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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
Multi-year and flexible humanitarian funding supports better 
outcomes and delivers efficiencies. Evidence of the benefits of 
multi-year flexible funding has steadily grown in recent years; 
numerous studies - published by think tanks, humanitarian 
organisations and UN Agencies, and commissioned by donors - 
point to effectiveness and efficiency gains in programme quality.1 
Bilateral donors have also raised their multi-year contributions, in 
part thanks to the Grand Bargain commitment to increase multi-year 
humanitarian planning and funding, but the needle has not moved 
far enough.2 As the COVID-19 pandemic threatens to increase the 
cost of humanitarian response and shrink aid budgets, the case for 
better value for money is more relevant than ever.

Why then is the vast majority of humanitarian programming 
still short-term? The picture is incomplete due to lack of data, 
particularly on what happens after funding has reached UN 
agencies, which receive more than half of all humanitarian financing.3 
What is known is that even as bilateral donors increase multi-year 
commitments, most implementing partners, including NGOs, 
national and local organisations, have seen little increase in the 
multi-year amounts they receive, as the latest Grand Bargain 
annual independent report confirmed.4 Until UN agencies 
cascade multi-year and flexible funding to frontline responders, 
the full potential of multi-year flexible funding will not be realised.

This report by International Rescue Committee (IRC), with support 
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KEY FINDINGS
Five key findings emerge from the two case studies and 
SCAN analysis. 

1.	 Multi-year funding can lead to notable cost-efficiency gains.

Comparing similar short-term and long-term cash transfer 
programmes in Somalia showed that longer-term funding led to 
significantly more cost-efficient delivery of assistance. While the 
short-term programme incurred $0.67 in delivery costs for every 
$1 transferred to clients, the longer-term programme costs only 
$0.37 to transfer the same amount–a saving of 44 percent.

2.	 Multi-year funding can enable improved programme 
design and make programme delivery more effective. 

Evidence from IRC programmes in Côte D’Ivoire, CAR and 
Cameroon reaffirm a range of potential benefits that multi-year 
funding can enable. These include:

❚	 improved programme design enabled through initial one-year 
process of collaborative and evidence-based programme 
design as part of long-term strategy

❚	 time to conduct effective start-up activities in new locations

❚	 improved programme effectiveness through learning and 
programme adaptation, with enhanced benefits where 
multi-year funding is also flexible to allow for quick and easy 
re-prioritisation of shifts in programme focus

❚	 particular benefits for certain types of inherently long-term 
programs, where outcomes are achieved incrementally over 
time, such as livelihoods programmes, or where programmes 
require procurement and investment in infrastructure

❚	 greater staff retention, reducing administrative costs of recruitment, 
and improving programme efficiency and effectiveness 
through learning and retained programme knowledge 

❚	 deepened relationships with clients and other stakeholders, 
which allow affected populations more time to recover from 
the crisis and regain control over their lives

❚	 building institutional relationships with communities and 
other stakeholders, deepening local trust of the IRC and its 
programmes necessary foundations for effective programming 
and ultimate delivery of programmes to local partners

❚	 deeper and ongoing access to areas of humanitarian intervention 
thanks to higher and better engagement with local actors.

3.	 Cross-cutting issues, such as gender equality and the 
empowerment of women and girls, benefit from 
multi-year financing.

Shifting behaviors and social norms tends to happen over time, not 
overnight. The multi-year nature of the PRO-Jeunes programme 
has been critical to achieving norms changes, which are necessary 
for women to safely access non-traditional employment sectors, 
such as in the cotton value chain. In this case, the longer-term 
financing enabled IRC to support transforming gender norms by 
engaging positive female role models active in the cotton value 
chain to encourage communities to allow young women farmers to 
participate in a male dominated sector.

Predictable and flexible financing can also support the addition 
of gender transformative interventions that build on the core 
programme. In Cameroon, for instance, IRC was able to add 
aspects to its core Gender Based Violence (GBV) programming, 
such as engaging men in accountability practices and providing 
tailored empowerment programming for adolescent girls. 

4.	 Gains from multi-year funding are highest when they 
benefit from flexibility as well.

Confirming existing evidence, multi-year and flexible funding 
combined can enable rapid response and adaptation to changing 
humanitarian needs.16 Where longer term funding is secured and 
there is sufficient flexibility within funding arrangements, agencies 
can respond quickly to changing circumstances and emerging 
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RECOMMENDATIONS
These findings represent further evidence that increasing flexible 
multi-year funding is one of the best ways to get lasting outcomes 
for affected populations and value for money for humanitarian 
donors. While producing additional supporting research is helpful, 
it needs to be matched by change in donor practice. 

To improve the quality of humanitarian financing and ensure that 
more multi-year, flexible financing is available to implementers, 
donors and UN agencies should take the following actions:

1.	 Agree to set a target at this year’s annual Grand Bargain 
meeting for more multi-year flexible funding to frontline 
responders and joint problem-solve between donors 
and UN agencies to overcome political and technical 
barriers to effective pass-through mechanisms by the 
five-year Grand Bargain anniversary in 2021.

As the five-year anniversary of the Grand Bargain approaches, 
donors and UN agencies must match the technical work 
on multi-year, flexible funding with a high-level agreement 
– including through Executive Boards – to unblock existing 
bottlenecks that hamper effective pass-through of this 
funding to frontline implementers. The agreement must lead 
to a one-year plan to increase multi-year flexible funding to 
frontline implementers and ensure the funding is passed 
through to them by a set target by 2021. Now more than ever, 
the response to the COVID-19 pandemic is highlighting the 
urgent need for this quality funding. 

2.	 Provide more accurate data on the multi-year, flexible 
funding cascading to frontline implementers. 

Regularly publishing more granular data to existing platforms 
(OCHA’s Financial Tracking Service) and standards (IATI) 
on the multi-year, flexible funding going to partners on the 
ground is a matter of transparency. Donors and UN agencies 
in particular should discuss how to join efforts to ensure 
their stronger accountability for where multi-year and flexible 
funding goes - and how fast. For this data to be useful, it 
should be published and updated as regularly as possible, for 
example on a quarterly basis.

3.	 Pilot innovative approaches on multi-year, flexible 
funding and take them to scale. 

Initiatives to test new or different ways to channel more 
multi-year, flexible funding to the ground remain isolated. 
While some progress has been made, and there are now a 
pJ
/d-24.864 to ensure 
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CASE STUDIES
DEMONSTRATING THE EFFICIENCIES OF MYF

With the growing scale of humanitarian needs, efficiency is a key 
priority for donors and implementing agencies. Beyond merely 
cutting overheads, achieving efficiency requires reaching the most 
people with the most assistance for every dollar of resources at 
our disposal. Cost-efficiency analysis is a method for measuring 
the ratio of what a programme costs to the outputs it achieves. 
The IRC, Save the Children and Mercy Corps have developed a 
Systematic Cost Analysis (SCAN) tool to ensure that analyses 
are rigorous and consistent across our programmes. For cash 
transfer programmes, the standard is to measure the delivery 
costs—including things like targeting processes, transfer fees, 
post-distribution monitoring, and project and country management—
necessary for every dollar which clients receive.18 

A comparative analysis of short- and long-term cash 
transfer programmes in Somalia

The humanitarian situation in Somalia is complex, intertwined 
with drought, floods, clan conflict, and a protracted war between 
Al Shabaab and the allied forces of the Federal Government of 
Somalia, assisted by the African Union Mission in Somalia. In 2018, 
about 5.4 million people in Somalia faced acute food insecurity 
(IPC Phases 2 and 3). In 2019, heavy rains in southern Somalia 
caused flash floods which damaged crops, arable land, household 
assets, roads, and other critical infrastructure. Beletweyne, a town 
in the Hiiraan region, was the most affected area; approximately 
45,500 households were displaced, facing food insecurity and 
inadequate access to clean water, hygiene and sanitation services, 
and basic healthcare. In 2020, large swarms of locusts further 
threatened the country’s fragile food security situation.

To illustrate the greater efficiency possible with multi-year funding 
sources, the IRC conducted a comparative cost-efficiency 
analysis of two IRC cash transfer programmes in Somalia: one 
long-term, and one short-term. The former is part of Building 
Resilient Communities in Somalia (BRCiS 2), funded by the UK 
Department for International Development (DFID) in Dhusamareb, 
Galkacyo, Burtinle and Galdogob from September 2018 to March 
2022. The latter is part of Lifesaving emergency response to 
the health and economic needs of people in the flood-affected 
areas of Beletweyne, Hiiraan province, funded by the Swedish 
International Development Cooperation Agency (Sida) from 
November 2019 to May 2020. The Sida award covers a period of 
six months while the DFID award covers a period of 43 months, 
building on a previous four-year phase. The key characteristics 
of the two respective funding agreements and programmes are 
summarised in Box 1 and Annex 1.

A comparative analysis of these programmes showed that the 
longer-term funding led to significantly more cost-efficient 
delivery of assistance. While the short-term programme incurred 
$0.67 in delivery costs for every $1 transferred to clients, the 
longer-term programme cost only $0.37 to transfer the same 
amount—a difference of 44 percent (see Figure 1). 

BOX 1. Details of the DFID and Sida Grants

IRC is implementing a multisectoral programme funded by the UK Department for International Development (DFID), Building 
Resilient Communities in Somalia (BRCiS 2). This was a multi-phase project that began in 2013; the second and current phase 
began in 2018 for a period of three and a half years, therefore benefitting from long-term engagement with the communities and a 
stable source of funding from the donor. The cash transfer programme that this report analyzes was implemented between July 2019 
and March 2020. BRCiS 2’s allocation was $9,597,720 for 43 months. Within the long-term BRCiS project, three main sources of 
flexibility allowed for changes according to context: (1) budget flexibility allowed programme managers to adapt their programmes 
based on feedback from early warning systems; (2) within the main BRCiS grant budget , the consortium had set aside contingency 
budget lines called “Crisis Modifier” which could be activated in the event of emergencies—in this case the drought crisis in 2019; 
(3) those Crisis Modifier budget lines were found to be insufficient, so DFID provided additional top-up emergency funding to support 
the same households with more cash transfers during the drought crisis.

To respond to floods in southern Somalia, IRC also implemented the project Lifesaving emergency response to the health and 
economic needs of people in the flood-affected areas of Beletweyne, Hiiraan province from November 2019 to May 2020, funded 
by the Swedish International Development Cooperation Agency (Sida). Sida’s total allocation to this programme was $521,485 for 
6 months. This project was funded through Sida’s Rapid Response Mechanism (RRM), an emergency response mechanism which 
enables ‘a needs-based and fast humanitarian response immediately after a severe sudden onset humanitarian crisis or after a severe 
deterioration of an ongoing crisis.’ The RRM is an important tool for Sida’s humanitarian partners to launch a rapid response, access 
funding for crises where other funding may not be available, and respond when donor restrictions on existing secured funding don’t 
enable a response. Such awards are usually disbursed quickly after a crisis hits, but allow some flexibility to change activities and 
budget lines (this project included a budget realignment in December 2019 to account for an exchange rate gain).
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FIGURE 2. Larger and durable latrines reach nearly 20 times as many people per dollar spent in Ethiopia
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DEMONSTRATING THE EFFECTIVENESS OF MYF

CASE 1. 
Implementing Sida’s Humanitarian Framework 
Agreement and Programme-Based Approach in 
Cameroon and Central African Republic 

Context and programme

Central African Republic (CAR) and Cameroon are among 
a number of African countries currently facing a protracted 
humanitarian crisis. CAR has seen persistent instability since 
2013, when an alliance of armed groups overran the capital. 
The IRC began working in CAR in December 2006, following an 
eruption of violence that forced thousands to flee their homes. 
Military-political crises have continued over the past few years. 
Although the government and 14 armed groups signed a peace 
deal in February 2019, it has only been partially observed and 
conflict continues to drive displacement and food security.22 
Today, armed groups effectively control more than two-thirds 
of the country. CAR is home to 600,000 IDPs and has driven 
600,000 to neighboring countries—including Cameroon.23

Until relatively recently, Cameroon had avoided the instability 
and violence that other countries in the central African region 
have experienced. However, three distinct humanitarian crises 
render the country increasingly vulnerable: an armed conflict in 
the Northwest and Southwest, militancy in the Far North, and 
an influx of refugees from neighboring CAR as well as from 
Nigeria. Since 2014, brutal war in Cameroon’s Far North region 
has devastated local communities and driven over a quarter of 
a million people from their homes, resulting in 2.1 million people 
in need of humanitarian aid. In 2016, escalated insecurity in 
the Northwest and Southwest regions—with clashes between 
non-state armed groups and the country’s defense and security 
forces—contributed to massive internal displacement and resulted 
in another 1.3 million people in need of aid in these two regions.

In both CAR and Cameroon, the IRC has recently received 
multi-year financing from the Swedish International Development 
Cooperation Agency (Sida). Funding is allocated through Sida’s 
Humanitarian Framework Agreement (HFA)—a multi-year agreement 
that allows select NGOs to secure funding for short- and long-term 
life-saving interventions. While most of the allocations through the 
HFA are granted on an annual basis, IRC secured a multi-year 
award for some countries, including CAR and Cameroon; in fact, 
IRC’s projects in these countries were among the first multi-year 
allocations provided by Sida through the HFA. IRC secured the 
multi-year financing primarily based on the existence of multi-year 
Humanitarian Response Plans at the country level. In addition to 
being multi-year, the funds are applied through a funding modality 
called the Programme-Based Approach (PBA). The PBA allows the 
financing to be softly earmarked, meaning the funds are allocated 
for a specific country strategy but not a specific project.24 There is 
also budget and programmatic flexibility to shift interventions within 
and across strategic outcomes in order to adapt to changing 
contexts and needs.

Through the multi-year PBA grants, the IRC benefits from a 
significant degree of strategic planning and flexibility to implement 
humanitarian interventions that are responsive to the evolving context 



BOX 2. Sida PBA Grant Details and IRC-Donor Relations

In CAR, IRC’s PBA grant was for two years, covering May 2018 to March 2020. Initial annual allocation was more than $950,000. 
In Cameroon, IRC’s PBA grant was for three years, covering May 2018 to March 2021. Initial annual allocation was nearly $720,000. 
The Sida allocations in each country represent a little over 10 percent of IRC’s overall operating budget.

In both countries, the funding was targeted at achieving outcomes identified in IRC’s country-specific Strategic Action Plans and 
aligned with Sida’s Humanitarian Framework Agreement and the country Humanitarian Response Plans. The grant agreements 
focused on achieving economic well-being and safety outcomes in CAR and in Cameroon.

At the proposal stage, IRC has to provide top-line information, such as outcome indicators and global country budget forecasts, and 
Sida does not request details on those indicators or a detailed budget. The PBA allows for funding to be softly earmarked to the 
IRC’s own country Strategic Action Plan (SAP), either in parts or as a whole. Once approved, IRC maintains total budget flexibility 
and can make changes to the sub-outcomes, activities, locations, and target populations without requiring Sida’s approval so long 
as interventions remain aligned with the SAP and the country Humanitarian Response Plan, to ensure interventions address the most 
acute needs. IRC prepares an annual report to Sida, which outlines any changes made to the programme, and key achievements per 
outcomes, rather than a list of activities. No detailed financial report is required, although there is an external audit. 

Sida’s Humanitarian Framework Agreement with the IRC is critical. It sets the basis for a trustful partnership which made the PBA 
grants possible. Joint IRC-Sida focal points manage this relationship, along with dialogue between the PBA lead at Sida and IRC 
about challenges and lessons learned.
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Protection committees have assumed increasing autonomy 
as they lead in identifying and mobilizing support to address 
emergency needs and protection risks.

Flexible and sustained funding has enabled the IRC to gain and 
maintain access to new areas, such as Southwest Cameroon, 
where access must be negotiated with local actors. The multi-year 
financing provides IRC with sufficient time to conduct the 
activities necessary to enter new areas, such as stakeholder 
mapping, building trust with security actors, and building 
staff capacity for humanitarian negotiations. Single-year 
funding would have necessitated separate start-up costs as well as 
a two to three months delay in programming to hire and train staff.

Flexibility of funding enables programme adaptations and 
improved outcomes

The application of multi-year financing combined with the PBA 
model, which allows for significant programme flexibility, has 
enabled IRC to adjust programming to meet evolving needs 
during a crisis. For example, just over a year into the programme in 
Cameroon, new needs emerged in the Southwest. IRC was able 
to pivot and extend its programming to the Southwest without 
having to secure approvals from Sida. In Cameroon, the IRC 
also added small-scale interventions to respond to new needs 
over time, such as constructing a solar-powered water network 
system and a WASH sensitisation in response to a cholera 
outbreak. Moreover, needs of some targeted populations shifted 
throughout implementation as IDPs settled in communities rather 
than separately in camps. Instead of constructing 25 latrines 
and showers in camps, IRC seamlessly shifted its approach to 
support construction of 200 family latrines, ensuring families 
could meet their sanitation needs safely and protect themselves 
from sanitation and hygiene-related diseases. Under a typical 
short-term, less flexible financing arrangement, this process would 
not have been as swift. IRC would have had to gain approval 
from the donor to change the project, or potentially apply for new 
financing to support the effort.

In addition, because the PBA supports the realisation of strategic 
outcomes and is less focused on specific outputs, financing 
through the mechanism can better support integrated and multi-
sectoral interventions. In Cameroon, IRC has experienced a 
shift in integration through referrals across teams. For example, 
Women’s Protection and Empowerment staff are referring legal 
assistance for GBV cases to Protection and Rule of Law staff; 
Economic Recovery and Development staff are referring civil 
documentation cases to Protection and Rule of Law staff; and 
Women’s Empowerment and Protection staff are referring support 
for income generation activities for survivors of GBV to Economic 
Recovery and Development staff.

Efficiencies and capacity building through staff retention 
and reduced administrative burdens

In both CAR and Cameroon, staff retention over the years of 
the project has created cost-efficiencies and enabled staff 
capacity building. In CAR, some staff who were hired to work 
as part of the first year of the project were kept on to implement 
activities in the second year of the programme. These experienced 
staff have been able to build on lessons they learned in their first year 
and apply them to the new intervention areas in the second year. 

IRC’s experience in Cameroon has been similar. If the grant had 
been just one year and required applying for a second year to 
continue the program, the IRC would very likely have had to close 
out the programme for two to three months to hire and train new staff. 

In addition to efficiencies from staff retention, multi-year flexible 
financing also reduces administrative costs and burdens typically 
experienced with short-term, earmarked grants. The multi-year 
nature of the financing removes the need to apply for no 
cost extensions, and the flexibility of the grant allows 
for programme adaptations without donor approval. 
Take IRC’s financing from Sida overall as an example. Across IRC’s 
14 humanitarian projects and programmes and nine Rapid Response 
Mechanism projects funded by Sida in 2018, a total of 15 projects 
requested amendments requiring Sida approval to adjust 
interventions to the evolving needs and context. However, none 
of the PBA programmes submitted a request, as these countries 
were empowered to adjust their strategy of intervention and adapt 
to new emergencies without having to seek approval from Sida. 
This significantly saves staff time which can then be dedicated to 
other priorities like implementing the programme.

Challenges with implementing the multi-year PBA financing

While multi-year and flexible financing provides stability, predictability, 
and room to adapt programmes to meet changing needs, it 
requires dedicated resources and time for country staff to 
transition to a more adaptive, long-term approach. This can prove 
challenging in a fast-paced environment, with acute needs and 
little time to completely shift organisational culture and habits. 
Although IRC has traditionally planned programmes based 
on long-term outcomes, it was less familiar with how to work 
with flexible financing. IRC therefore had to build its adaptive 
management capacity by supporting staff to develop a different 
set of planning, budgeting and decision-making processes. 
IRC has increased its support and coaching for the country 
programmes through a part-time dedicated adviser and in-country 
design and implementation workshops to ensure that it capitalises 
on the benefits of multi-year and flexible financing. 
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This partnership has given youth entrepreneurs transferable 
skills for long-term economic opportunities and the experience to 
establish their own agricultural businesses. The programme also 
works to transform gender norms by engaging positive female role 
models active in the cotton value chain to encourage communities 
to allow young women farmers’ participation in the male-dominated 
cotton value chain. The programme’s longer duration is paramount 
to achieving related behavioral and social norms changes that are 
prerequisite for women to access non-traditional sectors and jobs 
safely, thereby contributing to gender equality outcomes. 

Multi-year funding to leverage technology solutions and 
enable progress over time

Technology through e-learning and information sharing via mobile 
phones can expand the reach and retention of trainees. In contexts 
with limited infrastructure and low digital literacy, multi-year 
funding provides the necessary time to procure and establish 
infrastructure. The IRC was able to establish an e-learning training 
format in both urban and peri-urban settings allowing youth to learn 
largely at their own pace so as to accommodate their different 
responsibilities while their coaches can continually assess progress 
and adjust their support to each individual.

Learning, adapting and improving over time and pivot to 
continue programming during COVID-19

The multi-year approach has allowed IRC to learn, adapt, 
refine and improve programme delivery over time. For example, 
the e-learning content has been adapted based on feedback from 
youth and partners: more women could be recruited through new 
partnerships with local youth and women’s organisations and 
established interpersonal networks, while the age criteria for targeting 
was increased to 30 and under to align better with local standards.  

Long-term partnership allowed for investment in an e-learning 
platform which has proved invaluable in light of COVID-19-related  
movement restrictions in some parts of Côte d’Ivoire. The programme 
is using an almost uninterrupted delivery of training supplemented 
by WhatsApp, Facebook live and YouTube videos. The peer-to-peer  
learning and support provides motivation and vital emotional 
support for isolated youth.

to allow ym1 1 Tf
9i9itpblearning and 
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ANNEX I

Key elements of the IRC cash programmes funded by DFID and Sida in Somalia
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ANNEX II

Data used for thNNEX II
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Project Name: Building Resilient Communities in Somalia (BRCiS 2)

Start Date:	 July 2019	 End Date:	 March 2020

Value of Cash Transferred:	 $771,060	 Total Cost of Cash Transfer Activity:	 $1,059,334

Direct Project Costs: Costs that are only closely linked to programme activities that can be related to one or some specific projects.

Cost Category Cost Item % to Activity

What % used for 
cash transfers?

Category Total % of Total Amount

Materials & Activities $803,929.01 75.89%

MPCT- Burtinle 100%

MPCT- Galkacyo 100%

MPCT- Dhusamareb 100%

Bank Fees 100%

Meetings 100%

Post-Distribution 100%

Vehicle IRF Verification 100%

Monitoring 100%

MPCT for Vulnerable drought (DH) 100%

Transfer fees (DH) 100%

Beneficiary registration (DH) 100%

Post-Distribution Monitoring (DH) 100%

MPCT for Vulnerable drought (GA) 100%

Transfer fees (GA) 100%

Beneficiary registration (GA) 100%

Post-Distribution Monitoring (GA) 100%

MPCT for Vulnerable drought (GW) 100%

Transfer fees (GW) 100%

Beneficiary registration (GW) 100%

Post-Distribution Monitoring (GW) 100%

National Staff $71,629.51 6.76%

Livelihoods Coordinator (GW) 100%

Livelihoods Officer (DH) 100%

Community Development Officer (GA) 100%

Senior Livelihoods Officer (GW) 100%

Women Econ. Empowerment Officer (GA) 100%

Livelihoods Officer (GW) 100%

Senior Livelihoods Officer (DH) 100%

Fringe Benefits (GA) 100%

Fringe Benefits (GW) 100%

Fringe Benefits (DH) 100%

Senior Livelihood Officer (DH) 80%

Livelihood Officer (DH) 90%

Livelihood Assistant (DH) 90%

Resilience Manager (GA) 50%

Senior Livelihood Officer (GA) 80%

Livelihood Officer (GA) 90%

Community Development Officer (GA) 60%
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