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Girls and Violence: Is the Gender Gap Closing?
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Public concern about girls aggressionand
violencehasrarely beenhigher. Thisisparticularly
true after ahazing incident at Glenbrook High
School on May 4, 2003, that was videotaped and
given extensivemediacoverage. Instead of smply
using covert or “relationa” aggressonagainst their
victims(gossiping or spreading rumorsabout them),
thiscollection of senior girlskicked, punched,
pushed, and beat girlswith bats. Thisisdlin
additionto smearing girlswith pigintestines, feces,
uring, fishguts, coffee grounds, and paint. Charged
with misdemeanor battery, thesegirlshave served as
ahigh profileexamplethat girls well-documented
“meanness’ can sometimesresultinphysica vio-
lence (Meadows & Johnson, 2003). Itwasalsoa
story that capped off over adecade of media
coverage about apparent increasesingirls physica
violence

We haveawayshad “bad” girlsand media
eager to showcasetheir waywardness. Inthe 1990s
we had thefema e gang members, who, liketheir
male counterparts, carried guns, killed people, and
practiced brutdl initiationrituals (Chesney-Lind,
1997). Inthe 1960sand 70swe had female
revolutionary figureslikeL edieVan Houtenand
Friederike Krabbe, who carried gunsand fought
aongsidether rebelliousma e counterparts
(Klemesrud, 1978). Thentherewerethe”mean
girls’ that usheredinthenew millennium (Talbat,
2002). Inmany ways, the Glenbrook High girlsjust
becamethelatestinalonglineof “bad” girlsfor a
country that grew up reading Longfellow’spoem
about hisdaughter: “when shewasgood, shewas
very, very good, but when shewas bad shewas

horrid.” (Longfellow, 1992, p. 513) Thecase,
though, a'soraised alarger question. Aregirls
closing thelong-standing “gender gap” inviolence?

Trendsin Girls Arrests

In order to understand the renewed focuson
girls violence, itisimportant to review thecrime
trendsthat drew mediaattention to youth violencein
generd. Infact, althoughthe U.S. had experienced
relatively stable crimeratesfromthe early 1980sto
themid 1990s, violent crimeratesfor juveniles
soared during thisperiod. By themid-nineties, the
grim stati sti csregarding adol escent violencegained
national attention. Among the more sobering statis-
ticswasan approximately 70% increasein youth
arrest ratesfor violent offensesand anearly 300%
growthinyouth homicidearrest ratesfrom 1983 to
1994 (Snyder & Sickmund, 1999). Soonthe
attention of themediawas drawn to what somewere
calingan“epidemic of youth violence” (Cook &
Laub, 1998).

Criminologistslargely explained theepidemicas
aproduct of three uniquetrends (mostly relevant to
boy’ sviolence): introduction of new crack markets
toinner-cities, increased distribution of gunsto
juveniles, and theinvolvement of gangsinthecrack
and underground gun markets (Blumstein, 1995;
Blumstein & Cork, 1996; Blumstein & Wallman,
2000). Thetheory went asfollows: young gang
membersused gunsto solvethedisputesarising
within new and unstable crack markets. Gang
members' reliance on gunsto solvethese disputes
eventualy spread totheir non-drug dealing friends
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and set off apattern where guns becamethe solution
toawiderangeof conflictsthat youthsconfrontedin
their everyday lives(Chesney-Lind & Irwin, 2004).

Thevast mgjority of violent perpetratorsand
victimsduring theyouth violenceepidemicwere
boysand young men of color, sothemediacover-
ageof the" epidemic” wasinitidly focused on boys.
However, while boysand men werethe primary
individuasdrivingtheviolencearrest satistics, by
themid-ninetiesboys arrestsbegan to declinewnhile
girls' did not—afact that wasaso not lost onthe
media. Between 1992 and 2003, girls’ arrests
increased 6.4% whilearrestsof boysactually
decreased by 16.4%. While decreaseswere seen
acrossmany crimesof violencefor both boysand
girls, theperiod saw a7%increaseingirls arrests
for aggravated assault during aperiod that showed a
29.1% decreaseinboys arrestsfor thisoffense.
Likewise, arrestsof girlsfor assault climbed an
astonishing 40.9% when boys' arrests climbed by
only 4.3% (Federal Bureau of Investigation, 2003).

Concomitant with thesearrest increaseswere
increasesingirls referrastojuvenilecourtsfrom
police and other sources (like school officiasand
parents). Between 1990 and 1999, the number of
delinquency casesinvolving girlsincreased by 59
percent (from 250,000 to 398,600) compared to a
19 percent increase for males (from 1,066,900 to
1,274,500) (Stahl, 2003). Looking at specific
offensetypes, thereport observed: “Thegrowthin
casesinvolving femal esoutpaced thegrowthin
casesinvolving malesinal offensecategories. For
both malesand females, smpleassault casesin-
creased morethan any other person offense (136%
for femalesand 80% for males)” (Stahl, 2003, p.1).

Finally, and most significantly, thedetention of
girls(afocusof three decadesof “de-ingtitutionaliza-
tion efforts’) hassuddenly increased. Between
1989 and 1998, girlsdetentionsincreased by 56%
compared to a20% increase seenin boy’sdeten-
tions, and the“largeincrease wastied to the growth
inthenumber of delinquency casesinvolving females
charged with person offenses (157%)” (Harms,
2002, p. 1).

Clearly, moregirlswerearrested inthelast
decade, and they were being arrested for “non-
traditiond” offenseslikeassault and aggravated
assault. 1t seemed that just when the public and
policy makerswere ableto put asidetheir fearsof
thejuvenile super predator, they had anew and
problem ontheir hands: violent girls. Isthisredly
thecase? Aregirlsredly getting moreviolent?

Reasons to Be Skeptical

Actualy, therearesevera reasonsto behighly
skeptical of therecent increasesinthearrest rates of
girlsfor violent aggresson. Most significantly,
severa self-report datasourcesreveaed that boys
andgirls violencedecreased dramaticaly inthelate
1990s, thusindicating that the youth violence
epidemic had waned significantly. What ismost
interestingisthat self-reportsindicated that girls
rates of violence decreased moredramatically than
boys rates.

The CDC hasbeen monitoring youthful behavior
inanational sampleof school agedyouthina
number of domains (including violence) a regular
intervalssince 1991 inabiennid survey entitledthe
Youth Risk Behavior Survey (seeTable1). A quick
look at datacollected over thelast decadereveals
that while 34.4% of girlssurveyedin 1991 said that
they had beeninaphysicd fightinthelast year, by
2001 that figure had dropped to 23.9%0r a30.5%
decreaseingirls fighting; boys violenceaso
decreased during the same period but lessdramati-
cally-from50.2t0 43.1% or a14.1% drop (Centers
for Disease Control, 1992-2002). A logistic analy-
sisof thesetrends (for theyears 1991-1997)
published inthe Journal of the American Medical
Association concluded that theanalysesreveaed
decreasesin physical fighting for both maleand
femalestudents. Thedecreasefor femaleswas
larger, suggesting they had a* steeper decline.”
(Brener, Simon, Krug, & Lowry, 1999, p. 444).
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Tablel: Trendsin Girls and Boys Self-Reported Violence

1991 1993 1995 1997 1999 2001
InaPhysical Fight
Girls 34.2% 31.7% 30.6% 26.0% 27.3% 23.9%
Boys 50.2% 51.2% 46.1% 45.5% 44.0% 43.1%
Carried aWeapon
Girls 10.9% 9.2% 8.3% 7.0% 6.0% 6.2%
Boys 40.6% 34.3% 31.1% 27.7% 28.6% 29.3%
CarriedaGun
Girls 1.8% 2.5% 1.4% 0.8% 1.3%
Boys 13.7% 12.3% 9.6% 9.0% 10.3%

Source: Compiled by the author from Youth Risk Surveillancedata (CDC, 1992; 1994; 1998; 2000; and

2002).

Further support of thisnotion comesfrom recent
researchongirls violencein San Francisco (Males
& Shorter, 2001). Their analysesof vital dtatistics
maintained by health officia s (rather than arrest
data) concludethat there hasbeena63%dropin
San Francisco teen-girl fatalities between the 1960s
and the 1990s, and they al so report that hospital
injury datashow that girlsaredramatically under-
represented among thosereporting injury (including
assaults) (girlsare 3.7% of the population but were
only 0.9% of those seeking treatment for violent
injuries) (Males& Shorter, 2001, p. 1-2). They
conclude: “Compared to her counterpart of the
Baby Boom generation growing up inthe 1960sand
1970s, aSan Francisco teenagegirl today is50%
lesslikely to bemurdered, 60% lesslikely to suffer a
fatal accident, 75% lesslikely to commit suicide,
45%lesslikely todieby guns, 55% lesslikely to
becomeamother, 60% lesslikely to commit murder,

and 40% lesslikely to be arrested for property
crimes’ (Maes& Shorter 2001, p. 1). If girlswere
getting moreviolent, in San Franciscoand

el sawhere, onewould expect other systems (like
hospitalsand hedth departments) to also be noting
thistrend, but that isnot happening.

Datafrom Canada, whichhasalsoseena
barrage of mediacoverageof girls violence, aso
indicatethat violent femaledelinquency israre, even
amongincarcerated girls. A report on delinquent
girlsincarceratedin British Columbianotesthat
“despiteisolated incidents of violence, themgjority
of offending by femaeyouthin custody isrelatively
minor” (Corrado, Odgers, & Cohen, 2000, p. 189).
Surprisingly, arecent study of girlstried and
convicted asadultsinthe U.S. also found the
mgjority of thegirlshad committed rel atively minor
offenses (Gaarder & Belknap, 2002).
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Finaly, therearethearrest dataon formsof
violence, other than assault. Surely if girlswere, in
fact, getting progressively moreviolent, eventudly
that would show upin arrestsfor other crimes of
violence, likerobbery and murder. Yet, consistently,
arrestsof girlsfor more seriouscrimesof violence,
including the most letha, have shown decreases, not
increases. Asan example, arrestsof girlsfor the
offense of murder actually decreased by 42.8%in
the period between 1993 and 2002 and female
robbery arrestswere down by 36.2% (FBI, 2003).
If girlsweresimply getting moreviolent over al,
wouldn’t thiseventualy show up in other formsof
the samebehavior? Thesedata, too, suggest
something el se, something specifictothearrest
processintheareaof assaults, ischanging.

What’sGoing On?

If girls behavior isnot becoming moreviolent,
thenwhat explainsthehugeincreasesinfemale
arrestsfor violence? Therearethreeforceslikely at
work: “relabeling” (sometimescaled
“bootstrapping”) of girls statusoffensebehavior,
“rediscovery of girls violence,” and* upcriming” of
minor formsof youthviolence (including girls
physical aggression) (see Chesney-Lind & Belknap,
2003 for afull discussion of theseissues). Let'stake
eachinturn.

Relabeling: Behaviorsthat wereonce
categorized asstatus offenses (non-crimina offenses
like"runaway” and“personin need of supervison”)
are sometimes being relabeled into violent offenses.
Thiscannot beruled out in explanationsof arrest
rate shifts, nor can changesin police practiceswith
referenceto domestic violence.

Therecent focuson mandatory arrest asapolicy
for domestic violence caseshashad avery real, and
onewould hope, unintended consequence: a
dramaticincreasein the numbersof girlsand women
arrested for thisform of “assault.” A recent
Cdiforniastudy, for example, found that thefemale
shareof domestic violencearrestsincreased from
6%in 1988t0 16.5% in 1998 (Bureau of Criminal

Informationand Anaysis, 1999). AfricanAmerican
girlsand women had arrest ratesroughly threetimes
that of whitegirlsand womenin 1998: 149.6 per
100,000 compared to 46.4 (Bureau of Criminal
InformationandAnaysis, 1999).

Suchanimpressionissupported by casefile
reviewsof girls cases. Acoca's(1999) study of
nearly 1000girls filesfromfour Cdiforniacounties
found that whilea* high percentage’ of thesegirls
were charged with “ person offenses,” amgjority of
theseinvolved assault. Further, “aclosereading of
thecasefilesof girlscharged with assault revedled
that most of these chargesweretheresult of
nonserious, mutual combat, Stuationswith parents.”
Acocadetailscasesthat sheregardsastypica
including: “father lunged a her whileshewascaling
thepolice about adomestic dispute. She(girl) hit
him.” Finally, shereportsthat some caseswere
quitetrivid innatureincluding agirl arrested “for
throwing cookiesat her mother” (Acoca 1999, p. 7-
8). Inanother study, agirl reported that shewas
arrested for “assault” for throwing aBarbiedoll at
her mother (Belknap, Winter, & Cady, 2001). Ina
number of theseinstances, the possibility that the
child, not the parent, isactually avictim cannot be
completely ignored, particularly whengirlsand
defense attorneyskeep reporting such apattern.
Marlee Ford, an attorney working with the Bronx
Defenders Office, commented “ Somegirlshave
beenabused dl their lives...Findly, they gettoan
agewherethey can hit back. Andthey get locked
up.” (Russ, 2004, p. 20).

Rediscovery: Girlshaveawaysbeen more
violent than their stereotype asweak and passive
“good girls” would suggest. A review of the self-
report datareviewedin Table 1 clearly indicatesthat
girlsdo get into fightsand they even occasionally
carry weapons; asan example, in 2001, about a
quarter of girlsreported that they wereinaphysical
fight, and about onein twenty carried aweapon.
Until recently, girls aggresson, eventheir physical
aggression, wastrividized rather than crimindized.

L aw enforcement, parents, socia workers, and
teacherswere once more concerned with controlling
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girl’ssexudity thanthey werewith their violence, but
recent research suggeststhat may be changing.

A related phenomenon“upcriming’ islikely
asoinvolvedintheincreasesingirl’ sarrests.
Upcriming refersto policies(like* zerotolerance
policies’) that havetheeffect of increasing the
severity of crimind pendtiesassociated with
particular offenses. It haslong been known that
arrestsof youth for minor or “other” assaultscan
rangefrom schoolyard scufflestorelatively serious,
but not lifethreatening assaults (Steffensmeler &
Steffensmeler, 1980). Currie (1998) addstothisthe
fact that these* smpleassaultswithout injury” are
often* attempted” or “threatened” or “not
completed” (p. 40). A few decadesago, schoolyard
fightsand other instancesof bullying werelargely
ignored or handled internally by schoolsand parents.
But a atimewhen official concern about youth
violenceisamost unparalleled and“ zero tolerance’
policiesproliferate, school principasareincreasingly
likely to call police onto their campuses. It should
comeasno surprisethat youthful arrestsinthisarea
are up asaconsequence—with both raceand
gender implications. Specificaly, whileAfrican
American children represent only 42% of thepublic
school enrollment, they constitute 61% of the
children charged with adisciplinary codeviolation.
Andtheseviolations have serious consequences,
accordingtoaU.S. Department of Education’s
report, 25% of al African American students,
nationally, were suspended at | east once over afour-
year period (Harvard Civil Rights Project, 2000).

Focusgroupswith delinquent girlsin Ohio
training schoolsfound reportsof girls' attemptsto
protect themselveshave asoresultedingirlsbeing
expelled from school and even, in oneinstance,
being incarcerated (Belknap, Dunn, & Holsinger,
1997). For example, when asked why shewas
incarcerated, onegirl told astory of her otherwise
“clean” delinquent record until shecarried aknifeto
school. Shehad repeatedly told school authorities
that an older boy in the school wasfollowing her as
shewalked to and from school and that shewas
afraid of him. Theschool refusedtolook intoit, but
whenthegirl put aknifein her sock inorder to

protect herself getting to and from schooal, the
school’s* notolerance’ codefor weaponskickedin.
Thisgirl reported extremefrustration regarding the
school’ stolerance of thisboy stalking and sexually
harassing her, but no tolerancefor her attemptsto
protect herself when they would not.

Yet another exampleof upcrimingwasfoundina
study of juvenilerobbery inHonolulu. Whenthe
number of youth arrested for thispotentialy trou-
bling offense nearly doubled inthemid-nineties (with
atripling of femalearrestsfor thistraditionally male
and violent offense), adetailed andysisof policefiles
was undertaken both before and after anincreasein
arrests—1991 and 1997 (Chesney-Lind &
Paramore, 2001). Comparing thedetailsof offenses
during thetwo time periods, it was noted that the
age of offendersshiftsdownward, asdoesthevaue
of itemstaken. In 1991, the median value of the
items stolen was $10.00; by 1997, themedian value
had dropped to $1.25. Most significantly, the
proportion of adult victimsdeclinessharply whilethe
number of juvenilevictimsincreases. Inshort, the
datasuggeststhat the problem of juvenilerobbery in
thecity and county of Honoluluislargely character-
ized by dightly older youth bullying and*“ hi-jacking’
younger youth for small amountsof cash and occa
sionaly jewelry and that arrestsof youth for these
formsof robbery accounted for virtually al of the
increase observed.

Upcriming, likezerotolerance palicies, can have
very troublingimplicationsfor economicaly
margindized communities, sncethey haveaways
been heavily monitored and policed. Thereabeling
and upcriming of girls minor offenses(including
satusoffenseslike“incorrigibility”) to assault and
other crimina offenseshave been particularly
pronounced intheofficial delinquency of African
American girls(Robinson, 1990; Bartollas, 1993).
Thispracticeasofacilitatestheincarceration of girls
indetention facilitiesand training schools—some-
thing that would not be possibleif thegirl were
arrested for non-crimina statusoffenses.

Perhapsthisexplainswhy, amidst risng
detentionsof girls, itisgirlsof color who are
increasingly likely to bedetained. Accordingtothe
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American Bar Association, AfricanAmericangirls
make up nearly half of thosein securedetention, and
they aredsofar lesslikely than their white
counterpartsto havetheir cases dismissed; seven
out of 10 casesinvolvingwhitegirlsweredismissed
compared to three out of ten of African American
girls(ABA, 2001). Whilenot asspecificintermsof
gender, the same pattern appearsto befound inthe
detention of L atino youth; accordingtoaMichigan
State University study, between 1983 and 1991, the
percentage of Latino/ayouthin public detention
centersincreased by 84%, compared to an
8%increasefor White youth and 46%increasefor
youthoverdl (Villarruel, Walker, Minifee, Rivera
Vazquez, Peterson, & Perry, 2002).

What About GirlsViolence?

Findly, gender mattersingirls aggresson. In
her analysisof self-reported violenceingirlsin
Canada, Artz (1998) found that violent girls
reported significantly grester ratesof victimization
and abusethan their non-violent counterparts, and
that the girlswho wereviolent reported great fear of
sexual assault, especidly fromtheir boyfriends.
Moreover, 20% of violent girlsstated they were
physically abused at home compared to 10% of
violent males, and 6.3% of non-violent girls.
Patternsfor sexual abusewere even starker; roughly
oneout of four violent girlshad been sexualy
abused compared to oneinten of non-violent girls
(Artz,1998). Follow-upinterviewswithasmall
group of violent girlsfound that they had learned at
homethat “ might makesright” and engagedin
“horizontal violence’ directed at other powerless
girls(oftenwith boysastheaudience). Findly, mae
andfemaeuseof violencediffered, withgirls
violence againgt other girlsoften an outgrowth of
relational aggression asopposedto boys' use of
aggressionfor instrumental purposes(likerobbery).

ViolencePrevention and Girls

Knowingall this, how do wethink about vio-
lence prevention and girls? First, we canrecognize

thecontext withinwhich girls aggresson, andthe
societa responsetoitislodged. Lyn Mikel Brown
(2003) notesthat in asociety that celebrates any-
thingmae, “girlssmply findit eeser and safer to
takeout their fearsand anxietiesand anger on other
girlsrather than on boysor onaculturethat deni-
grates, idedlizes, or eroticizesqualitiesassociated
withfemininity. Girlfightingisnot abiologica
necessity, adevel opmental state, or arite of pas-
sage. Itisaprotective strategy and an avenueto
power learned and nurtured in early childhood and
perfected over time” (p. 5-6). We can challenge
girlfighting by teaching girlstotalk candidly about
anger, and creating spaceswheregirlscan practice
voiceand activism, according to Brown.

Similarly, we need to be consciousthat even
well intended and seemingly gender andrace
“neutrd” policiescan haveterribleunintended
consequences. Thisreport hasoutlined the serious
consequencesfor girls, particularly AfricanAmerican
and Latinagirls, when minor formsof youthful
behavior arecriminalized. Instead, weneedto
advocatefor better and more nuanced responsesto
child abuse, domestic violence, and school violence,
and we need toimplement gender responsive
violence prevention programs. Wefinally needto
actively seek opportunities (likemeetingswith
journalistsor editors) to challenge mediaimages of
crimethat sensationdizegirls violencerather than
contextudizingit.

Author of this document:
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Professor, Women's Studies Program
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In Brief
Girls and Violence: Is the Gender Gap Closing?

Reading the paper or watching televisonit'shard to avoid theimpression that girls violencehasin-
creased dramatically over thelast decade. Headlineslike“RuthlessGirlz,” “ Are Girls Getting Meaner?”,
and“Bad Girls’ all warn of the new face of youth violence. Thisreport reviewsthe objectiveevidence
regarding youthful fema e violence, makes suggestions about what isoccurring, and then briefly suggests
waysthat those who work with and care about girlscan addresstheissue positively.

First, there certainly appearsto be evidencethat we are seeing achangeingirls violence, if onereviews
trendsinjuvenilearrests. Between 1992 and 2003, girls arrestsincreased 6.4 percent whilearrests of boys
actually decreased by 16.4 percent. While decreaseswere seen across many crimesof violencefor both
boysand girls, the period saw a7 percentincreasein girls’ arrestsfor aggravated assault during aperiod
that showed a29.1 percent decreaseinboys' arrestsfor thisoffense. Likewise, arrestsof girlsfor assault
climbed an astonishing 40.9 percent when boys' arrestsclimbed by only 4.3 percent (Federal Bureau of
Investigation, 2003).

Thisreport reved s, though, that other sourcesof dataon youthful misbehavior, most specifically data
collected by the US Centersfor Disease Control and Prevention on* self-reported” delinquency, paint an
entirely different pictureof girls behavior over thelast decade. A quick 0ok at their datarevealsthat while
34.4 percent of girlssurveyedin 1991 said that they had beeninaphysical fight inthelast year, by 2001
that figure had dropped to 23.9 percent or a30.5 percent decreasein girls’ fighting; boys' violenceaso
decreased during the same period but |ess dramatically—from 50.2 to 43.1 percent or a14.1 percent drop
(Centersfor Disease Control and Prevention, 1992-2002).

How isthispossible? Thisreport suggest that threetrendsarelikely responsiblefor anincreasein
arrestsof girls for violent behavior.

-Relabding of girls statusoffense behavior into crimina behavior, which sometimesinvolvesthearrest

of girlsinvolvedin scuffleswith family membersfor assaullt.
-Rediscovery of girls violence by mediaand policy makersaike. Self-report datahasconsistently
shownthat girlsengaged in moreviolencethan arrest statisticsindicated, in past decades. Wesmply
did not arrest girlsfor thisbehavior, but that has now changed, dueto policy shiftsin enforcement.

-Upcrimingrefersto policies(like“ zerotolerance policies’) that have theeffect of increasing the
severity of criminal pendtiesassociated with particular offenses. Related to“ rediscovery,” thisphe-
nomenon also explainstheracialized patterns of enforcement that areobserved intheofficia juvenile
justicedata. Specifically, whenyou examinethe consequencesof labeling girlsviolent (increased
detentionsand referra sto court), it appearsthat certain communities, notably communitiesof color
arebeing differentialy impacted by thisnew concern about violenceamong girls.

Careful analyssof trendsingirls violence, thenfailsto confirmthat wefaceadramaticincreaseinthis
troubling behavior. Research doessuggest, though, that when confronting girls violence, weneed to
foreground gender (particularly theroleplayed by relational aggressioningirls outburstswith other girls).
Wea so needtolook for prevention and intervention programsthat give girlswaysto beangry
appropriately whilea so empowering themin settingslike school swhich often tend toignore, silence, and
margindizethem.
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