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“One of the great 

achievements of U.S.-

Israel cooperation . . .  

is to have reduced the 

Arab-Israeli conflict to 

an Israeli-Palestinian 

conflict.”

has been central to what we know as the peace 
process. And second, in historical terms, the 
Middle East peace process has been one of the 
most successful U.S. diplomatic initiatives of 
the last half-century. 

In the words of one knowledgeable observer: “The 
peace process has been a vehicle for American 
influence throughout the broad Middle Eastern 
region. It has provided an excuse for Arab decla-
rations of friendship with the United States, even 
if Americans remain devoted to Israel. In other 
words, it has helped to eliminate what otherwise 
might be seen as a zero-sum game.” 

That sort of praiseworthy peace process was born 
out of the 1973 war, when two interlocking de-
velopments began to emerge—the growth of the 
bilateral U.S.-Israel strategic relationship, which 
took off in economic and military terms, and 
the emergence of a peace process in its current, 
American-led form. Since then, the Arab-Israeli 
arena has changed dramatically in favor of U.S. 
interests. Over the past thirty years, we have seen 
peace agreements between Israel and the most 
powerful Arab state (Egypt) and the state with 
the longest border with Israel (Jordan). We have 
also seen thirty-seven years of quiet on the Syrian 
border and seventeen years of diplomacy between 
Israel and the Palestine Liberation Organization. 
That is also a huge and positive difference. 

Indeed, during the first twenty-five years after 
the establishment of Israel, the regional situa-
tion could be described as continuous war with 
periodic outbursts of diplomacy. The second 
thirty-five years—the period since 1973, the 
period since the takeoff in U.S.-Israel strategic 
relations—can be described as continuous diplo-
macy with periodic outbursts of war. Since 1973, 
there has not been a regional war or a state-to-
state conflict in the Arab-Israeli arena. We have 
had limited wars—Israel versus Hizballah, for 
example—but nothing that engulfed the region. 
That’s a huge and positive difference. 

I say all this because we tend to forget the con-
text—the fear of regional war—that dominated 
the Arab-Israeli arena for years. For more than 
thirty-six years, it hasn’t happened. Of course, 
it may happen again—there is always that fear—
and the circumstances on Israel’s northern bor-
der may be leading in that direction. But let’s look 
at what we know: The peace process over the last 
thirty-five years has essentially evolved into a 
process to resolve issues between Israel and the 
Palestinians. These issues are difficult, complex, 
and highly emotional. The failure to resolve them 
can lead to bloodshed and violence between Is-
raelis and Palestinians, as we saw in the second 
intifada. But despite all those ups and downs, it 
has never reverted to regional war. 

Indeed, one of the great achievements of U.S.-
Israel cooperation, manifested through the two 
states’ partnership in the peace process, is to have 
reduced the Arab-Israeli conflict to an Israeli-
Palestinian conflict. Look at the experience of 
the second intifada, for example: approximately 
4,000 Palestinians and 1,000 Israelis dead in the 
worst outburst of intercommunal violence since 
1948. Despite this, the peace treaties with Egypt 
and Jordan survived and not one Arab state in-
tervened to provide military support to the Pal-
estinians; in fact, the only state to lend military 
support to the Palestinians was Iran. 
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“Our relationship with 

Israel helped produce a 

strategic bonanza for  

the United States at 

bargain prices.”

I forgot to mention that the observer I referred to 
earlier as praising the peace process for eliminat-
ing the zero-sum game of Middle East politics—
a peace process whose oxygen is the strength and 
vitality of the U.S.-Israel relationship—was Chas 
Freeman. 

And then there is the long list of military-related 
advantages that Israel brings to the United States 
directly, by its own actions and through the bilat-
eral relationship. I will cite just a few: 

Since 1983, American and Israeli militaries •	
have engaged in contingency planning, and 
Israeli facilities can be made available to the 
United States if needed. American forces have 
practiced at many Israeli facilities, ranging 
from Ben Gurion Airport to prepositioning 
sites. All four U.S. armed services routinely 
conduct training at Israel Defense Forces 
facilities. 

The United States has deployed an X-band ear-•	
ly warning radar for missile defense on Israeli 
soil. This facility supplements other American 
missile defense assets and is available for both 
America’s regional missile defense architec-
ture and our own reconfigured missile defense 
concept for protecting Europe from longer-
range Iranian missiles. 

America began stocking war reserves in Israel •	
fifteen years ago. Those stockpiles are hardly 
“minimal”—the total value is approaching $1 
billion. They’re U.S. property, and the Penta-
gon can draw upon them at any time. America 
has shown it is able to move military supplies 
from Israel to the Gulf; for example, it sent Is-
raeli mine plows and bulldozers to Iraq during 
the first Gulf War in 1991. 

Israel can be an extremely useful location for •	
strategic logistics or power projection in the 
eastern Mediterranean, and in fact the U.S. 
Navy has conducted countless port visits in 
Haifa in support of U.S. operations. 

Israel has proven to be a prime source of ef-•	
fective counterterrorism/counterinsurgency 
tactics, techniques, and procedures, which 
have played a significant role in U.S. success 
(thus far) in Iraq. 

Israel has also been an outstanding innovator •	
in the technology, tactics, techniques, and pro-
cedures of unmanned aerial vehicles, which the 
United States now relies upon so extensively 
in Afghanistan. 

Add all this up: Israel—through its intelligence, 
its technology, and the lessons learned from its 
own experience in counterterrorism and asym-
metric warfare—has saved American lives. And 
when you factor in Israel’s unique counterprolif-
eration efforts—destroying nuclear reactors in 
Iraq (1981) and Syria (2007)—Israel’s contribu-
tion to our security is even greater. 

Bottom line: do a cost-benefit analysis of the U.S. 
relationship with Israel over the past thirty-plus 
years and the U.S. relationship with its Arab 
friends in the Gulf. What do you find? To secure 
its interests in the Arab-Israeli arena, the United 
States has spent about $100 billion in military 
and economic assistance to Israel, plus another 
$30 billion to Egypt and relatively small change 
to others. Our losses: a total of 258 Americans in 
the Beirut embassy and barracks bombings and a 
few other American victims of terrorism in that 
part of the Middle East. On a state-to-state ba-
sis, as I have argued, that investment has paid off 
handsomely in terms of regional stability. 
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“I am tempted to say that 

what we really need in 

the Middle East are more 

‘Israels’ . . . more strong, 

reliable, democratic,  

pro-American allies.”

education, trade, security relations, etc.—has 
been consistently up. 

And then there’s the argument about the United 
States paying for Islamist recruitment because of 
its relationship with Israel. Again, in an echo of 
the long list of factors said by Petraeus to pose 
challenges to security and stability, radical Isla-
mists also have a long list of complaints against 
America, of which U.S.-Israel relations is only one 
among many and not nearly the most important. 

In the early days of this conflict, when Usama bin 
Laden was first declaring war on “Crusaders and 
Jews,” the main target was U.S. forces in Saudi 
Arabia; more recently, as attempted Times Square 
bomber Faisal Shahzad declared in court, the major 
complaint was U.S. drone attacks in Afghanistan 
and Pakistan. Palestine is usually mentioned, but 
hardly ever as the headline; and, as my colleague 
Matt Levitt has pointed out, al-Qaeda rarely places 
such a high priority on fighting Israel that it actu-
ally targets Israel or Israelis. Remember—to both 
Salafists and Shiite radicals alike, America is the 
“Great Satan”; Israel is only the “Lesser Satan.” 
They hate us, our values, our pluralism, our culture. 
Israel is just a small part of that story. This isn’t just 
Rob Satloff’s view. Read the 9-11 Commission 
Report. That’s their view, too. 

If you think bin Laden is all about Israel, and 
not about America, let me quote a very learned 
fellow: 

Mr. bin Laden’s principal point, in pursuing this 
campaign of violence against the United States, 
has nothing to do with Israel. It has to do with the 
American military presence in Saudi Arabia, in 
connection with the Iran-Iraq issue. No doubt the 
question of American relations with Israel adds to 
the emotional heat of his opposition and adds to 
his appeal in the region. But this is not his main 
point.

That very smart fellow was Chas Freeman. 

Bottom line: a disinterested, professional net 
assessment of the impact of Israel and the U.S.-
Israel relationship on U.S. strategic interests in 
the Middle East would show that the 63 percent 
of Americans who told the most recent Gallup 
poll that they sympathize with Israel—more than 
four times the percentage who sympathize with 
what the poll presented as the other side, Pales-
tinians (I didn’t like the wording, but it’s their 
poll, not mine)—that those 63 percent are pretty 
good strategists. They know that our relationship 
with Israel is not just good for Israel, it’s good for 
America. 

In fact, I am tempted to say that what we really 
need in the Middle East are more “Israels”—not 
more Jewish states, of course, but more strong, 
reliable, democratic, pro-American allies. It 
would certainly be nice to have one or two in the 
Gulf. The absence of those sorts of allies is pre-
cisely what has gotten us into such deep trouble 
over the past thirty years. We’ve had allies whom 
we have sold weapons worth billions and billions 
of dollars but who can’t patrol their own borders; 
who can’t secure the free flow of oil; who can’t 
take care of themselves without relying on the 
U.S. cavalry to come to the rescue. In a room 
of realists, this lesson should be clear: what we 
should really want as allies are countries that, 
with a strong America behind them, can take care 
of themselves and project our basic values in the 
process. In other words, we could use a couple 
more countries like Israel.
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“There is no reason to 

doubt the consistent 

testimony of the archi-

tects of major acts of 

anti-American terrorism 

about what motivates 

them to attack us.”

the high seas. The nearly forty vetoes the United 
States has cast to protect Israel in the UN Secu-
rity Council are the tip of the iceberg. We have 
blocked a vastly larger number of potentially 
damaging reactions to Israeli behavior by the in-
ternational community. The political costs to the 
United States internationally of having to spend 
our political capital in this way are huge.

Where Israel has no diplomatic relations, U.S. 
diplomats routinely make its case for it. As I 
know from personal experience (having been 
thanked by the then-government of Israel for my 
successful efforts on Israel’s behalf in Africa), the 
U.S. government has been a consistent promoter 
and often the funder of various forms of Israeli 
programs of cooperation with other countries. It 
matters also that America—along with a very few 
other countries—has remained morally commit-
ted to the Jewish experiment with a state in the 
Middle East. Many more Jews live in America 
than in Israel. 

Resolute American support should be an impor-
tant offset to the disquiet about current trends 
that has led over 20 percent of Israelis to emigrate, 
many of them to the United States, where Jews en-
joy unprecedented security and prosperity.

Clearly, Israel gets a great deal from us. Yet it’s 
pretty much taboo in the United States to ask 

what’s in it for Americans. I can’t imagine why. 
Still, the question I’ve been asked to address to-
day is just that: what’s in it—and not in it—for us 
to do all these things for Israel.

We need to begin by recognizing that our rela-
tionship with Israel has never been driven by stra-
tegic reasoning. It began with President Truman 
overruling his strategic and military advisors in 
deference to personal sentiment and political 
expediency. We had an arms embargo on Israel 
until Lyndon Johnson dropped it in 1964 in ex-
plicit return for Jewish financial support for his 
campaign against Barry Goldwater. In 1973, for 
reasons peculiar to the Cold War, we had to come 
to the rescue of Israel as it battled Egypt. The 
resulting Arab oil embargo cost us dearly. And 
then there’s all the time we’ve put into the per-
petually ineffectual and now long defunct “peace 
process.”

Still, the U.S.-Israel relationship has had strategic 
consequences. There is no reason to doubt the 
consistent testimony of the architects of major acts 
of anti-American terrorism about what motivates 
them to attack us. In the words of Khaled Shaikh 
Muhammad, who is credited with masterminding 
the 9/11 attacks, their purpose was to focus “the 
American people . . . on the atrocities that America 
is committing by supporting Israel against the Pal-
estinian people.” As Usama bin Laden, purport-
ing to speak for the world’s Muslims, has said 
again and again: “we have . . . stated many times, 
for more than two-and-a-half decades, that the 
cause of our disagreement with you is your sup-
port to your Israeli allies who occupy our land of 
Palestine.” Some substantial portion of the many 
lives and the trillions of dollars we have so far ex-
pended in our escalating conflict with the Islamic 
world must be apportioned to the costs of our 
relationship with Israel.

It’s useful to recall what we generally expect 
allies and strategic partners to do for us. In Eu-
rope, Asia, and elsewhere in the Middle East, 
they provide bases and support the projection of 
American power beyond their borders. They join 
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“The need to protect 

Israel from mounting 

international indignation 

about its behavior 

continues to do grave 

damage to our global 

and regional standing.”

embody with the values Americans traditionally 
aspired to exemplify.

It is sometimes said that, to its credit, Israel does 
not ask the United States to fight its battles for it; 
it just wants the money and weapons to fight them 
on its own. Leave aside the question of whether 
Israel’s battles are or should also be America’s. 
It is no longer true that Israel does not ask us to 
fight for it. The fact that prominent American 
apologists for Israel were the most energetic pro-
moters of the U.S. invasion of Iraq does not, of 
course, prove that Israel was the instigator of that 
grievous misadventure. But the very same people 
are now urging an American military assault on 
Iran explicitly to protect Israel and to preserve its 
nuclear monopoly in the Middle East. Their ad-
vocacy is fully coordinated with the Government 
of Israel. No one in the region wants a nuclear-
armed Iran, but Israel is the only country press-
ing Americans to go to war over this.

Finally, the need to protect Israel from mounting 
international indignation about its behavior con-
tinues to do grave damage to our global and re-
gional standing. It has severely impaired our ties 
with the world’s 1.6 billion Muslims. These costs 
to our international influence, credibility, and 
leadership are, I think, far more serious than the 
economic and other burdens of the relationship.

Against this background, it’s remarkable that 
something as fatuous as the notion of Israel as 
a strategic asset could have become the unchal-
lengeable conventional wisdom in the United 
States.

Perhaps it’s just that, as someone once said, “peo-
ple . . . will more easily fall victim to a big lie than 
a small one.” Be that as it may, the United States 
and Israel have a lot invested in our relationship. 
Basing our cooperation on a thesis and narratives 
that will not withstand scrutiny is dangerous. It 
is especially risky in the context of current fiscal 
pressures in the United States. These seem certain 
soon to force major revisions of both current levels 
of American defense spending and global strategy, 
in the Middle East as well as elsewhere. They also 
place federally funded programs in Israel in direct 
competition with similar programs here at home. 
To flourish over the long term, Israel’s relations 
with the United States need to be grounded in real-
ity, not myth, and in peace, not war.
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Chas, how do you evaluate your strategic argument 
against the historic, moral, and democratic argu-
ments in favor of a strong alliance with Israel? And 
Rob, do you think that—given the almost inter-
national unanimity on the subject of settlements, 
including settlements in Jerusalem—Israel’s policy 
of continuing to impinge on Palestinian territory is 
a strategic advantage to the United States?

Freeman: I think the moral and democratic argu-
ments are in fact very compelling. They’re very 
strong, and it is not the case that values are irrele-
vant to American foreign policy. Values, however, 
will not sustain a relationship that is not built on 
interests. Values charge interests with intensity, 
but interests, in the end, sustain relationships. 

What is the consequence of that here? If, in fact, 
there are strong moral reasons for maintaining 
a relationship with Israel, which I accept, and if 
democracy is important, which I also accept, then 
this is an argument to try to make Israel a strategic 
asset, rather than the liability that it is. How do 
you do that? You make peace. I don’t think there 
is a serious effort to make peace now under way, 
and there has not been for a very, very long time. 

A final point, a caution: Israel is becoming con-
siderably less democratic and considerably less 
tolerant, not only of people of Muslim or Chris-
tian faith but also of Jews who are secular, who do 
not conform to a very orthodox view of Judaism. 
If this process continues, the argument for a com-
munity of value between the United States and 
Israel or between Israel and the Jewish diaspora 
becomes increasingly hard to sustain. 

Satloff: As Chas pointed out, from the 1940s 
to the 1960s, this was a values-only relationship. 
We weren’t Israel’s strategic partner, the French 
were. This all began to change after the 1967 
war and especially during the 1973 war. Why? 

Open Debate
Edited questions and responses by Freeman and Satloff

Because Israel showed that, even without us, 
it was strong and could do important and good 
things; it could beat our adversary. Then, people 
in various parts of the U.S. government began to 
take notice and say, “My gosh, this plucky little 
country actually is a big power. Maybe we could 
turn it to our advantage.” 

Now, it wasn’t just an oddity of the Cold War that 
did this in 1974. During the Cold War, the single 
greatest U.S. achievement in the Third World 
was to turn Egypt from Soviet ally to American 
partner. It was done in large part through U.S.-
Israel relations. The strength of this relationship 
convinced the Egyptians that there was no sense 
in fighting; that it had better make peace. And 
the strength of that relationship is essential if a 
broader peace is to emerge. 

The Arab parties and, in the future, Iran will only 
make peace with Israel once they have been con-
vinced that efforts to annihilate Israel are foolish. 
America has an interest in bringing about that 
development—in getting Arab states, Arab par-
ties, and other Muslim states to reject the idea of 
war and accept the idea of peace. 

Now, am I going to defend the settlement policy? 
Is it in America’s strategic interests that Israeli 
settlers go out to Nablus and Jenin? Of course 
not. But that is precisely what the peace process 
is designed to remedy: disputes between our ally, 
Israel, and, in this case, our budding partner, the 
Palestinian Authority. After a year of walking 
around with our blinders on, we have realized 
that Israeli-Palestinian negotiations—not U.S.-
Israel debates—are the way to solve the settle-
ment dispute. That’s been the historic pattern on 
Israeli-Arab problems since 1979. 

It is impossible to say that this process has not 
achieved any results, that the Israel-Egypt peace 
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“Well over 56% of the 

American public [support 

a more assertive American 

policy on Iran] . . . This is 

a common issue shared 

by all friends of security 

and stability in the Middle 

East.” –Satloff

treaty is perhaps not the single greatest American 
achievement, or that maintaining it for thirty-six 
years is the single greatest American achievement 
in this part of the world. While nobody thought 
it would be possible, it was, and it made possible 
all sorts of strategic advantages throughout the 
region in the last three decades. 

So, no, it’s not an advantage to us, but we have a 
process to address it. 

Rob, a number of incidents over the last six or 
seven months have troubled friends of Israel: 
Operation Cast Lead, which killed so many Pal-
estinian civilians; the flotilla incident, which killed 
nine people; the incident in Dubai, which captured 
the Mossad killing a member of Hamas on cam-
era. Given these events, are there now increasing 
restraints on Israel’s ability to use massive force 
against its adversaries? And, are you concerned 
about the perception that supporters of Israel, 
particularly of right-wing Israeli policies, are egg-
ing on the United States toward military action 
against Iran?

Satloff: Objectively, there are more constraints 
on the ability to operate freely in the service of 
one’s national security today than there were two 
or three decades ago. However, it’s ironic that on 
the one hand, Americans like to see Israel win 
convincingly. We liked seeing Israel defeat its 
enemies in 1967, destroy Iraqi nuclear programs, 
and succeed in Entebbe, Uganda. But we bemoan 
the blemishes on Israel’s moral character when 
Israel is forced to operate under the glare of inter-
national scrutiny in Gaza and forbids itself from 
operating, for example, the way the United States 
may be operating in other parts of the world with 
fewer satellite televisions and less scrutiny. Well, 
we can’t have it both ways. 

In terms of your second question, let’s follow the 
line of thought. Chas said the Iraq war was insti-
gated in the United States by people who were 
friends of Israel—he didn’t say by Israel—and 
that these same people are instigating for mili-
tary action against Iran today. This is a very subtle 

variation of a more conventional theme (one pro-
moted by Stephen Walt and John Mearsheimer)—
that Israel was responsible for the Iraq war. In 
fact, the government of Israel specifically warned 
the United States against fighting the Iraq war 
and advocated focusing on Iran. We didn’t take 
their advice. So, the idea that they control our 
decisionmaking or that their friends in America 
control it is clearly not proven by the facts.

Now, today, who supports a more assertive 
American policy on Iran? According to most 

recent Gallup polls, it is well over 56 percent of 
the American public. Are friends of Israel among 
those? Yes. Is the ambassador from the United 
Arab Emirates among those? Yes. Are Arab 
diplomats among them? Yes. This is not an Arab-
Israeli issue. This is a common issue shared by 
all friends of security and stability in the Middle 
East.

Freeman: The fact is that I didn’t make the argu-
ment; it has been explicitly recognized that Israel 
advocated for the Iraq war. However, I did argue 
that while coordination between people in Israel 
and people here in pressing for the Iraq war was 
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“I think it would be 

perfectly legitimate 

to adjust that level of 

support [to Israel] 

in order to induce 

better behavior. We have 

leverage, and I think 

we ought to use it.” 

–Freeman

Satloff: Israel is on record—at the UN Secu-
rity Council, in cabinet resolutions, and in public 
speeches—in support of a two-state solution. 
On Hamas, the key issue is not democracy but 
whether the United States should apply the same 
requirements for diplomatic engagement that we 
applied to the Palestine Liberation Organization 
before 1988: recognition of Israel, renunciation 
of violence, commitment to diplomacy as a means 
to resolve conflict. It’s the Palestinians’ decision 
to elect Hamas, but we do not have to engage with 
them. We can choose to apply the same require-
ments, and that’s what we’re doing. This isn’t, 
somehow, antidemocratic, this is an advance of 
America’s interest. 

In terms of Israel as an example to Middle East-
erners of democracy, just ask Jordanians, Pales-
tinians, people who watch Israeli television, ask 
them what they see. They see government min-
isters being felled by the Israeli attorney general. 
They see debates on TV that make debates on 
Capitol Hill look like a birthday party. They see 
real live democracy. They see Arab legislators 
standing up and representing all of their constitu-
ents. It is not, of course, a perfect democracy, but 

among the other twenty-odd states in the region, 
there is no comparable democracy.

If the American government were to accept the 
view of Israel as a liability, what would it do, in 
concrete terms?

Freeman: I think that government would try to 
turn Israel into an asset, which would mean re-
doubling efforts toward peace. At the moment, Is-
rael really has no incentive to change its behavior, 
because there are no consequences for continuing 
to annex land, expand settlements, squeeze out 
Palestinians, expel people, and take all the other 
actions that are incompatible with the two-state 
framework it allegedly accepted. Without con-
sequences, Israelis don’t have to make choices, 
so they do whatever is most expedient. It’s ex-
tremely dangerous for Israel in the long term, in 
terms of both the character of Israeli society and 
the surrounding security environment, and it has 
become very dangerous for the United States. 

When the Obama administration took office, I 
think the president actually recognized this. I 
think it explains his major effort to recalibrate 
relations with the Muslim world and to start a 
process in which Israel would make decisions 
that lead to some mutually agreed coexistence 
with the Palestinians. 

We should very much want Israel to come to an 
agreement with the Palestinians, and Hamas has 
to be part of that package because of the group’s 
electoral support. We should be trying to create 
a context for Israel in which—if it does not do 
that—it pays some price in terms of American 
support, although not in terms of a withdrawal of 
American support.

What would be the first thing, specifically?

Freeman: It would be to put teeth in the “no 
settlements” policy, for one thing.

Would you cut American aid to Israel?
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10: Protesters burn a Star of David during a demonstration outside the Israeli consulate in Istanbul over the Gaza 
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13: An Israeli Navy soldier stands guard on a missile ship as other soldiers intercept several boats headed toward the 
Gaza Strip, May 31, 2010. (AP Photo/Uriel Sinai)

15: A Palestinian uses a slingshot to hurl stones at Israeli border police during clashes that erupted after a demonstra-
tion against Israel’s Operation Cast Lead, January 2, 2009. (AP Photo/Maya Hitij)

16: Egyptian president Anwar Sadat, President Jimmy Carter, and Israeli prime minister Menachem Begin attend the 
formal ceremony of the Camp David Accords in Washington, D.C., March 26, 1969. (AP Photo)
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