual abuse

What this evident from this initial analysis wa theed for more research to not only balance trdiarieysteria

leading to uninformed legislation but also to fullgtermine the variables associated with recidivienthild sexual

abuse. Not only was more research needed butsatizegisting data collected in great abundancstdig agencies
needs to be released to researchers. The namesldragses of known child sexual abusers are edyfptaced on

web sites for all to access as well as pictures rewispaper announcements. Less identifiable irdtom that

could assist researchers and ultimately law enfoecg and legislatures in preventing child sexuaisebis hidden
away, unused.

Sex offender evaluations appeared to be the mgsirtant predictor of child sexual abuse recidivienbe initially
found in these data. It is important as a mattgrublic policy that ways are found to encouragat these reports
be done on all those convicted of child sexual abus

This research, hampered as it is by bureaucraticlegal restrains, has been on adults. Researnheided on
juvenile offenders. If those with a predilecticr thild sexual abuse can be identified early ehotigey may be
treatable and in any case some of their victinedimthood might be saved.

This work, initial as it is, exhibits many limitatis. While it is a random sample of all offendelnsrged at the
district court level with child sexual abuse for yi&ars in the entire state, the data have manigeoptoblems seen
in other research. These data are a combinatiodatd collected by the authors and data collectedhb
Department of Correction. The goals of the autland the Department of Correction are different thed data
collected is different. Many demographic varialtdes recoded in the state data to such an extghease of little
use to the researchers and the state’s legal arsestto allowing the researchers access to thdilkgl for these
offenders limits the data available.

Additionally, this has been a simple bi-variant lggs and where possible a further, multi-varianalgsis is
needed. Child sexual abuse has resisted anatysygérs and a simple solution to understandirgygtocess seems
unlikely. In all cases and at all levels treatmisnheeded for both offenders and victims of clsiéckual abuse
(Shanahan and Donato, 2001) and more researctededdo see what treatment programs work, if afpally,
coherent theory is needed to guide research anerstaed child sexual abuse.

Endnotes

1. For the years 1991 through 2003, two years, 19832800, are not included. For 1993 data the asthvere
making the transition from main frame analysishef tlata to PC based analysis, while the hard cbfhealata
exist, the computer based data where lost in #resition. It was decided for this initial analy$893 would be
excluded. There appear to be no significant difiees between 1993 and the surrounding years00@ the
Idaho Supreme Court decided that the authors wherkonger allowed access to pre-sentence invegtigat
reports for confidentiality reasons. For 2000 abdecurity numbers were not recorded thus making i
impossible to select a random sample for this ydggain, the year 2000 does not seem significadiffigerent
from the surrounding years. In conclusion, thelision of these two years, while regrettable, dustsseem to
affect the results of this analysis.
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2. There are a large number of potentially complicatsbons data were not available for over 150 efctses
requested from the department of corrections. ghicant reason is likely the random nature of dmalysis.
In each years report 10% to 15% if the charges fllee acquitted or dismissed. If these case havethrer
convictions there is no reason they would be inrgeords of IDOC. This means that 60 to 90 of @8+
cases should not be in the records. Addition memspay also be coding errors on the part of thboast
incorrect social security numbers in the record¥/@nmissing information in the electronic dataaeted by
the department of corrections. An analysis conmggitie cases for which data is available and tresing data
shows no significant differences.
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