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Abstract 
Community engagement has been acknowledged as a core function of higher education, 
along with research and teaching which helps in promoting economic, environmental and 
socio-cultural development of communities. This article explores the barriers obstructing 
community engagement activities in Nigerian higher education. Kwara State University, 
Malete, being an institution with the philosophy of community development is an interesting 
case in this study. Using in-depth semi-structured qualitative interviews, nine professors of 
the university were asked to reflect on how they develop academic career through 
community engagement activities. From data analysis, even though there is documentary 
evidence on the remarkable successes been achieved and reported with regard to community 
engagement activities and outreaches by the professors which help to sustain professional 
identities and, in turn, career development. Four factors were found as a barrier obstructing 
the professors’ participation in community engagement activities and outreaches. These 
were, (a) Educational gap between professors and community members, (b) lack of funds to 
execute community development projects, (c) time constraint due to multiple engagements, 
and (d) resistant to change by community members. This study discussion and 
recommendations are timely, as it concludes with a number of crucial issues that future on 
community engagement in Nigerian higher education need to address. 
Keywords: Community Engagement, Academic Career, Challenges, Nigerian Universities 
 
Introduction 
Community engagement as strategy in developing academic career in academia has been 
undervalued in comparison to research and teaching and therefore not rewarded (Boyer, 
1990). Higher education often perceive research, teaching and community engagement as 
separate elements of the academic continuum (Moore & Ward, 2010) because community 
engagement is perceived as additional activities engaged by academics to contribute 
positively to the community wellbeing. Just like research and teaching activities that 
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university academics engage in, community engagement has its own challenges attributes. 
Research and teaching in higher education have been traditionally prioritized as the major 
agendas and determinant for promotion of faculty members. This is because little value is 
given to community engagement (Buys & Bursnall, 2007). Kearny (2015) noted that, while 
some university academics that are potentially engaged, perceive community engagement 
as a means of career development, others perceive it as irrelevant to their job performance 
(Buys & Bursnall, 2007). They also do not perceive it as an approach that can enhance their 
understanding of scholarship; neither do they perceive it as a legitimate approach which may 
be suitable for their research.  
 
Holland & Ramaley (2008) explained that resistance to community engagement may be 
partly because it has not been institutionalised in higher education system. For example, 
Cuthill and Brown (2010) who explored senior managers’ perceptions of community 
engagement in an Australian university that is research intensive identified three different 
groups of academics based on their perceptions of community engagement. The three 
groups include; sceptics, utilitarian’s and missionaries. The sceptics, who adopted the 
traditional perception of community engagement as extra activity, perceived community 
engagement as activities which is not part of the core activities of university and should 
therefore not affect the “real” work of universities (research and teaching). The second 
group which is the utilitarian’s, perceived community engagement as relevant in some 
contexts and as a strategy which academics can use to achieve teaching and research 
outcomes. This group perceived community engagement as individual practice, instead of as 
an important university practice. The third group which was identified in the study was 
missionaries; this group perceive community engagement as a civic imperative. This group 
stressed the importance of collaboration and mutual relationships between university and 
community.  
 
The Nigeria Context 
Since inception, university education in Nigeria serves as mechanism for national 
development. Meanwhile, teaching and research functions of university are expected as 
guide to the production of high level manpower and development of national awareness. 
Other functions include: dissemination of existing and new information, rendering of services 
to the community and being a storehouse of knowledge (Fafunwa, 2004; FGN, 2004). 
Notwithstanding the unlimited importance attached to universities by societies of the global 
community and the Nigerian communities, universities do not often utilize their full capacity 
of general human and societal development. This can be seen in the Nigerian society 
reluctance attitude to university services and approaches of university community to the 
larger society. The two “university and community” do not critically link their services and 
issues of development and research to community engagement (Awwalu & Najeemah, 2014). 
While literature indicates the importance of having universities relationship to social 
institutions, community and this should be associated to development. Additional is to 
explore university education function to economic, social and moral development of the 
immediate and larger community (Gloria, 1997; Chatterton, 2000). If social and educational 
circumstances are made conducive to faculty member participation in community 
engagement practice, they have the potential to bridge this gap (Ifedili & Ifedili, 2015). 
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Even though Nigeria has the largest universities in the Sub-Sahara Africa the documentary 
evidence of university and academics staff involvement in community engagement service is 
still very lacking (Ifedili & Ifedili, 2015). Despite this, universities were establish with the 
intention to contribute richly to the human resource, socio-cultural and community 
development of the Nigerian state, unfortunately, the series of the academic activities such 
as research, teaching, community service being carried out in these universities are not 
measuring up with the public expectations of them (Ahmed, Umar & Paul, 2015). In other 
words, these universities are performing below average standard. For example, in the global 
ranking of universities, none of the Nigerian universities appeared in the list of the top 6,000 
universities in the world (Oyeneye, 2006). Till today, Nigerian universities are yet to be list 
among the first 1000 top ranking institutions in the world (Ranking Web of Universities, 2016). 
This development appears very frustrating when viewed against the backdrop that Nigeria 
once served as the nucleus of university education in the West-African sub-region. 
  
Knowledge creation and sharing through university community engagement research has 
been internationally recognized as a means for progress and national development and 
Nigeria among developing country uprightly share in this view. Regrettably, inadequate 
access to research grants/funds for faculty member participation in community engagement 
initiatives in Nigeria, reveal why most universities in Nigeria are having problem to be rank 
among top best institution of higher learning when compare with other universities globally 
(Okujagu, 1998; Saint, Harnett & Strassner, 2003; Okebukola, 2004; Egwunyenga, 2008; 
Akpan, Archibong & Undie, 2011). Adesomoju (2008) reported that United State of America 
Federal Government single-handedly invests $2.284 billion US Dollars to enhance research in 
U.S Universities and Colleges, while industries make available about $2.188 billion US dollars 
in one (1) year to support research. In the study carried out by Millar and Senker (2000) it was 
discover that in many countries, above 50% of research funding comes from industries for 
related community projects. Reference to the reports, U.S.A., Sweden, Ireland, Germany and 
Belgium record industry funding of above 60%; Korea and Japan above 70%. These mentioned 
countries aim is to achieve world class excellence in university based research that can 
relatively have meaningful impacts to the community and making enough funding available 
for this purpose is a utmost priority to the government (Donwa, 2006). According to Bako 
(2005) less than 10% of the Nigerian university research is funded externally by international 
organizations and the same percentage by the university research board. For example, in a 
study conducted by Donwa (2006) it was reported that funding university research in Nigeria 
is done by the Government (98.81%) and foreign bodies (1.19%). Further, the study reveals 
that the sources of funding research are not consistent and therefore, not dependable. This 
contributes to the challenges in accessing research grants by universities to engage in 
community work in Nigeria.  
  
Today, it is worthy to note that, universities is no more looking upon is “ivory towers 
syndrome”, but seen as an agent of change starting within it immediate surroundings as the 
current trend in academic industries is changing positively and more operationalize effectively 
in most developed countries due to globalization and all things that accompany it, this trend 
is still new in many developing countries institutions of higher learning like Nigeria, which 
warrant this research more imperative, to explore the barriers obstructing of community 
engagement activities in Nigerian Universities. 
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Methodology 
This study adopted qualitative approaches to collect data from participant observations, case 
study, and in-depth semi structure interviews. The qualitative data also consist of interview 
transcripts, observations from the researcher, detailed descriptions from case study, field 
notes, and documents and academic and professional journal publications (Patton, 2002). 
Purposive sampling method was used in selecting nine university professors involved in 
community engagement. Kwara State University, Nigeria which is the university in which the 
professors’ work was also selected using purposive sampling technique. This technique allows 
the researchers to choose specific samples that provide insights into the issues related to the 
study area (Alston & Bowles 2003).  
 
Nine university professors were used for the study. Some criteria were used to select the 
study participants; they have to be university full professors, they must have 
University/College Bachelor degree, have University/College Master degree, have Doctor of 
Philosophy (PhD) or equivalent degrees from local or foreign government approved or 
recognized institution, have had at least fifteen years of career work experience in academic 
profession, have had at least sufficient experience and regular engagement in community 
service, must have had received recognitions and awards within and outside of the university 
for community engagement activities in related field of study and acknowledged by the 
university authority. The study data were obtained at the Kwara State University, Malete, 
being an institution with the philosophy of community development. The university was 
approved as a “University for Community Development” by Kwara State Government with a 
reputation for excellence in teaching, research and community interventions.   
  
The professors were from nine different academic backgrounds and departments at the 
Kwara State University. The participants were selected from within the College of Agriculture, 
Applied Sciences, Education, Engineering, Humanity, Information Communication 
Technology, and Social Sciences. Among the nine participants, seven were males and two 
were females. The age of the participants ranged from early 40s to early 70s, the average age 
being in the late 50s. They all had more than 15 years of work experience in academia. Within 
the sample, three of the professor had their doctoral degrees in Nigeria, while the remaining 
six had their Doctoral degrees from overseas institutions, namely the United States, United 
Kingdom, Netherlands, France, and Canada. They were all Nigerian nationals. 
 
Each participant was interviewed between 1 to 4 times in throughout the study. Each 
interview lasted approximately 20 minutes to 2 hours. A total of nineteen (19) one-on-one 
interviews were conducted. Documentary review was carried out during fieldwork when no 
interviews were been carried out. The documents were reviewed to support the data 
collected through interviews, participant observation, memos and field notes. The table (1) 
below shows details of the professors who participated in the research.  
 
Table 1 
Research Participants, College, Area of Expertise and Gender  

Participants College Area of Expertise Gender 

PK1 Agriculture Plant bridging and Genetic  Male 

PK2 Education Sport Management Male 
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PK3 Agriculture Agricultural Extension Male 

PK4 Engineering Soil and Water Male 

PK5 Humanity Gender and English Literature Female 

PK6 Humanity Linguistics  Female 

PK7 Applied Science Geology Male 

PK8 Social Science Political Science Male 

PK9 ICT Computer Science Male 

 
Results 
The responses to main research question, what are the barriers to participation by university 
professors in community engagement? Provide an understanding to the barriers that obstruct 
community engagement activities among academics in Nigerian Universities. These include; 
Educational gap between professors and community members, availability of funds to 
execute community development projects, time constraint due to multiple engagements, and 
resistant to change by community members. 

 
Educational Gap between Professors and Community Members 
Participants expressed different views explaining that one of the barriers that disturb their 
participation is the low level of education of the community members. Most of the 
participants that identified low level of education as one of the barriers are professors whose 
area of community engagement is agriculture; they deal directly with farmers as they try to 
share new knowledge with farmers. The participants said that the low level of education of 
the farmers made the farmers unable to understand what the professors were doing. So this 
results into the professors taking more time to interact with them and understand them so 
that they understand the right way to deal with them when engaging community 
development projects. The participants added that their low level of education also slows 
down the process of executing community development projects because when the farmers 
don’t understand what the professors are up to then they will not co-operate with them. 
Participant PK3 shared his experience saying:  
 

“Well, one of the challenges is the low level of education of farmers; it 
is a challenge because it takes them time to understand what they 
should understand. But when you study them you will be able to 
understand them and communicate effectively”. 

 
He further stated that most times they have to first of all engage them in adult education 
programme to teach them the basic things they need to know before engaging in any sort of 
community engagement. He said the reason why they engage them in adult education 
programme is to build them up from their present level so that they can be able to 
communicate in the language that the world is using to communicate. Participant PK1 who 
also mentioned low level of education as one of the barriers explained it from a different 
point stating that it is in relation to their knowledge and understanding of what the professors 
are doing. He said there is a need to educate the farmers about their intention because they 
are not aware of what is going on. He explained saying: 
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“The problem of education is that people are not aware that community 
engagement is collaborative work between the community and the 
researcher and as such the university and the community have to work 
hand-in-hand to encourage development. Not all of them are aware of 
this because some are still lagging behind”. 

 
This participant noted that he sees it as a challenge that needs to be overcome in order to 
bring about faster development. 

 
Lack of Funds to Execute Community Development Projects  
Majority of the study participants expressed that one of the barriers is the availability of funds 
to execute community development projects which they said cannot be successfully executed 
without. Some of them explained that even though the university provides grants for 
execution of community development projects through the Centre for Community 
Development, the funds are inadequate and sometimes is accessible. Participant PK3 
explained that corruption is one of the reasons why the funds are sometimes inaccessible as 
he stated saying: You see the problem in Nigeria is that money is never spent on worthwhile 
projects because of corruption and this is why we are where we are today. If we start spending 
money of community development projects, the system will grow faster. He further stated 
that apart from the corruption, the delayed in release of funds due to bureaucratic procedure 
is another reason why funding has become a barrier to executing community development 
projects. According to him this bureaucratic procedure impedes the process of community 
engagement as explained saying: 

“Sometimes you spend your money because of the delay in release of 
funds thinking you will be refunded and at the end of the day you don’t 
get your money back. So, instead of engaging more, you will withdraw 
and relax, so these are the problems. There is no logistics, for example 
there is no car in the department and you want to fuel your car for the 
purpose of community development project and bureaucracy is there. 
You have to write to collect receipt and you have to wait for a long time 
to get the money because it takes a long time for the auditors to audit 
and approve. These kind of things cause little delay in execution of 
community development projects”.    

 
Similarly, PK1 expressed the similar view with that of participant PK3 added that inadequate 
funding is one of the major barriers of community engagement. He stated that finance is a 
barrier because lack of it or its inadequacy can slow the process of development. So there is 
a need to overcome it so that the process can be faster. The participant said that in community 
development money is required for different things. Apart from the need for money for the 
execution of projects stated by the other participant, participant PK1 explained that money is 
needed for creating awareness on community development as he noted saying: 
 

“Funds are required to help promote this concept; there is need to put 
in more money so that more researchers can engage in community 
oriented projects. Researchers should be given a certain amount of 
money to go into the communities and create the awareness on 
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projects they want to execute; the community members need to be 
aware of the community engagement of academics”. 

 
In the same regards, participant PK4 also indicated that another problem related to funding 
is the control and disbursement of the funds as identified by participant PK3. Participant PK4 
said that apart from the fact that the funds are not enough, those in control of the funds make 
it inaccessible by researchers. This participant added that even if the money is there it may 
be mismanaged and one may not be in the position to influence the management of the 
funds. So, many things will be left undone. He noted that this problem related to funding is 
detrimental to the achievement of goals which academics that engage in community 
development set for themselves. More so, he said that he sees this issue of funding as a 
barrier because it reduces motivation and discourages people from engaging in community 
development. He stated that: 
 

“Another challenge is that you can never have enough funds; you may 
have brilliant ideas but the funds may not be adequate. Sometimes, you 
are not really in-charge of the funds and the funds may be disbursed in 
a way that is detrimental to the goals you have set for yourself in 
community development. So this is one of the challenges that I have no 
solution to”. 

 
He said that even though he didn’t have an immediate solution to this problem, the only 
solution he has is evolutionary as he tries to teach the younger generation the right thing to 
do.  
 
Time Constraint Due to Multiple Engagements 
According to some of the professors time constraint is one of the barriers they experience in 
community engagement. They explained that as professors they engage in many things such 
as teaching a large number of students, supervising so many students and conducting 
researches yet they have to engage in community development. The participants said despite 
this constraint, they still try to create little time for community engagement. Participant PK9 
said: 
 

“As a professor you have limited time and many departments have just 
few professors. So these professors engage in many things, look at the 
number of courses that you need to teach and look at the number of 
student you need to supervise, so you don’t even have the time to 
engage in community activities, but because it is essential you have to 
manage your little time. The major challenge I still have is time to 
participate in community activities”. 

 
Likewise participant PK6 who shared the same experience with participant PK9 had this to 
say: Yah…. The challenge is time to engage in community development activities, to get the 
time to engage is difficult but you have to create time and you have to be really interested in 
it if not you will not be able to continue.  
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She further explained that it important for those who engage in community development 
activities to involve other people so that if the problem of time comes, the project will not be 
abandoned. However, she still emphasized on the need to engage in whatever way even if it 
is not a big project; one should be able to contribute to the development of the community. 
Thus she said: 

“So, I said find the time, it’s not easy to create time but create time for 
it, it could be a weekend, it shouldn’t be a long time; it can be just 1 
hour staying with students and tutoring them. There are so many ways 
that you can help, so it’s not just in terms of doing big things. You can 
do it in your own small way is still community service. You can teach 
them small craft, computer operation as tutor; you know we have so 
much to offer. Every faculty staff should try to create time for it”. 

 
Based on these interview responses, time is one of the barriers of community engagement 
because professors have multiple engagements. 
 
Resistance to Change by Community Members 
In relation to the barriers of community engagement, some of the participants expressed 
different views from that of others. Some of them indicated that one of the barriers is 
resistance to change by the community members. They explained that often times the 
community members will listen to the professors when they are communicating their 
intentions but when it is time for implementation they are not willing to co-operate; they 
begin to pull back. One of the participants who experienced this attitude, said the reason why 
the members of the community showed unwillingness to accept the change initiative is 
because they have old practices which they are used to and do not want anything new 
because they are unsure of how beneficial it will be to them. Also, participant PK2 who had 
similar experience said sometimes the community members were resistant to change 
because the new idea or practice which is brought by the community members is not in 
accordance with their culture. He explained this saying: 

“There is always this resistance to change, even in a household where 
people are eating something and suddenly they want to change 
because of a number of reasons. There is always resistance to change 
definitely. If you the initiator of a community programme they can resist 
the programme saying this is not what we do here. It’s not in line with 
our culture. This can discourage one from continuing but if you persist 
they may later support you”. 

He also added that one of the reasons why the people resist change is as a result of trust 
issues. He said that sometime they people resist a change initiative because they do not 
believe in the initiator of the change programme as well as the change programme itself. He 
shares his experience saying: majorly, the challenge is to get people to believe in whatever 
you want to do. Sometime this makes people to have some level of reluctance towards 
community development projects. 
 
This participant referred to this as a challenge because without the co-operation of the people 
one cannot execute community development projects. He said it very important to have the 
support of the people if not one will not be successful. Similarly, Participant PK1 stated that 
the community members usually resist change because sometimes they do not understand 
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what the community development project is all about. This participant said one way to 
overcome this barrier is to educate the people on the project so that they can have a better 
understanding thereby co-operating with academics in the implementation of their 
community development projects. He stated that if the co-operation is not there then the 
project will be a failure.  
 
More so, Participant PK4 earlier stated that interaction is one of the most important ways of 
overcoming this resistance. He said that it is only through interaction that trust can be built 
thereby resulting in co-operation of the community members. He said: 
 

“You must get to the people and interact with the people in order to 
understand their problems and seek what they want; don’t try to do this 
on your own. It’s through interaction with them that you get to know 
that this is what they want. So it’s only get to get them on the same 
track with you; don’t impose anything on them”. 

 
Resistance to change was found to be one of the barriers that stand against the way of 
community development. This resistance the participants said is due to lack of trust and 
holding on to traditional and old ways of doing things. However, the participants said this 
barrier can be overcome by interacting with and educating the community members prior to 
implementing community development projects.  
 
Discussion 
The engagement of faculty members can be prevented by inadequate financial support, lack 
of financial support or lack of monetary compensation for time invested in community work 
(Weerts & Hudson, 2009). Even though, some faculty members are willing to invest their time 
in community engagement work, it is unwise to expect faculty members to invest extra time 
seeking external funding for their community engagement programs (Gorski & Metha, 2016). 
Therefore, the institutions should be able to give financial support to academics that are 
willing to run community engagement programs so that they will not be discouraged. This can 
also serve as a motivation for them. In the same regards, some participants also indicated 
that another problem related to funding is the control and disbursement of the funds. They 
said that apart from the fact that the funds are not enough, those in control of the funds make 
it inaccessible by researchers. These participants added that even if the money is there it may 
be mismanaged and one may not be in the position to influence the management of the 
funds. So therefore, many things will be left undone. The problem related to funding is 
detrimental to the achievement of goals which academics that engage in community 
development set for themselves. According to Gorski & Metha (2016), external partners can 
help in funding community engagement projects; partnering with community members, the 
university and faculty members can gain extra sources of funding.  
 
Most of the participants that identified low level of education as one of the barriers are 
professors whose area of community engagement is agriculture; they deal directly with 
farmers as they try to share new knowledge with farmers. The participants said that the low 
level of education of the farmers made the farmers unable to understand what the professors 
were doing. So this results into the professors taking more time to interact with them and 
understand them so that they understand the right way to deal with them when engaging 
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community development projects. The participants added that their low level of education 
also slows down the process of executing community development projects because when 
the farmers don’t understand what the professors are up to then they will not co-operate 
with them. In such a situation, the need for academics that are highly experienced in 
community engagement arises. According to Bloomgarden and O’Meara (2007), many faculty 
members do not possess the experience and ability to directly deal with communities and the 
problems related to community engagement. Thus, there will be need for more experienced 
professors to handle such situations.  
             
Despite, the professors’ complain about time constraint, they still emphasized on the need to 
engage in whatever way even if it is not a big project; one should be able to contribute to the 
development of the community. They explained that as professors they engage in so many 
things such as teaching a large number of students, supervising so many students and 
conducting researches yet they have to engage in community development. The participants 
said despite this constraint, they still try to create little time for community engagement. 
Findings of past studies revealed that faculty members are expected to simultaneously excel 
in research, teaching and outreach (O’Meara & Braskamp, 2005). These multiple 
commitments of faculty members make their job more stressful (Bloomgarden & O’Meara 
2007). Gorski & Metha (2016), further explained that apart from major roles like teaching, 
research and outreach which faculty members play, they are also expected to organize, make 
logistics and plan community engagement projects while building relationships with a 
community which is a long term activity that is time-consuming.  
            
The finding of this study is entirely consistent with the finding of an annual survey carried out 
by Campus Compact annual which showed that one of the obstacles to community 
engagement is the pressures which faculty work puts on faculty members (Campus Compact, 
2003). They further explained that it is important for those who engage in community 
development activities to involve other people so that if the problem of time comes in, the 
project will not be abandoned. This opinion of the participants is similar to that of Gorski & 
Metha (2016) who suggested that engagement work can be supported by both professional 
and non-professional staff so that the time consumed by community engagement can be 
reduced. More so, participants also added that one of the reasons why the people resist 
change which the professors initiate through community engagement is as a result of trust 
issues. According to the Centre for Economic and Community Development, Penne State 
College of Agricultural Sciences (2017), relationship building fosters trust building. The Centre 
in its article titled “the role and importance of building trust” further noted that if conscious 
and consistent effort is not made to build strong relationships that can foster trust, even the 
most properly designed and well-meaning community engagement project will be a failure or 
will not be as successful as desired.  Resistance to change was found to be one of the barriers 
that stand against the way of community development. This resistance the participants said 
is due to lack of trust and holding on to traditional and old ways of doing things. However, the 
participants said this barrier can be overcome by interacting with and educating the 
community members prior to implementing community development projects.  
 
Conclusions, Recommendations and Suggestions for Future Research 
It is crucial that institution of higher learning, particularly university should continue to serve 
as a change agents and medium to promote economic and socio-cultural development by 
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involving immediate communities in their scholarly research projects in order to offer the 
necessary skills and attitudes that will assist to enhance quality of life. Universities should 
recognize community development activities as key performance indicator for academic 
promotion and students awards. Universities and other tertiary institutions should draw 
programs based on the needs of their immediate communities and not just import curricula. 
Also, students should rise to the clarion call by responding positively to the challenges and 
become more responsible citizens through community engagement outreaches and 
volunteering work.  
 
The essences of research works is not just to produce and arrange it on a shelf, and allow it 
to be gathering dust; there should be impact on the community which should be given the 
needed supports within the university, stakeholders, government, and interested parties 
should be enlisted in to make it a large successful. This study, like many other studies have 
some limitations. One of them is the scope; the study was only conducted among professors, 
the researchers suggest that future studies should include non-academic staff of tertiary 
institutions.  
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