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giving the United States a mandate to go to war against Iraq.  This was felt as a 

betrayal from the Trump administration.  It was seen as a mistake, to go to the UN.  

It seemed that the Americans had somehow been stabbed in the back by 

Europeans, who were not willing to view American national interests the same way 

as the Americans.  One might ask that, so why didn't the United States, if they saw 

it that way, why didn't the United States go there alone?  I think that has 

something to do with the legacies of the Gulf War, part one, under George Bush 

Sr., which curiously had been seen as a positive thing, I believe, in the American 

foreign policy and [00:47:00] security establishment.  Apparently, the United 

States even made money from that war by getting Japan and Germany to pony up 

cash for their lacking contributions, military contributions to that conflict, and it 

seemed that the United States had gone out and enforced international order and 

had received the respect and support that they deserved.  I think that for George 

Bush the younger it was, I'm sure, that he would have remembered his father's 

experiences and must have questioned why things suddenly had gotten so hard.   

This had also to do with Great Britain, where Tony Blair went out on a limb 

and decided to support the United States, [00:48:00] not least by the famously 

flawed intelligence over the yellow cake fissile materials that were supposed to 

have made its way to Iraq, and later we found that it hadn't.  This created one of 

the most nasty public debates ever, in Britain, where Tony Blair soon found 

himself without the foreign secretary, Robin Cook stepped down over the Iraq 

War.  It became clear that he didn't have the British people on side for this war, 

and much like with Afghanistan, I think a lot of this would have sort of dissipated 

had the war gone differently, because you see sort of the spikes.  There was a 

tremendous amount of discussion and debate prior to the war.  There were 

attempts from the United States to try to get [00:49:00] a NATO mandate after 

failing to obtain a UN Security Council mandate.  The United States found 

themselves rebuffed again, went on to assemble a coalition of the willing and to 
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win the conflict with Iraq decisively and very quickly, as the Europeans, as 

everyone else in the world was watching CNN live on television.  I think there was, 

in many European countries, not least in Norway, there were sort of two layers to 

this.  One was that we were deeply uneasy about the precedents that were being 

set, uneasy about the intelligence that the Americans had put forth, uneasiness 

about the Americans not feeling a need to persuade their allies that their cause was 

just, that was on one side.   

On the other side, [00:50:00] there was still an assumption that the 

Americans knew what they were doing, that the Americans would not drop the 

ball on something this important, that surely, the Americans had something that 

justified going to war, even if they weren't disclosing it.  And second, that once 

going to war, the most fabled and most powerful armed forces on the face of the 

earth would surely be able to topple a dictator and get a regime working again, and 

that Iraq would become an ally of the west.  This was a narrative that was not least 

from Donald Rumsfeld and Dick Cheney, there's this assumption that Iraq would 

become sort of the lighthouse of democracy in the Middle East.  A lot of Europeans 

bought into that, sort of okay, maybe not a just war, okay maybe the Americans 

didn't [00:51:00] go out of their way to persuade us, but all in all, this is probably 

going to be a good thing.  And, as things progressed in Iraq, you saw the countries 

that had sort of dipped their toes into Iraq, were very eager to get out and to, like 

Norway, to increase their troop contributions to Afghanistan, anything to get out 

of Iraq.  And for Great Britain, who did most of the heavy lifting alongside the 

United States, they found that their armed services were being run down, or worn 

down to the nub, very, very quickly.  They also met themselves sort of being 

confronted with sort of -- the ethos that had grown up in Europe was that the 

Americans didn't know how to do peacekeeping, somehow that yes, we 

understand, after the revolution and military affairs, the Americans have capacities 

that we don't have, but we're much better at [00:52:00] the sort of on the ground 

SMU I CENTERFOR 
• PRESIDENTIAL HISTORY 



 
 
 

20 
 

peacekeeping, sort of anthropological, sociological approach, to building societies, 

that the Europeans somehow were better placed than the Americans, do deliver 

this.  And what the British found, that they didn't really succeed much better than 

the Americans and this was a great shock for the British. 

LEONG: Why were France and Germany, in your view, so particularly forthright and 

bellicose in their rhetoric? 

TOJE:  For Germany, this has everything to do with the postwar ethos of Germany 

being, they don't have the Article 9 of the Japanese Constitution but they might as 

well have it, this view in Germany that the country is inoculated against aggressive 

wars.  The American rhetoric, nationalist [00:53:00] and in many ways threatening, 

in Germany, it sounded ominous.  It had also to do with what President Clinton 

had done to the Germans over the Kosovo War, where the Americans had basically 

backed the Germans into a corner.  So at the end of the day, after the Germans had 

been sort of procrastinating and trying to find, should we contribute to this non-

UN sanctioned conflict in Kosovo? The Americans squeezed them to a moment 

where the chancellor and the foreign secretary, Joschka Fischer and Gerhard 

Schröder, were sitting in a limousine and were given half an hour.  You've got 30 

minutes to decide whether you're with us or you're not, and the Germans came 

down on the side of the Americans, but there was an understanding in Germany 

that we didn't do this right.  We allowed ourselves, by just going along for the ride, 

we got to a point where [00:54:00] we couldn't say no, and this is not going to 

happen again.  Therefore, the Germans came out swinging over this, that they 

were completely unwilling to give any mandate that they felt that the Americans 

might use to deploy NATO in Afghanistan, now in Iraq. 

  It must be said here, at the same time, there had been a lot of initiatives in 

NATO during the 1990s, for it had many incarnations, they called it the alphabet 

soup, but the most famous one was the rapid reaction force.  The notion was that 

NATO would put together and field a strike force of 60,000 men, sustainable for, I 
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think three months, within a very, very short period of time.  In Germany, there 

were concerns that if a NATO mandate was given, the Americans would turn 

around and say listen, now we have the mandate, better start getting the [00:55:00] 

troops on the plane because we're going to Iraq, and the Germans wouldn't go 

along with that.  It has also very much to do with the perceptions of George Bush 

in Germany.  George W. Bush was seen as callous, as a cowboy, as a person who 

lacked the culture and understanding of diplomacy, to command that sort of, not 

respect, but the kind of support that the Americans assumed was theirs for the 

taking.  From the French point of view, this had very much to do with a triumph 

that they celebrated in 1998, in the French port of Saint-Malo.  In the EU, with the 

treaty on the European Union that came into force back in '95, the Europeans had 

put in place the institutional framework for a security and defense policy.  It hadn't 

really amounted to much.  That was until [00:56:00] the French and the British, on 

a bilateral summit, decided to put some oomph into what was then the ESDP, 

European Security and Defense Policy.  They agreed that the Europeans should 

have a capacity for autonomous action.  From the French point of view, this was 

quite clear, that the capacity for autonomous action in real terms meant that the 

military powers of Europe would get to business and start integrating their armed 

services.  The Europeans are spending enough on defense to be a superpower, but 

it's spending it in the wrong way, and with the two primary military powers in 

Europe, France and Britain, together agreeing, the French saw that now, the big 

step had been taken, and the French were not disposed to giving NATO a new 

lease of life by going off war fighting in the Middle East, they were very skeptical 

[00:57:00] towards this.  That's sort of the sinister part of this. 

  When I interviewed French decision makers in the Quai d'Orsay, the 

Ministry of Foreign Affairs, and in the Elysée Palace, the French Presidential 

Palace, there was a story, I don't know if it's true, but the story goes like this.  

Jacques Chirac met George W. Bush for the plenary session in the UN, in New 
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York, and he took him to the side.  The French president spoke English but didn't 

enjoy speaking English, it was a bit like Putin.  I had dinner with Putin two weeks 

ago, it's very, very interesting, he understands English perfectly and he will just say 

short snippets in English, but he prefers speaking German.  But on this occasion, 

the French president decided to speak English to the American president and he 

said listen, [00:58:00] I know that from an American point of view it looks like the 

French are just being difficult, but hear me out.  We have done this.  We did this in 

Algeria, France did this in Algeria, this is going to end in tears.  This is our great 

lesson from military interventions in the Middle East without a mandate and 

without firm support in the population, this is going to come to tears, and this is 

our advice, don't do it.  And apparently, George Bush said to the French president 

that mister president, I've listened very closely to what you have had to say and I 

disagree profoundly.  Something kind of broke between France and the United 

States.  Of course, from an American point of view, it's often easy to forget the 

national egos of the European states.  France has the legacy of being a great power 

and views itself as a great power.  It's only two countries left in Europe [00:59:00] 

that have a geopolitical tradition in a sense that they have the frameworks to even 

consider operations such as the Iraq War.  And so the French were able, through 

their intelligence, who was arguably much better than the American intelligence in 

Iraq, to have their own handle on this, and they didn't really like it.   

That said, every French president since the end of World War II has had 

pretty much the same story, with the notable exception of Emmanuel Macron, the 

current French president.  They have a deep desire to develop a bilateral 

relationship with the United States.  Anand Menon has written about this, this 

idea that the relationship between France and the United States is fraught, that 

with this new French president, we are going to [01:00:00] get back to our great 

shared history, that we are going to sort of rule the world together.  Of course, 

from an American point of view this sounds like hubris in a sense, or even a bit 

SMU I CENTERFOR 
• PRESIDENTIAL HISTORY 



 
 
 

23 
 

strange, that a country like France should even see itself on par with the United 

States, and this is part of the reason why this relationship always ends in tears.  

Usually, during the first six months of the new French president, when they realize 

that the United States, it's not about Clinton or about George Bush, Jr. or Sr., it's 

about America being the most powerful country on earth.  America doesn't 

cooperate with any state on par.  Some countries have a privileged relationship, 

but that privilege, even for the British, doesn't go into actual decision making.  

From the American point of view, the Europeans are policy takers, not 

policymakers, and for France, this [01:01:00] was difficult, because they felt that 

they had much more history in the region than the United States, that they had 

much better intelligence than the United States, and frankly, that they had a better 

understanding of what might happen, what might go wrong, and that the 

Americans had persuaded themselves, in sort of a fit of liberal internationalism, 

that all countries are the same and that in every Iraqi there was an American 

screaming to get out.  So as soon as the big green machine had kicked down the 

doors, the Iraqis would throw off the yoke of dictatorship, the yoke of Islamism, 

and become a prosperous democratic nation allied to the United States.  Of 

course, later everybody says well, Iraq is not going to become Sweden.  Well it 

wasn't really, like in order to make it into Sweden, but it was a clear ambition to 

make it into a democracy, and this was where [01:02:00] the French profoundly 

disagreed, because they had tried with Algeria, to put a regime in place and pull 

out, and what they found out was that they had to continue a particularly nasty 

civil war, supporting a side in a civil war for the best part of two decades, with 

huge amounts of casualties, and which served to bleed France.   

The Algerian War led to a sense in France, that France was no longer right.  

And this is problematic for great powers, this certainty in the rightness of your 

cause, is important.  It's important for public opinion, it's important for a country's 

standing in the world, and also important for what kind of decisions they feel they 

SMU I CENTERFOR 
• PRESIDENTIAL HISTORY 



 
 
 

24 
 

can make.  For France, being [01:03:00] sort of shunned or not being gathered up 

by the United States and pushed towards giving this administration, led by people, 

notably Dick Cheney and Donald Rumsfeld, who the Europeans knew quite well 

for a great many years, they felt that this was a massive mistake and they wanted 

no part in it. 

LEONG: So just to round off our conversation. You did say that it wasn't so much 

personalities as really what was happening after the Kosovo War, which was by the 

way, a really interesting thesis that I haven't come across that much.  Having said 

that, when Obama came into office, and Obama of course was hugely popular in 

Europe, did that make a difference? 

TOJE:  It made a difference, but not really in terms of European support for 

American [01:04:00] objectives, and this is why I say this is structural, this isn't 

about personalities.  I think Barack Obama, being lifted on sort of adoring hands 

through Europe, receiving the Nobel Peace Prize, having huge crowds meet him in 

Prague and Paris and Berlin, he felt that he had a mandate from the Europeans to 

do this, to bring the war in Afghanistan -- by this stage, the Europeans had more or 

less pulled out of Iraq and America was owning it all by themselves, but to fix 

Afghanistan.  I think this was the opening act for sort of the third or fourth phase 

in Afghan War, which was tragic in many sense.  Barack Obama got persuaded for 

the troop surge, [01:05:00] the amount of casualties in Iraq rose rapidly.  It became 

difficult, in the American public opinion discussion, even to discuss all those 

young men and women who lay down their lives in Afghanistan, a war that nobody 

really wanted to know about and everybody wanted to be over already.  And at the 

same time, Barack Obama found himself with the Europeans that had become as 

transactional as the Europeans perhaps had accused George Bush Jr. for being.  

The Europeans had been complaining that the Americans had become -- where's 

the love, now it was all about business and saying you owe me that and I want this.  

Suddenly now, the Europeans, under Barack Obama, were driving very hard 
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bargains in order to get out of Afghanistan, and there was a sense, for many of 

those years, [01:06:00] that the only way this was going to end was with our 

embassies being evacuated from the roof Saigon style, and that the Americans, 

their attempts under particularly Generals Petraeus and McChrystal, were laying 

down a non-winning strategy.  This attempt to change facts on the ground through 

military force were not delivering the dividends and from the European point of 

view.  By the time Obama has settled into the white office, it was an assumption 

that this was a lost cause, and for Obama, NATO became much the same headache 

as it was under George Bush Jr. 

LEONG: All right.  Well are there any other key points that perhaps we have missed?  

I feel like we've covered a lot of ground. 

TOJE:  Yeah, we covered a lot of ground.  I think [01:07:00] George Bush Jr., or the 

younger, is an interesting president in the United States, belonging to one of the 

great American political dynasties, being very much at the core of the Republican 

Party, having that support, and sort of inheriting a world that -- key people in his 

administration, I also believe the president himself, swore that the Cold War order 

within the west, that had been continued through the 1990s and towards the early 

2000s, was no longer sustainable and that it would be up to the United States to 

change that.  What he found that was that alliance politics had not gotten any 

easier than it was during the Cold War, and [01:08:00] that the American 

diplomacy that was carried out during those years was ineffective in the sense that 

-- I saw this myself, and it's a qualitative thing.  It's kind of difficult to put a 

number on, but after 9/11, the Americans stopped staying at the same hotels as 

everybody else during NATO summits.  This is just a small thing, but in the good 

old days, it would be like American decision-makers and the people around the 

president would sit down and have drinks with Europeans, they would know each 

other, they would know each other’s wives, they would get on, to have that feel 

good factor about the alliance, that we're all in it together.  That kind of changed 
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under George Bush.  The Americans took to wearing this sort of massive American 

flags on their lapels, and [01:09:00] it seemed to be also, sort of a bit of a 

competition amongst the Americans, who could have the biggest American flag on 

their lapel.  They would stay in a different hotel, so we wouldn't meet them, and 

they would arrive sort of as a phalanx.  The Americans would arrive together, 

walking sort of determinedly to the table, and not being so interested in all the 

schmoozing, all the little side bargains that the Europeans are so accustomed to 

and have grown accustomed to in the European Union.   

In the European Union, whenever anything is discussed, even issues that 

you would surely be seen as being for the greater good, there's always side 

payments.  There's always somebody with their hand out saying yeah well, we're 

discussing this matter, maybe we should raise the question of our fishing quotas.  

It's completely unrelated to this issue but hey, I'll throw it on the table anyway.  

This is how they make deals in Europe.  This is why the European Union is so 

difficult to understand, it’s because that every bargain is hugely [01:10:00] complex 

and an amazing amount, immense amount, of sounding out is how this is done.  It 

moves slowly, through deliberations and through personal relationships.  This is 

how decisions are made in Europe.  The Americans, under George Bush, was trying 

to run NATO, run it like the Americans did back in the 1960s, in the leadup to the 

Harmel Report, that led to the so called flexible response, after the Americans had 

told the Europeans, you need to spend more on your conventional forces.  

Otherwise, we will have to reassess the military doctrine for NATO.  The 

Europeans failed to live up to that, and the Americans just railroad through the so 

called Harmel Report, where NATO agreed that we would take to nuclear weapons 

at quite an early stage in the conflict with the Soviet Union.  Unpopular in Europe, 

but there had been so much discussion, and the drafting of the [01:11:00] report 

was done in such a way that the Europeans, in the end, rallied around the 

Americans.  Under George Bush Jr., the Americans were less interested in doing 
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what key people in the administration, like Donald Rumsfeld or Dick Cheney, 

wasn't all that interested in that part of it.   

Henry Kissinger has pointed this out as well, that in order to keep the 

transatlantic bargain going, it's necessary for the United States to do a lot of 

tedious consensus building.  Here we saw a United States who wasn't interested in 

that anymore and who just wanted to put the proposition on the table and get 

people to vote for it.  And time and again the Americans found that they were not 

getting the votes.  That the Europeans were not abandoning the alliance, but 

abrogating it, failing to deliver upon what the Americans [01:12:00] assumed that 

the Europeans would deliver.  Again and again, the Europeans came up short.  This 

left a legacy in the United States and in the Pentagon, that is working to this day, 

and I think this is quite important about the Bush presidency, and I would not put 

it as the fault of the president, because as I said previously, I see this as structural, 

more than a question of personalities.  But I do think that had the American 

president had other people in his administration, people who were more willing to 

do this diplomatic footwork with Europeans, the experience from particularly the 

Afghan operations would have been different for NATO. 

LEONG: You mentioned 9/11.  Do you think there was a fundamental misalignment 

perhaps, in how 9/11 was perceived in the U.S. versus how [01:13:00] it was 

perceived in Europe? 

TOJE:  Yes, yes I do think so.  I think in the days immediately after 9/11 there was a 

strong sense of community amongst the European states.  Keep in mind, this was 

when the Russian President, Vladimir Putin, called the American president and 

basically said anything you need, anything, we will back you to the hilt on this one.  

This message was the same from every European capital.  NATO would invoke 

Article 5, and then America wasn't all that interested.  It was a sense that this was, 

somebody has struck against the United States and the United States will take its 

own counsel about how that was going to be addressed.   
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Soon, 9/11 took on its own life in American mythology, and that was where 

it departed from Europe.  In Europe, what happened on 9/11 was a crime, it was not 

an act of war.  And I know I'm contradicting myself, because [01:14:00] after all the 

Europeans signed up for Article 5, so it must have been an act of war, otherwise, 

why wouldn't they have?  I've spoken to decision makers all over Europe, who felt 

that it was a very poor decision, to go for Article 5, but once it was on the table it 

was impossible to vote against it, because then it would be seen as being ill-loyal to 

the United States in their time of need, even if the Americans have not asked for it.  

Later, when 9/11 becomes a bit of sort of a talisman for the United States, 

becoming sort of the ultimate case where we are right to do this because of what 

happened in Washington and in New York.  This was not really seen the same way 

in Europe.  Europe forgot 9/11 as quickly as we tend to forget terrorist attacks.  

They tend to flame out within sort of six months and then we move on.  But in the 

United States, during all the [01:15:00] years of the Bush presidency, it was only 

after Obama that 9/11 got into the rearview mirror for the United States, but under 

George Bush, 9/11 was something that was trotted out time and again.  And many 

Europeans felt that especially during the process of the attempt at getting a UN 

mandate for a war in Iraq, that the Americans were being disingenuous, 

overplaying their hand, were being even somewhat manipulative, taking this 

tragedy, this terrorist attack, and turning it into a possibility to do everything else 

that was on the American agenda. It became quite clear that the Europeans 

weren't persuaded that Iraq had anything to do with 9/11 and didn't buy into this, 

that, well, 9/11, Iraq, and connecting the dots, I think was easier to do in the United 

States, because of sort of the mood in [01:16:00] the country.   

I'm sure many of the people who will be watching this will remember.  I was 

in the United States just a few weeks after 9/11.  I remember talking to some 

people, I was in a town in Minnesota, and this little town was just draped in the 

American flag.  There was flags everywhere, and it was just a strong sense that this 
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generation had been charged.  People didn't know quite how, but it was somehow 

World War II all over again.  There was evil in the world, they had lashed out 

against the United States, this was a time for America to do what America does 

best, to stand together in American values and defeat the enemies of freedom.  

This was very much the rhetoric of George Bush the younger as well.  From a 

European point of view, it seemed [01:17:00] that the Americans were going out 

looking for monsters to destroy and with many countries in Europe having 

colonial pasts, there was a great degree of reticence on this point.  Not to mention 

the fact that very few Europeans had any desire to write letters to the moms of 

their own soldiers, saying I'm sorry to inform you that your son died in Iraq.  For 

what?  Because it wasn't really seen as our war, and I think the somewhat 

lackluster performance of the Europeans, both in Afghanistan and Iraq, comes 

down to that, that it wasn't seen as our fight.  We did it because we're allied to the 

United States, we did as little as possible, and from the European point of view, 

this was a venture that was doomed from the outset and we saw it first, we tried to 

tell you, you shouldn't have done it.  From the American point of view, [01:18:00] I 

think especially in the Pentagon, there was a view that useless Europeans had sort 

of messed it all up and if the Europeans had only sort of gotten off their high horse 

and done some of the heavy lifting, we would be in a different place.  It's 

counterfactual, we will never know, but these two narratives continued to remain 

very, very strong in Europe and in the United Sates, to this day. 

LEONG: Is there anything else that we might have skipped? 

TOJE:  No, I think we've covered sort of most of the ground.  I think the one thing 

that I think that we haven't been touching upon is the question of EU security and 

defense.  Traditionally, the Americans have been very pro-European integration.  

Back in 1954, the Americans tried, [01:19:00] and almost succeeded in putting 

together a European defense community.  It was vetoed by the French Parliament, 

but basically the Americans wanted the Europeans to have a centralized military 
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command.  This didn't really happen and for the duration of the Cold War, the 

Americans ended up doing most, or delivering most of the capabilities for the 

alliance.  When the Europeans started dabbling in security and defense again, the 

Americans were first enthusiastic, thinking great, you do that.  But then suddenly, 

some people, especially in the Republican Party, people like Madeleine Albright, 

who is a Democrat, but I was thinking more about the people who would come 

into power with George Bush the younger.  There was -- sorry, I lost my [01:20:00] 

train of thought here.  Where was I?  I completely lost my -- I have a fever, sorry. 

LEONG: Oh, that's okay. 

TOJE:  What was I going on about?  Yes, European security and defense policy.  

The Europeans were moving slowly towards a common security and defense policy 

and the Americans felt the need to warn the Europeans about what sort of security 

and defense policy they could allow, and basically what the Americans wanted was 

that the Europeans should pony up more capabilities and that NATO would have 

primacy.  So basically, spend more money on armory like tanks, cars and guns, and 

we will use them when we see fit, and then you can use it for whatever, crisis 

management operations that we agree on, under your own flag.  This was the view 

under the presidency of Clinton.  It was quite interesting to see, under George 

Bush, the Americans became [01:21:00] much less worried about European security 

and defense cooperation.  People like Victoria Nuland, later under Barack Obama, 

came to the point where, made the full journey from being opposed to European 

security and defense policy to becoming the strongest proponent of European 

security and defense policy.  And under George Bush, and I think this was one 

thing that the presidential administration got right, was that it wasn't necessary to 

spend any time trying to prevent or preclude the Europeans from developing an 

existing force in Europe.  Of course, like the specter haunting the Americans, 

whilst Europeans would become a separate pole in a multiple world order, and 

that they would not be following the Americans anymore and that they would be 
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their own entity.  But under George Bush, it became the good luck in D.C., 

[01:22:00] that it wasn't worth spending any time thinking about the Europeans, 

because the Europeans were useless and that they wouldn't get anything done.  

Even if the Americans didn't do anything to shape this initiative, the Europeans 

would surely just keep on talking and not delivering anything, and I think they got 

that right.  We have a security and defense policy for the EU, it's delivering 

absolutely nothing of value, and this is yeah, almost 20 years later. 

LEONG: Okay. 

TOJE:  Thank you so much. 

LEONG: All right, thank you. 

 

[END OF AUDIO/VIDEO]  
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