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Connecting M�aori Youth and
Landscape Architecture Students
through Participatory Design
Maria Rodgers , B. Marques and
J. McIntosh
ABSTRACT As with many Indigenous cultures, the M�aori connection to
the land in Aotearoa New Zealand has been weakened by colonization,
urbanization and other factors. In particular, M�aori youth in their pro-
gressively technological world, experience a disconnection from their
culture and their land (whenua). Using a participatory design method
and designing with the land is proposed as a way to enable cultural
reconnection through the reconstruction of identity. Developing ideas
from community engagement and place-making with Indigenous groups,
in this research landscape architecture students joined with M�aori youth
(rangitahi) attending an alternative education program to co-design a
public community space. The article reflects on the benefits of the com-
munity-based participatory research methodology for both groups,
including the development of an understanding of the importance of
Indigenous knowledge and rebuilding connection to culture and land.

The Deep Connection of M�aori to the Land
For the M�aori1 of Aotearoa New Zealand the land, the whenua,2 is a part
of themselves and they are a part of the whenua. “Early European
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settlers believed that land belonged to and was owned by people. This
contrasted with the M�aori view that people belonged to the land.”3 The
strong connection between land and Indigenous people is well
documented, as is the loss of that connection in the face of urbanization
and colonization, resulting in ongoing challenges, social, economic and
political.4 For rangitahi (or M�aori youth) disconnection from the whenua is
often combined with disconnection from culture and wider community.
This article explores the ways in which a participatory landscape design
project can address these issues. It explores the potential of collaborative
engagement between M�aori youth and university students co-designing a
public open space as a means of reconnecting to the whenua and
to community.

M�aori had and continue to have a different relationship with
landscape to the European, or P�akeh�a.5 For M�aori, the whenua is a part
of themselves and they are a part of the whenua. This is most clearly
illustrated through the content of a mihi or mihimihi,6 during which:

A person will usually identify specific geographical features
associated with their tribal area including their maunga
(mountain), awa (river) and moana (sea) … . This information is
considered more important than the individual’s own name which
may be the last piece of information given in mihimihi.7

Murton explains how being one with the land is expressed deeply
in Te Reo M�aori,8 in which “the word whenua means both ‘earth’ and
‘placenta,’ and as such metaphorically represents the connection of
people to their origins, material, historical, and spiritual.”9 M�aori bury
both the placenta and pito10 in the ground following the birth of a child.
This symbolically inserts the newborn back into the land reflecting the
connection between place and people and grounding an individual or
group to a specific place.11

In Aotearoa New Zealand there is a desire by those who design
with the landscape to emulate the deep connection of M�aori to land. The
preamble of the NZILA (New Zealand Institute of Landscape Architects)
Aotearoa New Zealand Landscape Charter of 2010 acknowledges the
importance of the fundamental relationship the tangata whenua12 have
with the natural world. It goes on to state, that “where appropriate, those
attitudes and beliefs should influence and inform the ways in which we
approach the protection, planning, design and management of our
landscapes.”13

The Challenges for Indigenous Youth
In this increasingly complex world, where technology, media and a variety
of disembodying stimulants demand attention, Indigenous youth face
additional challenges to non-Indigenous youth. Place disconnection, from
the whenua, means that M�aori are further disadvantaged. A report on
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Indigenous youth, that took a holistic view of wellbeing as spiritual,
emotional and physical wellness, found that spirituality was the aspect
most damaged during European colonization and so it is this aspect of
young people that needs special attention.14 In this vein, when designing
programs to help young Indigenous people reach their full potential,
cultural knowledge and practices must be incorporated for wellbeing to
be sustainable. How M�aori can be enabled to reconnect to the whenua
and to their culture is a question posed repeatedly in Aotearoa, and ways
of reconnecting youth to their whenua, their culture and to society, are
widely sought.

Using Co-Design and Participatory Design to Reconnect to the Land
Nationally and internationally there are few examples of how community
engagement and co-design involving Indigenous youth, landscape design
and horticulture can come together to enable beneficial place-making.15

For racially or economically marginalized young people, integrating
landscape architecture, environmental education and environmental
justice can achieve good design, stewardship and activism.16 Research on
community design involving children suggests that, “place-making has
benefits for children, especially those who are alienated from their
surroundings or from mainstream channels of achievement.”17 These
benefits include developing empowerment, a sense of caring for the
planet and its ecosystems, and an increased connection to other people
and to nature.18 Others concur stating, “engaging children in experiential
learning enhances their sense of community, place, and belonging, as
well as enhancing their lives. They learn that they have something to
contribute and that they have the opportunity to participate in making a
qualitative difference in shaping the places where they live.”19

Transforming public space can become an empowering process.20

Participatory landscape design has the potential to build an ethic
of care and landscape stewardship in the individual, with the potential for
added social benefits for rangitahi.21 Fostering place-making activities
provides stability and is integral to self-definition.22 Traditional user-
centered design approaches have been criticized for viewing users as
passive.23 Recent ideas from Northern Europe lean toward a participatory
co-design approach with the user as partner and emphasis placed on
input given throughout the design process.24 In a project involving high
school youths who constructed their own outdoor classroom, the
collaborative approach was seen to positively contribute to young people’s
sense of self and collective identity.25

Co-design can be defined as, “A practice where people
collaborate or connect their knowledge, skills and resources in order to
carry out a design task.”26 Co-design is described as a process of
collaborative thinking where diverse people actively participate in all
aspects of the design.27 In this vein, the user, or co-designer is not
necessarily from a design background, and can become part of the design

3



team if given appropriate tools to express themselves.28 The researcher
or designer can pass on appropriate tools and act as facilitator rather
than translator as in the traditional design process. In this pedagogical
research project, diverse people were brought together to collaborate, the
rangitahi were the users, and landscape architecture students translated
the design process for them, enabling the design of a successful
outdoor space.

Sanders discusses the change within design thinking from user-
centred to participatory approaches and argues that this is not simply a
matter of method, but a change in perspective where the discipline of
design can be seen as a network rather than a hierarchy.29 Till considers
that “true participation demands that the process is two-way,” with the
user’s knowledge and experience potentially being transformative for the
designer.30 Landscape architects in Aotearoa New Zealand who practice
true participatory design with those M�aori who have a deep connection to
the land will experience the rich benefits of this two-way process.

Increasingly, tertiary institutions are including participatory design
in their curriculums.31 Two Aotearoa New Zealand student projects
concluded that, “The interdisciplinary collaborative research process can
create new opportunities for architectural design education as it
educates students and the wider community as active world-citizens.”32

Similarly, a Texan project involving landscape architecture students with
youth from a Juvenile Justice Alternative Education Program in the design
of a nature trail describes the positive impact on the at-risk youth. “The
introduction to nature and the outdoors helped them to open up and
describe how they believed they could help and become productive
citizens,”33 concluding that:

In almost every aspect of a landscape architect’s professional
practice, the designs and projects they develop ultimately serve
to enhance the surrounding community … Consequently,
students of landscape architecture, in conjunction with their
environmental stewardship, need to develop civic responsibility,
to better serve the public at large.34

A Landscape Architecture Co-Design Project
Seeking to apply these ideas in the Aotearoa-New Zealand context, this
research project engaged with the small rural town of Carterton situated
in the Wairarapa region of the lower North Island, one and a half hours
drive from the capital city Wellington. The population of the Carterton
district was 8,235 in 2013.35 The rangitahi were aged between 13 and
15 years of age and attending the Autaia Alternative Education Program
(AAEP) situated in the grounds of St Mark’s Anglican Church and led by
Ng�ati Kahungungu ki Wairarapa, one of the iwi36 who are mana whenua37

in Wairarapa. “Alternative Education” is a short-term intervention which
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supports students alienated from mainstream education and aims to
reengage them in meaningful learning targeted to their needs, supporting
them in their transition back to mainstream school, further education,
training or employment.38

The curriculum of the AAEP aimed to help students learn more
about M�atauranga M�aori39 and the close relationship M�aori have with the
whenua. The program sought to enable the rangitahi to reconnect with
their cultural roots, iwi and whenua, and to better understand the role of
kaitiaki40 of the natural environment, one of the traditional principles
embedded in M�aori culture. The concept of kaitiakitanga41 is where
“human, material and non-material elements are all kept in balance” – an
aspiration that those running the program had for the rangitahi.42

The idea for the co-design project developed from the relationship
established between Ng�ati Kahungungu ki Wairarapa and the landscape
architecture program at Victoria University of Wellington, Te Herenga
Waka (VUW), where a series of student design projects sited in the
Wairarapa were undertaken over a five-year period under the guidance of
members of the local iwi. The collaborative project met objectives of
fostering experiential learning and teaching; service learning and
engagement; and compliance with the bicultural objectives of Aotearoa
New Zealand.43 The AAEP saw the potential of collaboration between the
students and the rangitahi to grow reconnection to the land and the
environment, and the eleven Masters of landscape architecture students
who volunteered to participate saw the project as a way to give back to
the iwi who had been so welcoming and inspiring during their design
projects. At the time, the landscape architecture students did not
envisage the learning they would experience themselves as a result.

In VUW’s landscape architecture program there is a commitment
to creating opportunities for students to engage with tangata whenua.
The aim is to enable the attitudes and beliefs of tangata whenua to
inform the way students design, a principle advocated for all landscape
architects by the NZILA charter.44 During the series of studios in
partnership with Ng�ati Kahungungu ki Wairarapa, students stayed at
marae,45 were immersed in the kawa46 of the marae and heard some of
the p�ur�akau.47 Each group’s work was taken back to the local people, via
exhibitions and presentations where the results of the students working
with the Wairarapa landscape was received with much enthusiasm by
both M�aori and P�akeh�a who call it home.

The first meeting between the university students and the
rangitahi took place at Papawai Marae, close to Carterton, where the
rangitahi were experiencing noho marae,48 immersed in the tikanga49 and
kawa of the marae (Figure 1). During the year the rangitahi visited all nine
marae in Wairarapa where they had personal connections. They were
reintroduced to the stories of the ancestors depicted in the wharenui,50

to their culture and to the wider community. The importance of the
landscape to them as tangata whenua was stressed through p�ur�akau
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that interweave landscape and ancestors. They also experienced the
communal life of the marae, helping with meal preparation, eating
together and sleeping alongside one another in the wharenui.

The project commenced with a traditional p�owhiri51 at the
Papawai Marae. This was followed with stories of the land, the
ancestors and the striking carvings that surround the marae. The
rangitahi also learned something of the kaupapa52 of landscape
architecture and, as is traditional, kai53 was shared. The university
students joined the rangitahi at a second noho marae, at Kohunui
Marae, south of Carterton and the experiences of the interweaving of
land and culture continued.

Figure 1
Top: Rawiri Smith telling iwi
stories at Papawai Marae;
Bottom: Kohunui Marae,
South Wairarapa.
Photographs by Maria
Rodgers taken 12 August and
23 September 2015.
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The project was planned to run for six weeks with twice weekly
visits by the university students to the AAEP classroom. The site selected
for intervention was located within the church grounds and was therefore
common ground, shared between the rangitahi who used it, with their
classroom in a church building, and the church community who endorsed
the project. The site was also a highly visible part of the grounds but had
become neglected, creating the opportunity for redesign which would
have a positive impact on the parishioners and wider community
(Figure 2).

A five-stage process was drawn up (Figure 3). A meeting was held
with church leaders to establish the possible changes that could be made
to the church property and a brief was developed to redesign the
northern area of the site. The focus of each session was planned in
discussions between the teacher and student leaders. The university
students worked one-on-one with the rangitahi as the youth experienced
for the first time designing their environment and designing with the land.
Much discussion ensued regarding their ideas and suggestions for
identifying the potential for development. The AAEP teacher included
specific tasks so the rangitahi could achieve various NCEA (National
Certificate of Educational Achievement) unit standards, such as
mathematics, as part of the project.

The first step in the design process saw the university students
seek to ‘break the ice’, sharing images they had gathered of design
precedents, including examples of planting and hard landscaping. The
rangitahi followed the students’ lead and sought out images they liked
and thought suitable as well. After this initial exercise, the students led
the rangitahi in a traditional western survey, analysis, and design process.
A simple survey was then undertaken by the rangitahi and one of the
university students drew a scaled plan of the site. Using this plan as a
base, the rangitahi sketched ideas for the project. The students worked
with the rangitahi to encourage them to assess and develop their ideas,
to learn which plants were suitable, and to develop plans, perspective
drawings and physical models to communicate their designs. Having the
AAEP teacher continue in her role enabled the landscape students to be
mentors, rather than taking a leading role.

Figure 2
A panorama of the St. Mark’s
Church site with the area to
be redesigned on the left.
Photographs by Maria
Rodgers taken 26
August 2015.
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The task to bring together everyone’s ideas into a single design
required skilled management on the part of the teacher and the
university students to ensure all ideas were accommodated. Once the
proposed composite design was agreed on by the rangitahi, the university
students helped to prepare them for the spoken and visual presentation
of their design proposal to the church community. Feedback from the
church community was positive and useful, and the design was adjusted
accordingly. The rangitahi then developed the budget, calculating the
amount of materials needed for each aspect, such as the stones for
mulch, timber for signage and plants.

Figure 3
Top left: Project planning;
Top right: A rough plan of the
site; Bottom: An area of the
site that was overgrown.
Photographs by Maria
Rodgers taken 26
August 2015.
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Hands-on Reconnecting to the Land
The university student leaders worked with their peers to identify
individual skills and how best to employ them. Members of the wider
community were approached and asked to contribute either personal or
financial assistance. Many agreed and made generous contributions: a
local native nursery donated plants and a hardware store donated
building materials and paint for the garden edging and fence. The
generous support of the wider community was hugely empowering for the
rangitahi and the work they were doing.

During the implementation stage, a tragic event occurred
involving the death of one of the rangitahi. This had a significant impact
on the entire group. Some of the university students attended the funeral.
Grieving together increased the bond between the students and the
rangitahi, but also affected the energy and enthusiasm for the project. As
a result, work stopped for a period of time and the project was scaled
down, reducing the size and number of structures included. The
construction of proposed timber seating and shelters was deferred, but
removal of unkempt vegetation and rampant weeds was undertaken, and
remaining trees and shrubs pruned. The garden edging and old fence
were repainted and additional stone edging installed. New plants were
selected and planted, with consideration given to the site conditions they
preferred, their habit and ultimate size. The planted areas were then
mulched with local river stones and a seat was added to the footpath
edge (Figure 4). A special birdbath was designed and installed as a
memorial to the student who had died.

To showcase what the students had accomplished and to bless
the space, an opening ceremony was organized with invitations sent to
church members, to those who had contributed, to the families of the
rangitahi and to the iwi (Figure 5). After karakia54 kai was shared and a
ceremony held where all participants were acknowledged. The rangitahi
each received patu,55 and the university students each received mau
kak�i.56 Those in attendance found the ceremony meaningful and moving
(Figure 6).

Reflecting on the Autaia Participatory Project
To evaluate the project, a questionnaire was distributed to the university
students seeking feedback on the process and the outcomes for both
themselves and the rangitahi. The AAEP elected not to survey the
rangitahi directly. The university students considered that the most
positive impacts on the rangitahi were the hands-on creativity that the
project fostered and how participating led to pride in the finished
outcome. University Student A said, “the practical ‘hands-on’ experience
rewarded with a physical outcome … instilled a sense of achievement
and pride.” Student B felt the rangitahi were “more responsive and
engaged when it came to doing more hands-on activities.” Student C
considered many of the rangitahi “were very artistically talented which
showed after they felt more relaxed and excited about the project and
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were freer in showing their abilities.” As the project went on, relationships
grew and a team culture developed. For Student A, “being able to witness
the progression of their efforts led them to encourage each other.” For
Student B another positive “was the support they were giving one another
with the outdoor physical activities when they proved difficult.” Student D
considered “they were no longer just solely focused on themselves.”

The university students found their efforts were well rewarded by
the project. Student A said that “having potentially sparked a new
interest in some students [rangitahi] was definitely a personal highlight.”

Figure 4
Installing the seat – the
teacher, Emma Cameron, and
university students are on
the left and in the middle,
with two of the rangitahi on
the right. Photograph by
Maria Rodgers taken 24
November 2015.

Figure 5
The blessing of the garden
with representatives of the
church community and AAEP.
Photograph by Maria Rodgers
taken 8 December 2015.
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For Student C the most positive impact was getting a younger generation
interested and excited about learning new skills. The university students
also found that an appreciation of background and learning differences
increased, as well as their skills in working with different people. They
considered they could apply what they had learned to other projects,
university or work. Student D (a tutor) said, “the shift in communication
skills has been hugely impactful in my own teaching – particularly with
those who aren’t as skilled or don’t quite have the best use of design
language.” For Student B, “it was good to take the teaching and
supportive experience and apply that to tutoring other
[university] students.”

Figure 6
Top: Before work started on
the site; Bottom: After work
was completed and during
the blessing of the garden.
Note the carving on the piece
of timber on the top of the
brick wall reads ALT. ED.
2015. Photographs by Maria
Rodgers taken 26 August and
8 December 2015.
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When asked how the project could have been improved, the need
for more time was cited by all. Student C said “more time could have
been hugely valuable to develop stronger relationships with the students
[rangitahi] and allow them to showcase further their own interests and
skills.” There were comments regarding the lack of consistency of people
power on both sides - rangitahi were frequently absent from class and
the university students also had the demands of course and part-time
paid work. There was also conflict between achieving what the leaders
set out to do and accepting what was possible given the constraints.

Another important finding was that the university student
mentors served as a bridge between the rangitahi and project
stakeholders, including the AAEP leaders, the church community and
marae leaders. The project site was important to the success of the
stakeholder engagement. The church grounds served as common ground,
a safe place where all could come together with the best interests of the
rangitahi at heart. The end result was that the rangitahi created
something they could see contributed to society and gave them a sense
of achievement and a feeling of value (Figure 7).

The relationship between the rangitahi and university students
did not end there. The rangitahi visited the university campus as part of a
trip to Wellington and the university students showed them around the
facilities and hosted them for kai.

A significant outcome of this project was the experience and
recognition of the mutual benefits of co-design, of designing being a
collaboration with the user as a partner in the process. There were other
positive outcomes despite the scope reduction. This project demonstrated
the potential of participatory landscape design projects to enable the
reconnection of those disconnected from the land. The rangitahi were
introduced to the value of plants, particularly native plants, as well as
how to garden and plant. In addition, painting, garden maintenance and
working with others in designing and constructing an outdoor space,
enabled the practice of kaitiakitanga. The rangitahi experienced the steps
in the design process, in particular, the expression and communication of
ideas, and how to keep going in face of challenges requiring adjustments
to scope and plan. They also experienced positive relationships with
people they may not normally come into contact with. The project showed
the potential for the participatory process and hands-on implementation
of the design to increase engagement with the landscape and to initiate a
culture of care.

For the university students the benefits differed. As a voluntary
project, separate from university course work, input from committed
students from different year levels who would not normally work together
was possible. The project helped students see that the value in
participatory design is in the participation and the effects this can have
on participants, as much as in the resulting implemented design. They
also found that developing relationships and learning from each other are
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important parts of co-design. Everyone experienced the importance of
enduring difficulties to reach resolution, particularly in the face of scope
change, and the importance of celebrating the end result.

The study would have been richer if the views of the rangitahi had
been recorded, as in the Texas Tech project where the journaled views of
the youth expressed pride in seeing their ideas incorporated into the final
design.57 The planning and structure of the Carterton sessions and
decision-making processes could have been improved as communication
between the student leaders and the AAEP teacher lacked consistency
and decisions were often made in an ad hoc fashion.

Figure 7
At the awards ceremony:
Top: PJ Devonshire, one of
the AAEP leaders with a
patu, traditional carved club,
given to the rangitahi;
Bottom: Teaching staff con-
gratulate one of the rangi-
tahi. Photographs by Maria
Rodgers taken 8
December 2015.

13



The amount of time spent planning such an undertaking cannot
be underestimated. For example, when working with a group, consistency
is important and everyone should be equally familiar with the direction
and approach taken. In this case a “survey, analysis and design” approach
was used, largely because it was familiar to all the university students
and time was limited. However, on reflection, it may have been more
appropriate and more valuable with regards to the aim of reconnecting
the rangitahi to the land, to consider other approaches that focus on
phenomenological, experiential investigations of landscape. Additionally,
more meaningful design expressive of the personal experience of the
rangitahi would have potentially been enabled if responses to the
p�ur�akau heard at noho marae, or stories relating to the site itself, had
been woven into the design.

On further reflection, the exploration of a methodology created by
M�aori for M�aori can be useful. Linda Tuhiwai Smith coalesced her list of
cultural values for researchers from her book “Decolonizing
Methodologies: Research and Indigenous Peoples”58 with Fiona Cram’s
translations of them to create “A ‘community-up’ approach to defining
researcher conduct.”59 Tuhiwai Smith’s cultural value “aroha ki te
tangata” became Cram’s research guideline “A respect for people – allow
people to define their own scope and meet on their own terms.”60 Tuhiwai
Smith’s “manaaki ki te tangata” became the guideline, “Sharing, hosting,
being generous. This is a value that underpins a collaborative approach to
research, that enables knowledge to flow both ways.”61 It includes the
importance of meeting face-to-face, of looking and listening before
speaking, of respecting the dignity of all and of sharing knowledge
without flaunting it. These researcher guidelines could be used as
guidelines for another kind of collaboration with M�aori, for participatory
design, and would benefit any participatory design process.

Landscape architecture students, or students from any discipline,
who offer to share their skills in participatory design community projects will
also have their skills and experience increased in ways they had not foreseen.
These can include: an increased ability to communicate with those without
“design language”; insight into the lives of those with different backgrounds;
the satisfaction of “hands-on” coming together with a variety of people to
produce a result; and working on a project they will see implemented.

There are a number of lessons from this project which could be
recommendations to those embarking on similar projects. There is a need
for designers to meet those they are designing with in their space, in this
case a marae, and to spend time with them to gain their trust. The
sharing of stories between different groups is an important way to
establish mutual respect. In this project there was the sharing of iwi
stories and the “story” of landscape architecture. When undertaking
participatory design with others flexibility is important, tasks will take
longer than envisaged, and goals should be kept achievable or adjusted if
not. Continued commitment to a participatory design project in the face
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of obstacles is important. The accessibility of the project site for all
participants is also an important factor in ongoing commitment. The
physical distance between the Wellington based university and the
Carterton community site was a barrier to more regular attendance by the
university student group.

Connecting to the Land through Designing with it
This project explored how designing with the land can address the
problem of reconnection, in particular of M�aori youth, to their whenua,
their culture and to society, and of how to encourage kaitiakitanga.
Indigenous youth were introduced to the importance of landscape to
them as tangata whenua and the role that designing landscape can play
in bringing people together. University students experienced being
mentors and increased their skills in working and communicating with
different people, with non-designers. The project validated the potential
of collaborative engagement with people who do not often come into
contact with one another, in this case landscape architecture university
students and Indigenous youth, and of co-designing open space.

The full impacts of these kinds of projects can never be truly known
by the researchers. Following the end of the project, the rangitahi dispersed
as their program ended and the university students graduated and moved
on. The pride and positivity shown in the opening ceremony was deeply
memorable. The positive observations by the rangitahi and the learning of
the university students were valuable fruit and evidence of a positive
outcome. This project sought to design a tangible community improvement,
but it became much more about the intangible effects of participatory
design on all of those participating, both directly and indirectly. And while
university students were mentors to the rangitahi and introduced new skills,
it is important to note that the project was instigated by the AAEP leaders
and supported by the teachers, iwi from the entire region as well as
university staff, a collaborative community effort building community and
connections to the whenua.
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