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“Who Is the Animal in the Zoo?” Fencing In and Fencing Out at
the Hungarian-Serbian Border. A Qualitative Case Study
Kristina Korte

Department of Social Sciences, Humboldt-Universität zu Berlin, Berlin, Germany

ABSTRACT
In 2015, Hungary commenced the building of a fence at its border
with Serbia. The current article investigates the Hungarian-Serbian
border fence in terms of its meaning in the two countries.
Building on recent re-bordering research, it analyzes the context
within which the fencing took place, stressing both the domestic
and the international dimension. Based on qualitative interviews
and a document analysis for Hungary and Serbia, it argues that
the fence did not create a conflict between the two neighbors –
instead, the international entanglement of the border led to a
complex bordering process that extended bilateral relations. In
Hungary, the border fortification was used for internal political
motives and at the same time aimed to exclude non-European
migrants. Due to political circumstances and the filter function of
the fence, the Serbian government likewise managed to exploit
the border fortification to its advantage. The article introduces the
concept of “fencing in and fencing out” in order to analyze the
control function that the fence performs on both sides of the border.

KEYWORDS
Migration control; fortified
borders; Hungary; Serbia;
re-bordering; Othering

1. Introduction

In 2015, migration became an omnipresent topic of public debate in Europe. The arrival of
large numbers of Syrian refugees led to the formalization of the so-called Balkan route,
which allowed refugees to transit through several European countries legally (for a
more detailed description of these events, see Sicurella 2018, 58–60). As some countries
ceased to control their borders, migration movements across Europe continued to increase
and at the same time became much more visible (Speer 2017, 2).

These events caused growing tensions between EU member states and attracted
enormous media attention. Images of large groups of people marching on railway
tracks and highways were central to the framing of this period as “the refugee
crisis” (for a critical discussion of this term, see Rajaram 2015a; Cantat 2016, 2017).
While the debate on the EU’s borders had previously focused on the Mediterranean
area, the Balkan states now became – at least for a while – the new “hotspot” and
the center of public attention.
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In this context, the Hungarian government started to construct a fence at its border
with Serbia. The 164 km long border, which traverses mainly flat and partly marshy
terrain, was entirely sealed by a double fence. Until then, the EU’s southern border had
been barely visible and was manifest only through images of overcrowded refugee
boats. Now, the Hungarian border fence created very concrete images of physical
border reinforcement, illustrating “fortress Europe” more clearly than ever. Hence, this
relatively small and quite recent part of the EU’s external borders – Hungary only
joined the EU in 2004 – became a new symbol of the conflict over migration to Europe.

While attracting a great deal of attention in Europe and beyond, the fence is just one of
a series of newly fortified borders worldwide. Indeed, it is not only the total number of
border fences and walls that is increasing, but also the rate of barrier construction, with
the barriers also becoming increasingly longer (Hassner and Wittenberg 2015). In 2017,
Carter and Poast found that “out of the sixty-two total man-made border walls con-
structed since 1800, twenty-eight have been constructed since 2000” (Carter and Poast
2017, 240). Taking this phenomenon into account, research on national borders has
shifted from the idea of a “borderless world” (Ohmae 1990), which was predominant in
the 1990s, to a debate on the process of re-bordering (Rosière and Jones 2012; Vallet
and David 2012; Hassner and Wittenberg 2015; Brown 2017; Carter and Poast 2017;
Dzihic and Günay 2018).

This article analyzes the Hungarian border fence as a case study that exemplifies the
broader trend of re-bordering. The relatively recent fortification of this border makes it
possible to investigate the motives expressed by the actors involved, the functions that
the fence fulfills for them, and the context of the border closure. The research is based
on interviews with governmental and nongovernmental actors in Hungary and Serbia.
Thus, by comparing perspectives from both sides of the border, the case study contributes
to a better understanding of what takes place on each side of a newly fortified border.

The article is structured as follows. After a brief overview of ongoing debates in border
research (Section 2) the data and methods are explained (Section 3). Section 4 then
describes the context of the border fortification. The empirical results are presented and
discussed in the subsequent parts (Sections 5 and 6), before concluding in the last
section (Section 7).

2. Rethinking the Line: Research on Borders and Re-bordering

Although the sphere of border studies has a strong tradition in geography, the current
research on borders is diverse and can be found in very different fields (Johnson et al.
2011). The disciplines of geo-politics, political science, economics, sociology, security
studies, history, and social and cultural anthropology have all contributed to the
current research on borders. Case studies, often focusing on regions such as the southern
and northern United States borders (Rodriguez 2006) or the Finnish border regions (Paasi
and Prokkola 2008), are very common and typically address questions concerning border-
lands, cross-border relations, or the link between physical and symbolic boundaries (for an
overview, see Newman 2012).

In the 1990s, along with a wave of literature on globalization, the perspective on borders
and territoriality changed, raising the question of whether border research was still necess-
ary in a world where borders were seemingly becoming insignificant (Newman 2006a,
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172). Yet after a period of debate on the effects of globalization, when many assumed that
national borders would become permeable or would even disappear, research on borders
has experienced a renaissance. It is now obvious that borders still play a role as “the lines
that continue to separate us” (Newman 2006b). The “reclosing of borders” (Newman
2006a, 171) has been strongly linked to security and securitization and – especially in
the USA – to the events of 9/11 and the global “war on terror” (Newman 2006a; Ackleson
2012; Jones 2012).

Recent literature dealing with borders includes debates on not only the phenomenon of
these new border fortifications, but also the process of simultaneous de-bordering and re-
bordering: while the number of border fences and walls is increasing worldwide, some
people are nevertheless experiencing borders as more and more permeable. This has led
to a situation where parts of the world’s population can move quite freely across
borders whereas others experience borders as barriers that block their movement (Mau
et al. 2015). Borders work as “semi-permeable filters” (Mau et al. 2006, 18) that allow
some movements while blocking others.

Starting from these observations, recent literature has consequently sought to answer
the question of “why do states build walls?” (Carter and Poast 2017). Different authors
have sought to understand what types of states construct walls and what the driving
factors for constructing them are. Hassner and Wittenberg define the new border fortifi-
cations as follows:

Fortified boundaries share three qualities that distinguish them from other types of borders
or fortifications. First, their primary function is border control, not military or territorial
demarcation. Second, they are physical barriers opposed to virtual, symbolic, or declaratory
boundaries. Third, they are asymmetrical in origin and intent. (Hassner and Wittenberg
2015, 160)

In a quantitative study, the authors compared states worldwide in order to understand the
motives for border fortification. They concluded that “the primary motivation for con-
structing fortified barriers is not territory or security but economics” (158). Carter and
Poast (2017) reached a similar conclusion, stating that economic disparities are the
main reason for border fortification:

Wall construction is explained by cross-border economic disparities. […] We find that econ-
omic disparities have a substantial and significant effect on the presence of a physical wall
that is independent of formal border disputes and concerns over instability from civil wars
in neighbors. (Carter and Poast 2017, 240. With regard to economic disparity and fortified
borders, see also Moré 2011)

Similarly, Rosière and Jones (2012) emphasize the economic aspect of new border barriers.
They introduce the concept of “teichopolitics,” defined as “the politics of building bar-
riers,” and state: “Each new barrier is constructed on a border that is meant to differentiate
between two different spaces of economic, cultural, or political privilege” (Rosière and
Jones 2012, 220). To a greater extent than the previously mentioned studies, they also
underline the importance of migratory movements for border fencing, declaring that
“contemporary teichopolitics is primarily linked with controlling migrations” (221). In
contrast to other articles that focus exclusively on the relationship between the states on
each side of the border, Jones speaks of walls against the global poor, thus moving the per-
spective to border control as a “conflict between states and the people who move” (Jones
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2016, 69). Andreas (2003) has analyzed border control as a means to deny access to what
he calls “clandestine transnational actors” (CTAs), including smugglers, refugees, and ter-
rorists. Terrorism, which has mostly been discussed in the context of securitization, has
also recently been invoked as a factor in states’ cost–benefit analyses when deciding for
and against building border barriers (cf. Jellissen and Gottheil 2013). Avdan (2019) has
discussed the importance of terrorist threats versus economic considerations, stating
that while economic ties reduce the likelihood of fortified barriers, terrorist violence
results in harder borders when a state’s own citizens are targeted. Others have argued
that terrorism, and especially the events of 9/11, has not caused, but instead ratified the
return of the wall (Vallet and David 2014).

While these analyses make a very important contribution to understanding the current
trends of re-bordering, they mostly focus on external effects, such as economic disparities,
the (perceived) threat of terrorism, or the prevention of migration as reasons for border
fencing. Domestic motives for fortifying borders have been neglected. One exception is
Wendy Brown, who has identified the desperate search for sovereignty as the main
reason for building walls. She regards contemporary wall building as “theater pieces for
national populations specifically unsettled by global forces threatening sovereignty and
identity at both the state and individual level” (Brown 2017, 9).

What Brown has addressed in her work is the importance of identity for border fencing.
The link between borders and identity has been discussed extensively in research. As iden-
tity is not possible without creating boundaries (Barth 1996), humans need to use cat-
egories to differentiate one group from another (Jenkins 2004) and “the Other” thereby
serves as the antithesis of their own community (Said 1979). Othering is both a condition
for and a result of bordering. State boundaries, which are both material and symbolic, can
be used to create the us and the Other (Newman and Paasi 1998). More recently, in the
framework of the “global war on terror,” the image of the enemy other has been used
to legitimize tougher security and border policies: the framing of terrorism as a global
problem linked to allegedly threatening groups such as Muslims has allowed states to mili-
tarize and close their borders (Jones 2009).

Drawing on this overview on border literature, one could argue that the Hungarian-
Serbian border is in some respects a typical example of the newly fortified borders. It
fits the definition provided by Hassner and Wittenberg, being a physical barrier that
was unilaterally erected by Hungary for the purposes of border control. It is likewise
linked to migration control and is being used to create a negative image of the Other,
as discussed in greater detail in the following sections. Lastly, it is consistent with the
concept of teichopolitics, being an unequal border: the gap in GDP between Serbia and
Hungary is significant (Rosière and Jones 2012; The World Bank 2019), their border
marks the end of the European Union, and the fence is connected with immigration
control.

On the other hand, this literature review shows that comparative quantitative studies on
re-bordering often focus on the relationship between two neighboring states, and assume
that fortified borders necessarily indicate conflict between neighbors. The analysis of econ-
omic disparities suggests a precise divide between the poor and the rich that manifests
itself at “economic or social discontinuity lines” (Rosière and Jones 2012, 217). These
divide clearly distinguishable spaces: the wealthy and the poor, the “barrier builder”
and the “barrier target” (Hassner and Wittenberg 2015, 158). In this regard, the
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Hungarian-Serbian case is much more complex, as this article will show. This case study
aims to shed light on one of the “discontinuity lines” and to better understand the relation
between “barrier builder” and “barrier target.” If we assume that “the new nation-state
walls […] divide richer from poorer parts of the globe” (Brown 2017, 36), how is this div-
ision managed and negotiated on both sides of the line? More precisely, this article aims to
contribute to the re-bordering debate by showing the complexity of a bordering process,
therefore adding domestic factors and international linkages to the often-stressed econ-
omic and security dimensions.

Research on border regimes, especially in the European context, emphasizes the com-
plexity of border and migration control as well as the international context and the
cooperation with neighboring states (Heimeshoff et al. 2014; Hess and Kasparek 2019).
Moreover, the agency and the strategies of migrants are highlighted: state border and
migration policy always needs to be understood as a reaction to migratory movements
(Hess 2016, 2017; De Genova 2017). In this context, the European border and migration
regime is described as “an unstable ensemble, characterized by the heterogeneity of its
actors, institutions and discourses, its shifting alliances and allegiances” (Hess and
Kasparek 2019, 2). The present analysis aims to contribute to this debate by describing
the complex process of bordering, and by examining the strategies of the participating
states. While the cooperation and third-country policy of the EU has already been ana-
lyzed thoroughly (Janicki and Böwing 2010; Hess et al. 2014; Dünnwald 2015; Mrozek
2017; Schwarz 2017; Soykan 2017), the reactions and the positioning of a country
behind the border fortification merit more research. Therefore, the following analysis of
state policies and strategies on both sides of a recently fortified border can help us to
better understand border regimes as a whole. Overall, border literature discusses
various aspects of bordering, economic disparities, migration, populism, and so on, but
often focuses on only one of these aspects. It may therefore enrich the debate to discuss
internal and external factors, international entanglement, and state practices on both
sides of a border fence as being part of the same bordering process.

3. Data and Methods

This case study is based on field research in Hungary (Budapest and the border town of
Szeged) and in Serbia (Belgrade). The data include 13 problem-centered interviews,
which are complemented by several informal conversations and a document analysis of
policy papers and press articles. The interview topics included the reasons for building
the fence, the effects of the border fortification on migration, the Hungarian and
Serbian migration and border policies, the relationship and cooperation between the
two countries, and the situation of migrants1 in both countries before and after building
the fence. Some additional topics came up during the interviews and were included in the
analysis, for example the importance of legal changes for the effectiveness of border
control or the impact of the border closure and the accompanying policies on Hungarian
(civil) society.

The qualitative semi-structured interviews were fully transcribed and then coded in
MAXQDA. The coding method was mostly deductive, but was completed with inductive
codes during the process. The interpretation followed the qualitative content analysis
method (Mayring 2002; Gläser and Laudel 2010). The codes were used to structure the
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data and their creation was based on the research questions and the interview topics. The
analysis was developed by comparing the coding of the different interviews. In addition,
field notes and theoretical memos were used to develop the essential points of the analysis.

The focus of the interviews was on the actions and strategies of both governments
regarding the border fence. However, in Hungary, it proved very difficult to reach and
interview state actors. Staff from The Ministry of Interior, the Border Police, and the
Immigration and Asylum Office were not available for interviews, and we were referred
to the University of Public Service – which trains the border police – as well as to the
Migration Research Institute, which is close to the governing Fidesz party. Moreover,
some of the interviewees in Hungary were very reluctant to be quoted using the name
of their organization; one stated off the record that he/she did not want to risk damaging
their relationship with the Hungarian government. By contrast, in Serbia, the Ministry of
Interior and the Commissariat for Refugees agreed for interviews to take place and none of
the interviewees considered it a problem if the organization’s name was published. Under-
standing the difficulties in field access as a part of the research provides an insight into the
social and political climate in Hungary. Altogether, the broad spectrum of interview part-
ners, including state actors, civil society organizations, and international institutions,
allowed an in-depth, multi-perspective analysis in both countries (see Table 1). By
asking both governmental and non-governmental actors about the governments’
actions and strategies, we were able to collect very different perspectives on these aspects.

In addition to the interviews, we used press releases, official statements, and other docu-
ments concerning migration and the border fence in order to analyze the governments’
official positions.

4. The “Summer of Migration”: Migratory Movements to Europe and the
Reactions of Hungary and Serbia

Immigration is not a new phenomenon in Europe, but the events of 2015 were remarkable,
as indicated by the labeling of that year’s summer as “the summer of migration.” The
number of migrants increased significantly, first of all because of the migratory move-
ments from war-torn Syria, but also due to high numbers of people from Afghanistan
and Iraq claiming refugee status in Europe. Out of one million registered arrivals in
Europe in 2015, some 50 percent were Syrian citizens, 20 percent Afghans, and 7

Table 1. Actors Interviewed in Hungary and Serbia.
Governmental actors/actors close

to the government
International or intra-state

organizations NGO/civil society

Hungary 1. University of Public Service,
Border Police Department

2. UNHCR Budapest 3. Hungarian Helsinki Committee
(human rights organization),
Budapest

4. Migration Research Institute,
Budapest

5. UNHCR Szeged 6. Migszol (migrant solidarity group),
Szeged

7. International Organization
for Migration, Budapest

8. An independent researcher in
migration studies, Budapest

Serbia 9. Commissariat for Refugees,
Belgrade

10. International Organization
for Migration, Belgrade

11. Info Park (migrant support group)

12. Ministry of Interior, Border
Police Directorate, Belgrade

13. Belgrade Center for Human Rights
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percent Iraqis (IOM 2015, 3). The most substantial movement towards Europe started in
Syria; the migrants then crossed Turkey and the Balkans in order to reach the EU.
Hungary occupied a strategic position on the Balkan route, being geographically posi-
tioned at the heart of the migration route and being embedded in the European Union
as well as in the Schengen space (Kallius 2016).

The summer of migration naturally affected Hungary, as hundreds of thousands of
people crossed the country. During the course of 2015, some 411,515 migrants and
asylum seekers were registered in Hungary (IOM 2015, 14). The number of asylum appli-
cations submitted in Hungary increased to almost 180,000, but the majority of asylum
seekers did not stay there: at the end of 2015, only 900–1000 of them were still in the
country (Juhász, Hunyadi, and Zgut 2015, 10; Eurostat 2019). This was the context in
which Hungary started constructing a fence at its border with Serbia in 2015.

While the fence was the most visible action taken by the Hungarian authorities, it was
certainly not the only one. When starting to fortify its border with Serbia, the Hungarian
government made sure to provide information about whom the fence was intended to
keep out. Using different media and information channels, it cited mass migration as the
reason for building the fence and depicted the migrants themselves as dangerous, criminal,
culturally different, and threatening (Kallius 2017a, 141). Prime Minister Victor Orbán
clearly distinguished between on the one hand, the positive image of Hungarian emigrants
living in other European countries and Hungarian minorities in the neighboring countries,
and on the other hand, the negative image of the Other: that is, non-European migrants
(Lamour and Varga 2017). Starting in 2015, a massive so-called “information campaign”
spread the message that Hungary was under threat from immigrants and needed the
fence in order to defend itself. Government-financed billboards disseminated anti-immi-
gration slogans all over the country. They accompanied a so-called “national consultation
on immigration and terrorism” that consisted of sending a questionnaire to every adult
citizen in Hungary. The questionnaire itself asked mostly biased questions, such as “Did
you know that economic migrants cross the Hungarian border illegally, and that recently
the number of immigrants in Hungary has increased twentyfold?” (The complete question-
naire is available online at: http://www.kormany.hu/en/prime-minister-s-office/news/
national-consultation-on-immigration-to-begin). After the fence had been completed,
Victor Orbán once again used harsh words to evoke a threat that necessitated maintaining
it:

Hungary is encircled, and if things continue like this, we will be scalped by tens of thousands
[…] who want to make off with Hungarians’ money. (Hungarian Government 2017)

The construction of the border fence was thus accompanied by the rhetorical exclusion of
unwanted migrants. However, it was also linked to legal changes that enforced the physical
and symbolic barrier. In 2015, Hungary introduced new laws on immigration and border
crossing that it has continued to change ever since (see Table 2). For example, irregular
border crossings have become a criminal act punishable by detention; the so-called
“push-backs” (the immediate return – without any procedure – of people who irregularly
cross the border) have become official policy, integration and housing programs for recog-
nized refugees have been cut, and Serbia has been declared a “safe third country.” The
“push-backs” to Serbia have been applied across the entire Hungarian territory, leading
to cases where people who entered Hungary by other means and had never been in

JOURNAL OF BORDERLANDS STUDIES 7

http://www.kormany.hu/en/prime-minister-s-office/news/national-consultation-on-immigration-to-begin
http://www.kormany.hu/en/prime-minister-s-office/news/national-consultation-on-immigration-to-begin


Serbia were nevertheless pushed back to the Serbian side of the fence. The two so-called
transit zones integrated into the border fence have become the only way to claim
asylum in Hungary. To enter these transit zones, a person has to make it to the top of
an opaquely-managed waiting list in Serbia. Hungary does not decide who can enter
the transit zones, but just sets the number of people who are allowed to enter. This
quota, which has never been made official, dropped from about one hundred per day in
2015 to one person per transit zone per working day in 2018. Moreover, a law on “inad-
missibility” was introduced. It states that every asylum seeker has to prove that he/she was
in danger in every country he/she had passed through on their journey and that he/she was
not able to claim asylum in any of these countries. If this could not be proved, the asylum
claim was not processed.2

While Hungary is already a member of the EU and shapes its migration policy against
this background, Serbia is an EU candidate country, currently undergoing the process of
EU accession. Serbian migration and border policy thus has to be analyzed in this context.
Serbia implemented an independent asylum system and asylum law relatively recently, in
2008. This took place simultaneously with the liberalization of visas for Serbian citizens,
who from that point on had easier access to EU countries. Both processes are linked, as
Serbia had to adopt a specific border and migration policy as a prerequisite with regard
to visa liberalization for its citizens (Stojic-Mitrovic 2014). Under the 2008 Asylum
Law, any person that arrived in Serbia and stated the intention to ask for asylum had to
be provided with a so-called “72-hours paper.” This permitted a legal stay in Serbia for
72 hours; within this timeframe, the person had to register in one of the asylum
centers, otherwise his/her stay became illegal (Beznec, Speer, and Stojić Mitrović 2016,
36). The number of people indicating the intention to ask for asylum augmented steadily

Table 2. Overview of Some of the Changes in Hungarian Immigration Law 2015–2018.
2015 – Serbia is designated as a safe third country for asylum seekers, resulting in the quasi-automatic rejection of over

99% of asylum claims.
– Transit zones, where immigration and asylum cases are processed, are introduced.
– Extremely accelerated asylum processes. The very tight deadline of the admissibility procedure is further

shortened: the asylum authority has to deliver a decision in a maximum of eight calendar days.
– Rejected asylum seekers are immediately expelled, with a ban on entry and visiting for one or two years.
– Criminal sanctions are introduced for illegal border crossing through the border fence.

2016 – Police are obliged to automatically push back to the external side of the border fence any asylum seekers who are
apprehended within 8 km of either the Serbian-Hungarian or the Croatian-Hungarian border, without a legal
trial or the opportunity to challenge this measure

2017 The “State of Crisis due to Mass Migration” is extended, leading to the following legal changes:
– Push-backs are expanded from the border zone to the entire Hungarian territory.
– Asylum applications can only be submitted in the transit zones at the border. Asylum seekers are to be held in the

transit zones for the entire asylum procedure without a legal basis for detention or judicial remedies.
– All vulnerable persons and unaccompanied asylum-seeking children over 14 years of age will also be

automatically detained.
– The deadlines for seeking judicial review against admissibility decisions and rejections of asylum are shortened to

three days, hindering the applicants’ ability to challenge these decisions in court.

2018 – A new law on inadmissibility is introduced.
– Criminal sanctions are introduced for giving assistance to asylum seekers.
– Food is denied to asylum seekers in the transit zones who challenge the decision on their asylum claim.

Source: Hungarian Helsinki Committee, www.helsinki.hu
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and rapidly from 77 in 2008 to 16,490 in 2016; the number of people actually transiting
Serbia was probably much higher (ibid., 36–37). Many of those who stated the intention
to seek asylum did so in order to legalize their stay and to have access to accommodation
and other services, but not necessarily with the intention to stay for long. Yet even those
who intended to seek protection by requesting asylum in Serbia were unable to obtain it, as
a result of the “highly dysfunctional system” (ibid., 37).

In contrast to the harsh Hungarian rhetoric, Serbia underlined the humanitarian
approach of its migration policy. The Serbian president, Aleksandar Vučić, explicitly wel-
comed migrants in 2015 and the Serbian government provided the infrastructure to facili-
tate migrants’ transit through the country. In 2015, many migrants who were transiting
Serbia considered the country as a better place compared with other countries such as Bul-
garia (Beznec, Speer, and Stojić Mitrović 2016, 49). The Serbian government stated in
November 2015: “Government solves problem of large waves of migrants humanely”
(minrzs.gov.rs. 2015). When Hungary started building the fence, Vučić reacted “surprised
and shocked,” stating that “Building walls is not the solution. […] Serbia will not build
walls. It will not isolate itself” (Aljazeera 2015). However, even though Serbia criticized
the Hungarian fence in order to underline its own different approach, both governments
also emphasized their strong cooperation. They underlined their common role as “transit
countries” and the importance of good bilateral relations, while at the same time stressing
that Hungary actively supported Serbia’s European integration (Government of Serbia
2015a, 2015b). Starting from 2016, the Serbian rhetoric became more securitarian. The
official discourse shifted from protecting human rights to protecting borders. This took
place as a reaction to the Hungarian border closure, and particularly the legal changes
in Hungary, but it can also be understood in the frame of the Serbian negotiations with
the EU (Beznec, Speer, and Stojić Mitrović 2016). At the same time, Serbia modified its
asylum law, which entered into force in 2018. These changes, along with other more
restrictive practices, made it even more difficult for asylum seekers to stay in Serbia, as
is discussed in more detail below.

The following paragraphs present and discuss the empirical results. Section 5 shows the
exploitation of the border fence by the Hungarian government. Section 6 then analyses the
reaction to the fence by the Serbian government. While the usefulness of the border fence
for the Hungarian government seems quite evident, its usefulness for the Serbian govern-
ment is only possible due to the international entanglement of the border, which is also
analyzed throughout Section 6.

5. The Two-Sided Fence: Deterring Migration, Preserving Power

This section focusses on how the Hungarian government used the fence for its own pur-
poses. It therefore discusses the perspectives of our interview partners on why the fence
was built and how the effects of the fence served the government’s interests.

One major finding from our interviews is the importance of the domestic dimension in
Hungary. The fence came in a period of internal political tensions and power struggles,
and is clearly linked to this situation. Several interviewees mentioned the government’s
campaign and rhetoric that claimed to protect (white) Christianity and European
culture and values, and warned against migrants as culturally different and dangerous.
Interestingly, almost all the Hungarian interviewees talked about domestic motives first
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as the reason for building the fence, before – or instead of – speaking about migration and
border control. They mentioned the need of the governing Fidesz party to win the next
parliamentary elections (which took place in 2018), the pressure from the right-wing
party, Jobbik, and the fact that the single-issue campaign on migration had supplanted
other pressing topics such as social problems and healthcare in Hungary. Indeed, the elec-
tion campaign for the parliamentary elections in 2018 was very much focused on the topic
of migration. With regard to the election, Victor Orbán warned that “if we end up with an
internationalist government instead of a nationalistic one, they will dismantle the fence
protecting Hungary, approve Brussels’ dictate with which they want to settle migrants
in Hungary and Hungary’s transformation will be under way” (Béni 2018). Consistent
with this, the interview partners considered the fence a political success for the Fidesz
party, which was re-elected in 2018.

Politically, it was very useful for them. I mean, if you look at the election results since 2015,
the Hungarian government has been using this campaign very successfully to gain votes in
parliament. Just recently in 2018 in the latest election, they’ve secured a two-thirds majority
for the third time. And they themselves will admit that the issue of migration and stopping
migration played a huge part in that. (Interview 7, International Organization for Migration,
Budapest)

Apart from this direct impact on the election results, there were other effects on Hungar-
ian society that came along with the fence. Kallius (2017a) and others have underlined the
links between the fence, with its anti-immigration discourse and legislation, and the dis-
course and policy against “unwanted populations” (Kallius 2017a, 142) within the country,
such as Roma or homeless people (Kallius, Monterescu, and Rajaram 2016. With regard to
common marginalization, see also Rajaram 2015b). Moreover, anti-NGO campaigns were
launched and new laws concerning NGOs implemented together with anti-immigration
laws. Against this backdrop, our difficulties in finding interview partners and their reluc-
tance to be quoted seem less surprising.

The fence, the accompanying “information campaign,” and the legal changes
influenced the social climate in Hungary. One result was that experiences of everyday
racism increased, as one interviewee observed:

All of this has obviously also translated into more and more everyday practices of racism
against people identified as nonbelonging or identified as others. This, I think, is something
many of the migrants and refugees in the country, including some who’ve been here for ten
years, have really been noticing. I’ve had some friends telling me that after living in the same
building for ten, fifteen years, for the first time they go home and there’s a message on their
door like “go back to your country” or whatever. It’s really pervasive and sort of impacting on
sociality. (Interview 8, researcher in migration studies, Budapest)

Another interviewee stated that the fence did not cause any direct inconvenience to the
majority of Hungarians in their daily life, but had a negative effect on Hungary’s relations
with EU institutions and many EUmember states. He illustrated this situation using a pur-
ported quote from Serbian president Vučić:

And so initially Vučić criticized, he said something funny about the fence, like, it’s not quite
apparent who is the animal in the zoo, so from which side you see the fence, it’s like Serbia
that’s fenced out by Hungary, but it’s Hungary that’s actually, you know, closing itself into a
cage. (Interview 6, Migszol, Szeged)
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These insights show how much the message of the fence, while naming a target on the
outside, was at the same time oriented towards the interior, addressing and affecting Hun-
garian society and, in a way, “closing it into a cage” (for a discussion on the domestic
motives and effects of the fence, see also Pap and Reményi 2017). Brown’s idea of
border walls as “theater pieces for national populations” (Brown 2017, 9) and as an
attempt to restore national sovereignty does indeed apply here. In its attempt to remain
in power, the government used the fence to create the positive us and the negative
Other. In order to analyze the purposes of the border fence, it is thus important to under-
stand not only against whom (or what) the fence was built, but also for whom it was built –
in this case, potential Hungarian voters.

The above presented motives for building the fence as well as the changes in Hungary
that accompanied it show that the bordering process transformed the Hungarian society,
which is “fenced in” by the border fortification. This aspect of fencing in has not yet been
paid much attention in border research. This analysis shows, however, that the domestic
dimension needs to be taken into account as part of the complex process of bordering.

The preceding paragraphs discuss the domestic motives for building a fence, as well as
its effects on the Hungarian society. However, these findings do not imply that the fence
has no external motives and no effect on the outside. Apart from the symbolic function of
the fence, there is a very real, physical border fortification and a real conflict between those
who try to control the border and those who try to cross it. At the level of communications,
the government invested a substantial amount of money and effort into pointing out those
who are unwanted. On the ground, a complex system is maintained in order to exclude
these unwanted people. The border fortification is the most visible part of it: It consists
of two fences that are about four meters high and are fitted with barbed wire. Parts of
it are electrified and reinforced with welded wire mesh and a concrete foundation, and
it is also equipped with heat sensors and cameras. The border is controlled by the
police, the army, and the newly created “Border Hunters.” There have been numerous
reports of extreme police violence against migrants at the border (Dearden 2017). Yet
the fence itself is not enough to stop migration:

So, I mean the fence in itself is not stopping people. The legislation that is also coming along
with it, that’s what’s stopping people. And the push-backs and all the other measures. (Inter-
view 3, Hungarian Helsinki Committee, Budapest)

The massive legal changes concerning migration and border crossing completed and
reinforced the physical barrier, making it much riskier for migrants to enter Hungary.
Considering the domestic dimension and the aspect of Othering as well as the physical
and legal border fortification, it is clear that the fence operates in two directions. On
the one hand, it is directed outwards, sending a message to migrants that they are not
wanted in Hungary and everything will be done to keep them out; on the other hand, it
is simultaneously directed inwards, sending a message to the Hungarian people, explaining
that they have to be protected from a danger from outside and that the government is there
to protect them. I conceptualize this phenomenon using the terms “fencing in” and
“fencing out”: They show that a fence can have intentions towards and effects on both
sides of the border, exercising control inwards and outwards. In other words, it works
by “reminding those inside that they are fenced in, and those outside that they are not
welcome” (Moré 2011, 4). The role of fences in controlling and governing populations
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(Pallister-Wilkins 2015) merits more attention in border research. The debate on re-bor-
dering often focusses either on external motives and effects, for example bilateral relations
or migration control, or –more rarely – on internal motives, for example populist govern-
ments and internal power struggles. The concept of “fencing in and fencing out” is to show
that we need to analyze both aspects at the same time as being part of the complex process
of bordering. The Hungarian case illustrates that controlling the exterior comes along with
controlling the interior, and that the motives to build a fence as well as its effects may affect
both sides of the border. The debate on re-bordering would benefit from discussing the
internal and external motives and effects of bordering simultaneously, and from consider-
ing both processes as being linked to each other.

6. Alliances across the Fence: Ensuring Good Neighborly Relations Despite
a Fortified Border

While, as discussed above, the Hungarian government managed to use the building of the
fence to its advantage, the Serbian authorities did not opt for fencing the border but just
reacted to it. The current section therefore focuses on the meaning of the border fence for
Serbia and the reactions of the Serbian government to the Hungarian fence. However, the
Hungarian-Serbian relationship and Serbia’s reactions and policies cannot be understood
without considering the broader context of the bordering. Therefore, this section also ana-
lyses the international entanglement of the border and the effects of this embeddedness.

With respect to the question of against whom the fence was built, it is remarkable that
the fence did not provoke a conflict between the governments on either side of the border.
After a temporary protest against the fence by the Serbian government, both sides reverted
to good relations. Victor Orbán, following a meeting with the Serbian prime minister,
stated with regard to the fence: “I attempted to reassure the Honourable Prime Minister
that this measure is in no way directed against Serbia, or the Serbian people” (Hungarian
Government 2015). The Serbian minister in charge of European integration also stated in
November 2015 that

good and open bilateral relations can overcome some outstanding issues and occasional pro-
blems. […] This can be best seen on the example of the migrant crisis, when the representa-
tives of the two countries sat down and talked as good neighbors and partners. (Government
of Serbia 2015a)

Our interviewees on both sides of the border likewise underlined the good relationship
between the two governments, and our interviewee in the Serbian Ministry of Interior
spoke of “perfect cooperation” with their “Hungarian colleagues” (Interview 12, Ministry
of Interior, Belgrade). This shows that even though the two countries are separated by a
highly fortified border, the fence does not divide them. Instead, there is some sort of com-
plicity, where both governments try to benefit from the existence of the border fence and
its consequences. Whereas, in Hungary, the Fidesz party won the elections after building
the fence, the Serbian government and authorities frequently underlined their positive
image and capacity to deal with immigration in a professional and EU-compliant way,
which should advance the process of EU admission. Even if Serbia initially criticized
Hungary for building the fence, the criticism was framed in terms of the EU, and
accused Hungary of “non-European behavior,” while promising to “protect European
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values” (tagesschau.de 2015). Our governmental interviewees in Serbia explicitly under-
lined the importance of the EU and the international context for dealing with migration:

Serbia is still a transit country so they pass through here onto their final destinations, wher-
ever they may be in Western/Northern Europe, but while they’re here, we take very good care
of them and the international community praised us for our good treatment of families,
especially children go to school. We, as a country, with the tremendous help of the European
Union, we do everything to make their accommodation and their prolonged stay as bearable
as possible. (Interview 9, Commissariat for Refugees, Belgrade)

There are 3500 people now in the centers in Serbia. […] It is a big task, but we deal with it
very successfully and we get very good grades from our European partners. (Interview 12,
Ministry of Interior, Belgrade)

So, instead of being “fenced out,” the Serbian government has tried to benefit from the
situation by projecting a positive image to the EU and the international community.
The specific context of the European Union has created a situation in which the
country behind the fence does not necessarily have to suffer due to the fortification.
The first reason for this is that Serbia is eager to obtain EU membership and thus to
follow EU standards. Second, it is because the EU financially supports the refugee
camps in Serbia, making it less costly for the Serbian government to accommodate
migrants. The third reason is that Serbian citizens can travel visa free to the EU and
thus will not be blocked by the border fortification (however, this is not the case for
Kosovars).

Moreover, while Serbia is underlining its humane way of dealing with immigrants, this
does not mean that they are welcome to stay. State actors emphasized that Serbia is just a
transit country:

Ninety-nine percent of them do not want to stay in Serbia; we are just a transit country. They
just want to go to Germany, Sweden, France, Belgium, Denmark. […] Ninety-nine percent
don’t want to stay in Serbia; that is the main fact. (Interview 12, Ministry of Interior,
Belgrade)

This idea of merely being a transit country has also freed Serbian authorities from under-
taking tasks beyond providing temporary accommodation:

And the authorities also like to see that as a transit country. You will hear that narrative over
and over again, which gives them also this attitude of not really being responsible for applying
the procedure properly because the people don’t want to stay, so they also put themselves in a
situation where they say: Well, um, if they wanted to stay we would, of course, provide all
services and all the other procedures – but they don’t want to. (Interview 10, International
Organization for Migration, Belgrade)

Indeed, while many interview partners agreed that the majority of people want to move on
to Northern Europe, the asylum system does not make it easy for those who wish to stay in
Serbia. Perhaps because most migrants preferred to move on to other countries or perhaps
because of the complexity of the Serbian asylum process, only 104 people were ultimately
granted asylum or subsidiary protection in Serbia from when the Law on Asylum was
established in 2008 up to December 2017. In 2018, a new law on asylum was introduced,
increasing the obstacles for asylum seekers. It introduced a tight deadline for submitting
asylum claims after arrival, but the authorities did not inform people about this deadline
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on their arrival. Moreover, out of 13 refugee camps, there were only five where people
could submit an asylum claim. The form that had to be used was not distributed by the
authorities and was not available in the camps (or on the Internet). Further, it was only
available in Serbian (in Cyrillic script). Because of this new law on asylum and especially
the newly introduced deadlines, many people became stuck in a “legal limbo” and could
not submit asylum claims anymore (Interview 13, Belgrade Center for Human Rights, Bel-
grade). As a result, most migrants therefore tried to move on to other countries and the
impact of the fence on Serbia was limited:

Still, even if the borders are closed as I already mentioned, people managed to move. It didn’t
affect Serbia that much in a way that a lot of people got stuck here, no. Some of them got
stuck, the people who lacked money and who didn’t have enough money to pay a good smug-
gler, yes, they were stuck but it didn’t change much and, in my opinion, it didn’t affect Serbia.
(Interview 13, Belgrade Center for Human Rights, Belgrade)

This situation may explain why the border fence did not create a conflict between Hungary
and Serbia, and why both the Hungarian and Serbian authorities emphasized their good
relations and cooperation. Due to the specific context at the border of the EU, both gov-
ernments managed to benefit politically from the situation, creating some sort of win-win
situation.

In addition to the above-mentioned factors, other international linkages were high-
lighted in our interviews. Several interview partners on the two sides of the border
regarded the deal between the EU and Turkey on immigration control as a crucial
factor that changed the situation at the Serbian-Hungarian border. Following the agree-
ment coming into force, migratory movements decreased: “It’s clear that it’s not the Hun-
garian fence that has stopped the Balkan route, but more the EU-Turkey agreement”
(Interview 6, Migszol, Szeged). The inadmissibility rule and the laws on safe third
countries also linked the situation at the border to other places, some of them as far
away as Turkey: as migrants have to prove that they could not claim asylum in any
country they transited through, their chances of being granted asylum in Hungary are con-
nected with migration policies and the general situation in other countries. At the EU level,
the Dublin regulation created links between EU member states by giving them the option
to send migrants back to the EU state where they were first registered. The border police
department of the University of Public Service in Budapest (Interview 1) explicitly named
the Dublin regulation as a justification for building the fence, saying that, on the one hand,
Greece was not respecting its obligations by not registering migrants and, on the other
hand, other European countries were using the Dublin regulation to send people back
to Hungary. The role of the EU with regard to border control was described as very ambig-
uous: some EU representatives and member states criticized Hungary for building a fence,
but at the same time, successful border control was expected from EUmember states (for a
detailed analysis of this contradictory relationship, see also Kallius 2016, 2017a, 2017b).
Closely linked to the debate on the EU external borders, the Schengen Agreement also
played an important role in the discussions on border control. The Hungarian authorities
referred to the agreement as a reason for closing the border:

The other thing is that the EU could not do anything with the Hungarian argument that
claimed that: We are a Schengen country and we are reinforcing border control. For that,
we need fences. This was a strong argument by the government because, indeed, it’s a
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Schengen border, it’s an external border, and for the Hungarian authorities and government,
it was very easy to point at the Greek/Italian governments not fulfilling their obligations. And
they said: if this is the price, we have to do this, and we are more European than you who
criticized our government. (Interview 4, Migration Research Institute, Budapest)

Another interviewee, however, highlighted the Hungarian “public information campaign”
to demonstrate that the Hungarian government had other objectives than simply protect-
ing the Schengen area:

Hungary claims that what we do is not more and not less than doing our duties as members
of the Schengen zone, protect the external borders, which is true but if that’s only doing your
duty then you don’t build a three and a half years long multi-billion funded campaign in
doing this. (Interview 6, Migszol, Szeged)

These references to the EU and the Schengen zone are further examples of the interaction
between external and internal factors in border control policies, and the international
entanglement of the Hungarian-Serbian border.

The closing of the Hungarian border was also related to other countries’ border policies:
Several countries closed their borders in response to other countries closing theirs, leading
to chain reactions. For example, Germany and Austria introduced border controls at their
southern borders in 2015, and Hungary and Slovenia referred to these when tightening the
controls at their own southern borders. Further, when Hungary closed its border with
Serbia, other countries such as Macedonia also reinforced their border controls. At the
same time, there was international cooperation on border control. While the Hungar-
ian-Serbian border was controlled with the support of Frontex, Hungary sent police to
Serbia and Macedonia to control their southern borders. With regard to migrants, the
closure of the Hungarian-Serbian border forced them to take other routes and to cross
other countries – most of our interviewees agreed that the fence did not stop migratory
movements but instead diverted them. The majority of the migrants moved on to
Bosnia and Herzegovina, where many of them became stuck under very difficult con-
ditions. As a final point, the migratory movements involved crossing long distances and
numerous countries before reaching Serbia or Hungary. All these factors meant that the
Hungarian-Serbian border was internationally entangled in a way that went far beyond
an exclusively bi-national relationship (see Figure 1).

The international entanglement of the border illustrated here has contributed to a situ-
ation where the border fence does not create a conflict between neighbors. Yet while the
analysis above may show how both governments managed to exploit the border fortifica-
tion to their advantage, their disparities in wealth and power should not be neglected.
Although the two governments have praised each other, it is an unequal relationship:
Hungary has the power to support Serbian EU accession and to propose help for control-
ling Serbia’s southern borders (Béni 2018). The economic disparity between the countries
and the fact that Hungary is an EU member state while Serbia is not qualifies the border as
a typical “discontinuity line” (Rosière and Jones 2012, 217) and as one of the walls that
“divide richer from poorer parts of the globe” (Brown 2017, 36). However, even if the
fence marks a border of prosperity, the economic disparity between Hungary and
Serbia is not the driving factor for the border fortification. The differences in wealth,
power, and political privilege certainly made it easier to build the fence without much
protest from Serbia, but it was not built against the poorer neighboring country. Serbia
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is not “fenced out,” but tries to use the fence to move closer to the EU. This observation ties
in with the existing literature on externalization and EU migration policy, for example
Stojić-Mitrović has underlined the influence of the EU integration process on migration
policy in Serbia (Stojic-Mitrovic 2012). Serbia’s reaction to Hungary’s fence, as analyzed
in this paper, confirms the importance of external factors for Serbia’s policy and shows
that even a border closure can be used to advance the process of EU accession. At the
same time, Hungary’s relations with some EU institutions and EU member states degen-
erated due to the fence building and Hungary in some ways “fenced itself out.” The situ-
ations of both Serbia and Hungary are linked to the context and the international
entanglement of the fence. This case study thus illustrates that comparing neighboring
countries certainly provides valuable explications for border fortification, but looking
more closely at a specific case and the context of the bordering process may reveal a
different picture and is thus essential to understand current trends of re-bordering.

7. Conclusion

Existing literature on re-bordering points out that most of the new border walls are not
built because of territorial conflicts between nation states, as was the case in earlier
times, but because of other factors, such as economic disparities, (fear of) terrorism, or
securitization. The Hungarian-Serbian case shows that although these factors definitely
play a role, an analysis of fortified borders should encompass more dimensions. A
fortified border does not have to result from, or create, a conflict between neighboring
countries. The relationship between the states on each side of a border wall can be
more complex than them merely being “barrier builders” and “barrier targets,” and the
real targets of the barrier may be somewhere other than just behind the fence. In the Hun-
garian case, the fence targets Hungarian society on the one hand, and on the other, the
“global poor” (Jones 2016). The former has been affected by a massive government

Figure 1. International Entanglement of the Hungarian-Serbian Border.
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campaign on migration, the re-election of the Fidesz party, difficult relations with EU
institutions, and numerous legal changes. The latter have been blocked by the physical
barrier and the legislation that comes along with it, but also by its symbolic effect as a
“symbol of deterrence” (Interview 12, Ministry of Interior, Belgrade), which is intended
to have an impact far beyond Serbia.

The Hungarian example shows that a border fence is not always something that exists
just between two nation states. It is linked to other places and other borders, such as
migrants’ countries of origin, the EU, and transit countries including Turkey and
Greece, and it is oriented as much towards the interior as the exterior. Research on re-bor-
dering shows that predictions of a borderless, globalized world have not come true.
Instead, the Hungarian-Serbian border can be seen as an example of a “globalized
border.” Whereas the message of the fence is a nationalist one in terms of fencing the
Other out and fencing the Hungarians in as a homogenous group protected by the govern-
ment and the fence, the fence in itself is international: it is connected to other parts of the
world and to other borders, as well as to the EU’s political system. A great deal of the lit-
erature on re-bordering is still very much focused on a simple comparison between the
wall builder and the neighboring state; it thus tends to neglect the relevance of domestic
aspects as well as of international linkages. The current article moreover emphasizes the
importance of understanding not only the intentions of the wall builder, but also of ana-
lyzing the neighbor, which is not just passive but may influence the situation with its prac-
tices and strategies.

The Hungarian-Serbian case is an example of a newly fortified border. It confirms the
concept of “teichopolitics,” being a barrier constructed on a “border that is meant to differ-
entiate between two different spaces of economic, cultural, or political privilege” (Rosière
and Jones 2012, 220). What we can learn from this case study is that these different spaces
are not always clearly separated by one line. Due to the filter function of the Hungarian-
Serbian border, the fence does not penalize the neighboring country, but instead differen-
tiates between a privileged space on one side, a less privileged space on the other side, and a
non-privileged space far away. This finding may contribute to understanding how a fence
can operate where the spaces of privilege are not easy to separate and where there are
degrees of wealth, power, and privilege. The concept of “fencing in and fencing out” pre-
sented here furthermore helps us to understand the meaning of a border fence for the
different actors on each side of the fence. Using these terms may help to sharpen the per-
spective on the functions of exclusion, inclusion, and control that a fortified border can
perform. Moreover, it may show who can profit from a border fortification and under
which circumstances. To ask who is fenced in and who is fenced out by a border fence
can help to challenge the simple dichotomy between “fence builder” and “fence target.”

While the functions of borders and border fences may differ, a very common definition
of a border stresses its capacity to mark a difference:

All borders either create or reflect difference, be they spatial categories or cultural affiliations
and identities. All borders are initially constructed as a means through which groups – be
they states, religions or social classes – can be ordered, hierarchized, managed and controlled
by power elites. […] This ties in with the fact that most borders, by their very definition,
create binary distinctions between the here and there, the us and them, the included and
the excluded. (Newman 2012, 44)
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The current case study shows that if border fences indeed mark a difference, it is not
necessarily (or exclusively) the difference between one and the other side of a border.
The fence between Hungary and Serbia creates a distinction, but even though the differ-
ences between Hungary and Serbia or the EU and the rest should not be neglected, the
main distinction it creates is the difference from a common Other. The two governments
treat migrants in very different ways, but both likewise try to make sure – on a rhetorical
and a practical level – that these people will not stay. The fence has two sides. If one of its
functions is to convince the Hungarian people that they need the government to protect
them from a danger from outside, another one is to serve as a “symbol of deterrence” for
those who might try to cross the border and, combined with specific laws and other
measures, to apply the idea of exclusion effectively on the ground.

Notes

1. The word “migrant” is used here as a generic term for all people who migrate or flee from one
place to another. I do not distinguish between “migrant” and “refugee.” These terms are often
used to distinguish legitimate from illegitimate movements and they are, moreover, not very
precise as it is difficult to tell if a person “flees” or “migrates.”

2. For an up-to-date overview of the legal changes, see the Hungarian Helsinki Committee:
https://www.helsinki.hu/en/refugees_and_migrants/news/
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