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Abstract: To change the course of traditional citizen participation towards ecological transition
(ET) and to promote a sustainable transformation of social systems, it is necessary to implement a
transformative policy that is based on a deep understanding of the territories in their biophysical,
socioeconomic, and cultural dimensions. This policy should incorporate and articulate a plurality
of knowledge, technologies, powers, and local positions. In this paper, we propose five ideas
inspired by initiatives and examples from around the world to promote plural, reflexive, intercultural,
transnational, ecological, and dynamic citizenship, which may foster a fair and inclusive ET. This
scenario aims to envision alternative modes of social organization to anticipate ecologically and
globally equitable futures.

Keywords: European Green Deal; nature agency; ecological transition; citizenship

1. Introduction: A (Re)call for the Agency of Nature

There is something infinitely tranquillizing about the sheer agency of nature or even
the guarantee—until when?—that “dawn comes after night, and spring after winter”, as
Rachel Carson stated in her book Silent Spring (Carson 2000). If taking as an example a
storm, nature is a powerful force that modifies the landscape and shapes it for its purposes.
Thus, nature is an active agent, constantly shaping and reshaping the world around us.
Sometimes, this shaping is gentle and barely noticeable, as when a plant grows slowly over
time (Roque et al. 2021). Other times, it is violent and destructive, as when a hurricane
tears through a forest (Lawrence 2016). Nevertheless, through it all, nature is constantly
working to create and maintain a balance in the world of relations (Goodall and Hudson
2015; Horn et al. 2021; Moore 2015).

Despite this recognition, nature has historically often been thought of as a passive
entity (Alves and Vidal 2024; Lahl 2019), something that is acted upon by humans rather
than something that takes action itself. Often, it is seen as something outside of society,
external, that can be observed and appreciated but not necessarily interacted with (Aldeia
and Alves 2019; Vidal et al. 2024). In other cases, the human perspective elaborates on
ambiguous relations with nature as an agent, as happens in some mainstream definitions
of “the concept of dwelling”, imagined as something that—at the same time—“reveals” the
outside world and offers a refuge that protects us from it, through the shaping of a space in
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which natural phenomena are condensed and emphasized, visualized as “environmental
forces” but made controllable (see Norberg-Schulz (1985)). These views seem to neglect
the agency of nature and the fact that it is an active participant in shaping the world
and its dynamics. The view of nature as a carrier of “agency” is not new. Since time
immemorial, the world has been considered alive and purposeful even before the ancient
Greeks. The forces of nature were often personified by giving them human characteristics
and attributing them with the power to affect the course of events (Chemhuru 2017). This
also happens in many Indigenous cultures and animist religious perspectives, where nature
is not something to be conquered or exploited but something with an agency to be respected
and to live in harmony with (Salmón 2000). More than that, for these cosmologies, nature is
an inseparable part of life, the planet, individuals, and societies (Acosta 2019; Krenak 2019).

As described in the European Green Deal (European Commission 2019), ecological
transition (ET) entails a transformation of the social, economic, and productive systems, as
well as a drive for technological innovation and a variety of measures in several areas such
as economy, industry, raw resources, water, waste, energy, and many others (Rotondo et al.
2022). However, why is recalling the agency of nature important in ET? First, the concept
of “interdependence” between natural, economic, cultural, and social phenomena lies at
the heart of ET, and it is critical to success in the path to sustainable development. Second,
and in line with Nash (2005), we believe that human agency—as the capacity of an actor
to act in a given environment—cannot be strictly separated from the “environments” in
which that agency arises: the territories. Also, we are tempted to claim that human beings
are not the only “engine of history”. Instead, the interdependencies of all living beings,
human and non-human, create the infinite possibilities of coexistence and are, therefore,
the agents of history (Bragança 2023). Finally, as Mignolo (2003) points out, we are dealing
with a pre-existing condition: the agency of non-humans, who have been subjected to a
process of subtraction of their agency and the erasure of non-hegemonic cultures during
modernity. However, they still resist.

Against this background, the need to reframe the relationship between humans and
non-humans by reconceptualising the concept of nature, making it less exclusionary to
include humans and going beyond the management of natural elements, is fundamental to
understanding how societies interact with and understand the "natural world" and what
underlies this separation and why it needs to be transformed. It is about the values, norms,
and institutions that shape our relationship with non-humans in terms of agency and moral
recognition and how these can be used to support more democratic and sustainable forms
of development through a new way of being part of this world, a new citizenship, global
citizenship. The idea of “new citizenship” has become a crucial paradigm for understanding
how citizens contribute to ecological transformations. The idea of “new citizenship” places
more emphasis on multi-level, participatory involvement in environmental governance
than traditional models of citizenship, which tend to focus on the rights and responsibilities
of individuals within national borders. This broadened definition of citizenship links
grassroots initiatives with broader national and international governance frameworks
and includes localised initiatives such as citizen assemblies and cooperative resource
management. Ecological citizenship, which advocates for a fundamental change in the way
people interact with their environment and participate in decision-making processes, is
best represented by these actions (Alves et al. 2012; Dobson 2007). At the local and global
levels, participatory governance—particularly through citizen-led assemblies and resource
management programmes—is an essential tool for ensuring that ecological principles are
incorporated into policy frameworks (Bussu et al. 2022). The promotion of global ecological
citizenship, which aims to reinterpret the role of people in environmental governance as
both citizens and local communities and guardians of the global commons, is based on this
concept of new citizenship, which should also be applied to non-humans.

In this paper, we propose five ideas, inspired by initiatives and examples from around
the world, to promote plural, reflexive, intercultural, transnational, ecological, and dynamic
citizenship that can foster a just and inclusive ET. This scenario aims to envision alternative
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modes of social organisation to anticipate an ecologically and globally just future. It
also explores the central role of institutional frameworks—both formal and informal—in
promoting participatory governance in the context of ecological transitions. Our aim is to
understand the potential and challenges associated with incorporating ecological principles
into local and global governance by analysing how these frameworks relate—or fail to
relate—to the ideals of sustainability and interdependence.

2. The Global Dimensions of Ecological Transition and the Need for a New Citizenship

Addressing complex socio-ecological issues implies recognising that they transcend
space, its artificial borders, time, and species. With this, we believe that any proposal of
transformative policy aimed at addressing these challenges would benefit from adopting a
transnational, but also a multi- and intercultural, perspective that also tends to be a pluri-
national one; this is significant when the concept of nation is declined in terms of “imagined
political communities” (Anderson 1983, 1991; Mylonas and Tudor 2023), which also embeds
a specific set of relations with nature and non-humans, and narratives, discourses and
symbolisms that refer to them (Appadurai 1990, 1996, 2003; Bhabha 1990). Moreover, we
can learn and apply the lessons from the territories at this scale.

Such a perspective does not hide the socio-cultural, economic, and environmental
specificities of different territorial contexts but requires anchoring to the construction of an
“ecology of knowledges”, emphasising that the cross-boundary impacts of environmental
degradation demand a shared responsibility and a collective effort to respond to them.
The latter—as described by authors like Mignolo (2003) or de Sousa Santos (2007, 2009)—
represents a way to shift away from the dominance of Western-centric and hierarchical
knowledge systems and epistemic totalitarianism (Shiva 1993) towards recognition and
incorporation of diverse knowledges (including those generally marginalized or side-lined
as subaltern systems) that emerge from different cultural, social, and geographical contexts.
While acknowledging the intersubjective dimension, as the trans-scale and trans-temporal
aspect of knowledge, this “ecology” is not only a pre-requirement for nurturing social
justice (that cannot occur without a global cognitive justice) and generating forms of
“inter-knowledge” or “solidarity knowledge”, but can also generate a different way of
conceiving harmony with nature and the recognition of its agency beyond the traditional
power dynamics of anthropocentrism. The ecology of knowledges posits “a multiplicity of
epistemic standpoints that together form a rich and diverse landscape of understanding”
and constitutes “nodes in a complex web of interconnectedness”. This approach has
the opportunity to also value a series of knowledge systems that perceive the relations
between nature and humankind in ways that are different from the traditional extractivist
approaches that characterize the majority of mainstream socio-political and economic
systems that have been dominating the Anthropocene.

Taking the Rights of Nature (RoN) and Climate Change (CC) as examples, it can be
assumed that both operate on a global scale, and their impacts are felt by communities
worldwide. Nature, as an active agent that transcends geographic and political boundaries,
shapes our world on a global scale (Nash 2005); the consequences of CC, deforestation,
and biodiversity loss are not confined to specific nations but reverberate across continents
and affect communities worldwide (Alves et al. 2020). Therefore, if a fair and equitable
ET is to be pursued, it cannot be achieved through isolated, nation-centred approaches
alone, and tackling the overcoming of different planetary boundaries (Richardson et al.
2023) cannot even be imagined as a feasible mission of a single mainstream global perspec-
tive; rather, it requires dialogue (often tense dialogue!) between different epistemic and
cultural standpoints.

If reaching a fair and equitable ET requires a transnational framework that recognises
the interdependence of nations, socio-cultural visions, and diverse ecosystems, the need to
recognise transnational citizenship emerges based on the principle that socio-ecological
issues are global and require cooperation and solidarity across borders. This kind of
citizenship involves the sharing of knowledges, best practices, and resources between
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nations (as well as an active interaction between supranational organisations and networks)
to address common ecological challenges. However, it also requires abandoning what some
authors have defined as liberal–democratic Westphalian (LDW) citizenship (Purcell 2003),
which is linked to the idea that all political loyalties must be hierarchically subordinate
to one’s nation-state membership (Hettne 2000). As Purcell (2002) has put it, rescaling
political community and membership in the direction of new forms that can be closer to a
global-wide interpretation of the “Right-to-the-City” principle imagined by Henri Lefébvre
(where “inhabitance” and the fact of being a producer of territorial space are the central
factors for recognising people’s right to citizenship) “may be more possible now than in the
past”: and this is not only because “the hegemony of national-scale political and economic
organization is becoming unstable as a result of global political-economic change”, but
also because “identities are proliferating”, especially in the Global North–Western core
areas of the world economy, while “scalar instability” also dominates the changes in
the natural environment, pushing new waves of internal and global displacements and
migrations (Ferreira Fernandes et al. 2024). Furthermore, the increasing recognition that
in present times the right to participation gains substantive centrality (in parallel to the
growing crisis of perceived legitimacy and authoritativeness of many institutions of the
representative democracy) strengthens the need to reinvent citizenship on different bases—
once nation-state/Westphalian political membership and national identity are no longer
a valid dominant frame for political life—and for delegation of individual and collective
responsibilities to traditional hegemonic forms of governing.

Such a need for new forms of citizenship—based on the valorisation of the concepts
of participation and “inhabitance”—undoubtedly implies a different view of other beings
that populate the planet, in the direction of what can be defined as a “more than human
turn” (Grusin 2015). This perspective is taking root in the social sciences but is practically
absent from the economic debate; moreover, the concept is fragile and scattered in the
political debate because the majority of our democracies still find it difficult to combine a
challenge to anthropocentrism with the recognition that since the problems facing humanity
today are intimately linked to the fate of more than human beings, they cannot continue
to be structurally excluded from democratic horizons (Alves et al. 2023; Vidal and Alves
2024). To understand the intersection of ecological thinking and participatory governance,
this paper draws on the work of Dryzek (2000), particularly his concept of discursive
democracy, which emphasises the importance of public deliberation in environmental
governance and provides a theoretical basis for integrating diverse knowledge systems.
Ostrom’s (1990) work on common pool resources highlights the potential of decentralised,
community-driven governance models to promote ecological sustainability.

Indeed, today, there is an urgent need to recognise the combined climate and natural
crises as a global health emergency, interconnected and inseparable, as the response to these
crises is currently fragmented and they are treated as separate issues (Abbasi et al. 2023).
Nevertheless, it is also essential to be open to new epistemic alternatives, expanded ways of
living together, and new ways of doing and thinking about these issues. It requires a shift
in how we perceive and relate to the whole web of species on Earth. This shift transcends
the boundaries of individual nations and requires a transnational moral recognition of
non-human entities (Donaldson et al. 2021).

3. Methodological Approach

The main objective of this research was to use the data already available as a starting
point to formulate five ideas that attempt to rethink citizen participation in ET. These
principles were derived from an analysis of various national and international projects
that integrate plural ecological knowledge with the aim of promoting a more inclusive and
sustainable transformation of social systems. These initiatives offered the basis for concep-
tualising new modes of ecological citizenship—plural, reflexive, intercultural, transnational,
ecological, and dynamic—that can support a fairer and more equitable ET. Our involve-
ment in the Horizon 2020 project “Phoenix: The Rise of Citizens’ Voices for a Greener
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Europe” (PHOENIX 2022), which entails implementing 11 pilot projects throughout Europe
to test democratic innovations in the framework of the European Green Deal, influenced
our approach. Participation in the Phoenix project required re-evaluating socio-ecological
participation models and identification of examples of initiatives in collaboration with
local partners. These initiatives were selected not only for their relevance to ecological
transition but also for their ability to provide illustrative examples that helped us explore
and understand the behaviours, missions, and ideals presented in the context of citizen
engagement in ET.

The methodology used in this study combines qualitative data analysis with a com-
parative case study approach. This approach is particularly effective for exploring complex,
interdisciplinary issues such as ecological citizenship and ecological transitions, where
understanding the practical application of theories in different settings is essential. It allows
patterns to be identified across different case studies while taking into account the unique
context of each initiative. Flick (2022) highlights that comparative case studies using pub-
licly available data can be highly effective in social science research, particularly when the
research aims to understand how theories are manifested in practice in different settings.

3.1. Initiative and Example Selection and Data Collection

The need to comprehend various ecological projects and how they support inclusive,
sustainable ET guided the selection of initiatives and examples. As a practical and targeted
approach to obtaining information, we looked to publicly accessible resources, particularly
the official websites of essential programs. These websites serve as organisations’ primary
means of disseminating their missions, values, and actions to a worldwide audience. As
such, they offer a wealth of information about the public goals they have for themselves, as
well as the tactics they employ to include local and international communities in ET.

Using publicly accessible material and information disseminated via various platforms,
we analysed how every initiative presents its perspective on sustainability, participation,
and citizenship. This methodology allowed us to compare different initiatives in different
geographical and cultural contexts, helping us to gain a deeper understanding of the
practical application of plural, reflexive, transnational, ecological and dynamic concepts
of citizenship. The analysis of these initiatives was based on the belief that ecological
citizenship is a multidimensional concept, with each dimension providing critical insights
into how communities can navigate and participate in ET. In addition, according to Bryman
(2016) and Dias et al. (2021), the use of publicly available resources allows researchers to
collect authentic, real-time data without the bias or limitations that can arise from selective
sampling or private sources.

Several factors led to the choice to concentrate on these initiatives’ websites, which are
accessible to the general public. First, these websites offer comprehensive insights into the
public narratives and self-representations of each endeavour, making them a trustworthy
and readily available source of information. The web pages clearly show how these efforts
seek to engage with wider societal and environmental issues, which is central to our
research on how ecological citizenship is expressed and practised in the public sphere. In
addition, the websites detail the strategic aims of the programmes, particularly in relation
to communication, community engagement, and their compatibility with international
frameworks such as the Green Deal. Secondly, due to the exploratory nature of this
research, this method allowed us to effectively capture a wide range of projects in different
settings and geographical areas. The use of websites provided a standardised format for
data collection, which allowed us to methodically compare initiatives across regions. We
developed a representative matrix to capture how these initiatives operationalise new
forms of citizenship in response to ecological and socio-political concerns. This matrix was
based on the five guiding principles of ecological citizenship that are central to our analysis.

Lastly, websites can link regional efforts with more extensive international movements.
Numerous projects that we looked at participate in international discussions around ET
and operating locally. Their web presence frequently showcases international partnerships,
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which are crucial to comprehending how ecological citizenship transcends national borders.
For instance, Transnational Ecological Citizenship closely aligns with the Transition Towns
Movement’s emphasis on low-carbon futures and grassroots organisation. Indigenous
land management practices in Australia foster plural and reflexive citizenship by empha-
sising different knowledge systems. In addition, using publicly available data allows for
transparency and reproducibility, two key components of scientific validity. By using
publicly accessible websites, we ensure that the data and our analysis are open to scrutiny,
allowing others to replicate or build on this study. This is in line with the principles of open
science and data transparency, which are increasingly recognised as essential to ensuring
the credibility and scientific value of social science research.

The initiatives we studied, such as the global Via Campesina network, the Transition
Towns Movement in the UK, and Indigenous land management in Australia, were selected
for their innovative democratic processes and their ability to communicate ecological goals.
We recognised that the commitments and behaviours promoted by each initiative require
an in-depth understanding of their public documentation, which we then mapped onto our
analytical matrix. This matrix was designed to capture key aspects of each case, including
location, a synopsis of key activities, and alignment with the five guiding principles of
ecological citizenship central to our research.

3.2. Matrix Composition and Data Analysis

The data collected from the websites and the projects were synthesised and organised
into a matrix based on the framework proposed by Dryzek (2000) and Alves et al. (2012).
The matrix was designed to classify each initiative according to the following essential
dimensions, which are in line with the principles of ecological citizenship:

• The initiative’s example of geographic location aids in placing it in its socio-cultural
and environmental context;

• Description: A succinct synopsis of the initiative’s main objectives, activities, and
ecological targets;

• New dimensions of citizenship: How each situation complies with the new ecological
citizenship’s five guiding principles, as shown in Table 1.

Table 1. Summary of key ideas and institutional frameworks.

Key Idea Description Institutional Framework

Intercultural citizenship Acknowledges multiple cultural and
ecological perspectives in governance.

Institutional frameworks: Brazil’s
environmental policies for Indigenous

and traditional communities.

Reflexive citizenship Encourages self-awareness and critical
thinking in environmental engagement.

Institutional frameworks: Citizen
assemblies in Ireland, integrating local

ecological knowledge in national
policymaking.

Transnational citizenship Involves cross-border cooperation and
alignment of policies across nations.

Institutional frameworks: EU Green Deal
and international climate agreements

(e.g., Paris Agreement).

Ecological citizenship Focuses on the duty to protect the
environment and non-human entities.

Institutional frameworks: Bolivia and
Ecuador’s constitutional recognition of

nature’s rights.

Dynamic citizenship Adapts governance structures to
changing ecological and social contexts.

Institutional frameworks: Mexico’s
community-based forest management

that is responsive to local
environmental changes.
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This matrix provides a framework for comprehending the conceptualisation and
implementation of ecological citizenship in various initiatives. It also offers a methodical
approach to examining the connections between national and local initiatives, emphasising
varied communities’ roles in advancing ecological transitions.

Our analysis of the data from these initiatives and examples enabled us to distil and
put forth five main ideas that can direct transformative policy. In order to enable a long-
lasting transformation of social systems, these theories address the necessity of articulating
a multiplicity of knowledge, technologies, powers, and local viewpoints in a cohesive
fashion. Our conceptualisation of plural, reflexive, intercultural, transnational, ecological,
and dynamic citizenship was informed by the initiatives that provided real-world examples
of how communities deal with ecological difficulties in their areas. In summary, examining
these initiatives’ examples served as a tool to create a set of guidelines that can support an
equitable and welcoming ET rather than being an end in and of itself.

4. Results and Discussion: Five Pivotal Ideas

It is acknowledged that ET is a concept that has received several criticisms, such as
the tensions underlying the need for a just transition (Bouzarovski 2022), the fact that
it often risks exacerbating social and labour inequalities (Velicu and Barca 2020), and
its fragility (Chiti 2022). Despite the importance of these criticisms, in this paper, we
argue that the complexity of this transition implies the need to (re)imagine new models
of deliberation and participation since the traditional ones are insufficient to address the
current socio-ecological crisis. In this sense, we propose five ideas based on examples of
initiatives from around the world, which should be understood as a catalogue of practices
in progress that can serve as a source of inspiration (Table 2), illustrating the diverse
ways in which local communities and territories are working to promote plural, reflexive,
transnational, ecological, and dynamic citizenship. By empowering local communities,
recognising diverse perspectives and knowledge systems, and promoting sustainable
practices, these initiatives provide a valid starting point for imagining a more just, equitable,
and sustainable future for all.

Table 2. Catalogue of practices in progress that can operate as a source of inspiration to illustrate the
five principles to allow a plural, reflexive, transnational, ecological, and dynamic citizenship towards
ecological transition.

Group Case Study Geographic
Location Brief Description New Citizenship

Community-based
ecological governance

FCT+10—Fórum das
Comunidades
Tradicionais

Brazil

Advocates for the preservation
of traditional communities and
natural resources, emphasizing

the importance of cultural
practices like artisanal fishing

and agroforestry.

Plural, intercultural,
reflexive, transnational,

ecological, dynamic

Community Forest
Management Mexico

Local communities manage
forests in alignment with

national conservation policies to
reduce deforestation and
promote sustainability.

Dynamic, intercultural,
e ecological, plural

Ecoaldea Atlántida Uruguay

A sustainable community
focused on ecological living,

sustainability,
community-building, and

participatory decision-making to
create a harmonious relationship

between people and nature.

Plural, reflexive,
ecological
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Table 2. Cont.

Group Case Study Geographic
Location Brief Description New Citizenship

Transnational and
collaborative
movements

Transition Towns
Movement

United
Kingdom

A grassroots movement
promoting low-carbon futures

through local actions and
transnational

knowledge-sharing and
collaboration with

municipalities.

Transnational, dynamic

La Via Campesina Global

The international movement for
food sovereignty, social justice,
and ecological sustainability,
advocating for small-scale
farming and the rights of

marginalized communities.

Plural, reflexive,
ecological

Forest Stewardship
Council Global

A global certification system
promoting sustainable forest

management through
collaboration between local

communities, businesses, and
governments.

Transnational,
ecological

Indigenous and
collaborative

environmental
stewardship

Indigenous land
management Australia

Indigenous land management
practices that integrate

ecological sustainability with
Indigenous knowledge and

encourage collaboration with
non-Indigenous communities.

Plural, intercultural,
ecological,

transnational

Citizen participation in
ecological governance

CPCCS (Council for
Citizen Participation
and Social Control)

Ecuador

A government body established
to promote citizen participation,
transparency, and social control,
with a focus on environmental

issues such as rural participatory
budgeting.

Plural, ecological

Climate change and
policy advocacy

Knoca (Knowledge
Network on Climate

Assemblies)
Global

A network focused on
improving climate assemblies’
design, implementation, and
impact through knowledge

exchange, aimed at
strengthening climate

policies globally.

Transnational, reflexive,
ecological

These principles are interdependent and interconnected, and they can help to (re)design
a new way of participating in ET (Wahl 2016), where no place and no one, human or non-
human, is left behind, and where all forms of knowledge and power are seen as agents of
change within a framework of plurality. These principles are based on Dryzek’s (2000) idea
of “discursive citizenship”, where the author stresses the need for such citizenship and
describes it as

“. . . pluralistic in embracing the necessity to communicate across difference with-
out erasing difference, reflexive in its questioning orientation to established
traditions (including the tradition of deliberative democracy itself), transnational
in its capacity to extend across state boundaries into settings where there is no
constitutional framework, ecological in terms of openness to communication with
non-human nature, and dynamic in its openness to ever-changing constraints
and opportunities for democratization”. (Dryzek 2000, p. 3)
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This citizenship is based on valuing multispecies and inter-species communication
and plural knowledge (Tsing 2015). It represents an ecological shift in which the moral
recognition of non-humans replaces the superiority of the human species.

4.1. Recognizing Nature and the Environment as Socio-Cultural Constructions

The first principle highlights the socio-culturally constructed dimensions of nature
and the environment (Eder 1996) and political ecology (Escobar 1999), which contend that
nations’ attitudes towards and interactions with nature significantly impact the environ-
ment. It emphasises the need to consider this as a critical idea for promoting transformative
socio-ecological change, especially in times of poly-crisis (Morin and Kern 1999) with
socio-ecological, political, and economic dimensions. This means understanding the pro-
duction of their different socio-cultural meanings, how societies deal with them, and the
extent to which different understandings can influence the implementation of a profound
socio-ecological change. This principle emerges from the data analysis, where we found
that different communities have different socio-cultural interpretations of nature that in-
fluence their environmental governance strategies. For example, Indigenous and local
communities that integrate cultural narratives into their environmental practices (e.g., the
FCT+10—Fórum das Comunidades Tradicionais in Brazil) demonstrate the importance
of recognising nature as a socio-cultural construct in addressing contemporary ecologi-
cal crises. Analysis of these case studies shows that democratic processes become more
inclusive and sustainable when such culturally specific views are incorporated into ET
strategies, particularly those that value Indigenous knowledge systems and local environ-
mental practices. The recognition of nature as a socio-cultural construct serves as both a
conceptual basis and a guiding principle for institutional governance frameworks. FCT+10
in Brazil illustrates how participatory processes embedded in formal legal protections and
informal community practices reinforce this principle. Brazil’s constitutional framework for
recognizing Indigenous and traditional community land rights creates legal mechanisms for
participatory governance (Pereira 2021) that enable communities to assert their agency in
ecological decision-making processes. Such institutional recognition underscores how local
governance systems can operationalise participatory citizenship and promote democratic
processes that reflect diverse human and non-human relationships with nature.

The contemporary world confronts us with unprecedented socio-ecological trans-
formation processes that threaten life on Earth as we know it, hindering both humans
and non-humans and making global societal and human collapse, and even extinction, a
very likely and under-explored possibility. How can we design new participatory models
that integrate the socio-cultural reality of each territory and its relationships with na-
ture? How can ET be addressed without considering the web of relationships between
humans and non-humans? These are the questions that help to identify the following
principles. Democratic processes become more inclusive when these culturally specific
views of the environment are incorporated into ET strategies because local and Indigenous
voices can develop policies that align with their values (Agrawal 1995). This strategy
also advances sustainability by guaranteeing that ET activities align with regional cultural
customs, which typically encourage more equitable and reciprocal human–nature relations.
Global ET frameworks that consider socio-cultural interpretations of nature encourage
collaboration by acknowledging the diversity of knowledge systems. This corresponds
with arguments for cognitive justice (de Sousa Santos 2007), which claim that non-Western
and Indigenous knowledge systems should have equal standing in global environmental
governance. Global collaboration is reinforced by integrating varied cultural perspectives
on nature, such as Indigenous Australian ecological knowledge (Rose 2005) and Buen Vivir
(Acosta 2019). This is because diverse epistemologies guide more inclusive and flexible ET
policies. Geographically, nature can be adapted to the unique characteristics of each place
according to the understanding of nature as a socio-cultural construct (Magnaghi 2005).
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4.2. The Relationships of Interdependence and Inter-Influence Between Nature and Society/Culture

Our second principle is that the relationships of interdependence and mutual influence
between nature and society/culture are undeniable (Latour 2004), a dynamic highlighted by
the analysis of case studies such as La Via Campesina (global) and the Forest Stewardship
Council (global). These cases demonstrated that human societies and non-human nature are
intertwined, with mutual influences shaping environmental outcomes. Our matrix-based
analysis highlighted how initiatives such as Indigenous land management in Australia
embody the interconnectedness of people and nature, showing how traditional ecological
knowledge supports sustainable practices by viewing the natural world not as a resource
to be exploited but as a co-constituent of society. However, historically, the coexistence
of humans and nature has not been peaceful. If the civilisational leap is measured by
the greater or lesser distance from nature, its domain, and its use, the further we are
from it, the more we would be seen and understood as less savage and more civilised
(O’Brien 2002). Nature has been imagined as a reservoir of resources and raw materials
at our disposal, ready to serve us. We have often imagined territories as “voids” and
“unstructured terrain vague” instead of consolidated and fragile webs of relations with
multiple historical layers (Magnaghi 2005). From the beginning, the natural world has been
understood as a significant opposition to the civilised world regarding its social structures.
This can only be carried out by reconciling nature with humans by showing how they
interpenetrate in a single living organism, as few constitutions around the world have
been able to point out (as in the case of the Bolivian and Ecuadorian Magna Cartas, which
took advantage of the adoption of a pluri-national perspective that dialogues with the
cosmogonies of native cultures and Indigenous nations). Because democratic ET solutions
reflect the complex and dynamic dynamics of socio-ecological systems, they are more likely
to produce sustainable outcomes since they recognise the co-constitution of human and
non-human systems (Berkes 1999, 2009). Furthermore, Indigenous knowledge systems that
see nature and society as intricately linked through shared responsibility and cooperation
can be integrated into ET policies to address better global environmental concerns like
climate change (Kimmerer 2015). The data analysis also illustrated how policies rooted
in these perspectives tend to promote more sustainable outcomes, as they recognise the
co-constitution of human and non-human systems. The Forest Stewardship Council, for
instance, exemplifies how global environmental policy can be strengthened by recognising
the interdependence of socio-ecological systems.

4.3. The Need to Integrate and Consider the Socio-Cultural Specificities of Each Territory and the
Diversity of Visions of Human–Nature Relations in Ecological Transition

Recognising the need to integrate and consider each territory’s socio-cultural specifici-
ties and the diversity of visions of the relationship between humans and nature is essential
in our vision (Vidal et al. 2025). Data analysis revealed that global ET frameworks, such as
the Magna Cartas of Ecuador and Bolivia, have successfully integrated local and Indige-
nous knowledge systems into governance models, providing important insights into how
to integrate diverse cultural and environmental perspectives into ET. These constitutions,
which grant rights to nature, institutionalise participatory mechanisms that empower local
and Indigenous communities to shape policy decisions (Acosta 2019; Gudynas 2015). This
institutional design demonstrates how formal governance systems can bridge the gap
between national policy agendas and local knowledge systems, fostering transformative
ecological transitions based on equity and sustainability.

The main challenge, however, is bringing it into dialogue with the different cultures
of participation and deliberation that characterise different places and conjunctures. In
the European Green Deal transition pathway context, the challenge is to respond to these
contemporary socio-ecological challenges while integrating the disjointed nature and
its movements, biophysical dynamics, and socio-cultural systems in an interconnected,
interdependent, and articulated way. The general principle is that no one and no place
should be left behind so everyone, together with the non-human elements of our typical
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home, can build fully sustainable socio-ecological futures. Indeed, this diversity contributes
to the equity of ET. This plural approach makes it easier for people to collaborate across
national boundaries and knowledge systems since different communities provide context-
specific answers. However, there is a profound dilemma here: is it necessary for someone
to be left behind and on purpose? For example, can those who defend the statu quo and
the anthropocentric behaviours and practices of a purely extractivist nature that have led
the planet to its current situation be left behind? Whether it is essential or justifiable for
some to be left behind in ET offers a serious ethical and political quandary. The main
focus is on those who actively uphold the statu quo, especially those people, organisations,
or governments that have substantial stakes in anthropocentric, extractivist activities
that have greatly exacerbated the ecological crisis facing the planet today. These players
frequently oppose radical change, putting short-term financial gain ahead of long-term
power systems that uphold social injustice and environmental destruction. Leaving these
individuals “behind” in the context of ET could be viewed as a practical requirement to
guarantee the quick development of inclusive and sustainable policies. However, this
strategy brings up moral questions regarding the inclusion of democratic processes. By
nature, democratic governance aims to include all interested parties in the decision-making
process; nevertheless, the objectives of ET may not align with the interests of those who
maintain extractivist tactics. The principles of participatory democracy and the pressing
need for ecological sustainability become tense. Should we make allowances or negotiate
with people who oppose change, possibly postponing essential decisions? Or should the
shift unreservedly exclude those unwilling to change, putting the interests of the group’s
ecology and society ahead of those of individuals or corporations? Investigating channels
that might promote communication, reward sustainable behaviour, and guide extractivist
actors into new, regenerative roles in the economy and environment becomes imperative
in this scenario. The analysis also highlighted how initiatives such as Community Forest
Management (Mexico) are in line with the principle of incorporating participatory decision-
making processes that respect local knowledge systems and ecological contexts. These
findings demonstrate the interdependence of territorial cultural understandings with
environmental strategies, leading to more inclusive policies that take into account the
specific ecological and socio-cultural dynamics of each region.

Without resolving this challenge, ET risks becoming a battleground between those
aspiring for systemic change and those entrenched in the old order, thus compromising the
same principles of justice, equity, and sustainability that it tries to achieve.

4.4. The Need to Place Nature and Its Elements Alongside, and Sometimes Above, Other Elements

The growing interest in the role of democratic innovation mechanisms in building
sustainable futures is based on the need to reframe the relationship between society and
nature. This principle emerged from the case studies, particularly the Ecoaldea Altántida in
Uruguay and the Slow Food movement (Italy), where the centrality of nature in governance
decisions was paramount. We found that placing nature at the centre of decision-making
processes ensures long-term ecological sustainability and supports democratic processes
that are ecocentric rather than anthropocentric. This recognition is partly due to the im-
portance of natural elements in sustaining social, cultural, environmental, and economic
development. It is also necessary to overcome the limitations of assuming that natural
elements are a subordinate part of the equation, especially when they come to the fore,
such as during extreme events (Alves and Vidal 2024). The main idea is to place nature and
its elements alongside and sometimes even above other elements. These other elements
make up the socio-ecological scenario. As the relationship between society and nature is
complex and constantly evolving, democratic innovation can help to manage this complex-
ity by allowing us to experiment with new ways of making decisions and changing our
relationship with the natural environment. Additionally, it promotes long-term ecologi-
cal balance by strengthening democratic institutions’ accountability to both human and
non-human actors.
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At the core of this idea is Earth System Governance (Steffen et al. 2018), which ad-
vocates for international collaboration in managing global ecological commons. This
principle was further supported by the cases of Community Forestry (Nepal) and the Forest
Stewardship Council, where nature was not subordinated to human interests, but rather
ecological concerns shaped decision-making processes. This data-driven finding reinforced
the principle that nature’s role in governance must be recognised as central to achieving
a sustainable ET. More comprehensive international ET policies that go beyond anthro-
pocentric frameworks can be informed by other knowledge systems, such as Indigenous
ecological practices that already prioritise the natural world.

4.5. New Participatory Processes Should Be Based on the Moral Recognition of the Whole Web
of Species

The interdependence of all species, including humans, is undeniable, and biophysical
and symbiotic interactions occur at multiple scales, supporting our fifth principle. By
systematically analysing initiatives such as La Via Campesina and FCT+10, we found
that democratic innovations should not be limited to human actors alone. Our data
analysis showed how these initiatives recognised the intrinsic rights of non-human species,
either directly or indirectly, by ensuring that their needs and interests were represented
in decision-making processes. Therefore, democratic innovations towards an ET should
not be limited to actors based solely on the species biology, which has been a condition
of the Western democratic tradition, restricting human participation. Our vision is that
new participatory processes should be based on the moral recognition of the whole web of
many species (Moore 2015) and multispecies justice (Celermajer et al. 2021). Non-humans
may not participate directly in deliberative processes, but their needs and interests can still
be represented.

Direct participation in decision-making is a central process that includes all voices in
the necessary social transformation. However, it cannot be a mere space for negotiating the
interests and ideas of those with the opportunity (or the “privilege”) to be at the table. Sup-
pose participation is to adequately integrate the “unfulfilled promises” of representative
democracy (Bobbio 1987). In that case, it must also advocate for those who cannot raise
their voices at the table (as in the case of other-than-humans and future generations). The
implementation of discursive citizenship implies that human citizens are responsible for
representing the rights of non-humans. The case of Knoca (Knowledge Network on Climate
Assemblies) exemplified how climate assemblies and other democratic innovations can
incorporate the needs of non-human entities, thereby supporting multispecies justice. Data
analysis showed that by extending participatory processes to include the non-human world,
we can create more ethical, inclusive, and sustainable policies, as seen in Indigenous land
management practices. This may be at the heart of the democratic innovation that ET needs.
We have to be honest: advocating for those actors who cannot represent themselves at a
negotiating table with humans can lead to errors and biased interpretations of their voice(s),
but the effort of doing so can only increase the quality of deliberation and the diversity of
inputs and viewpoints of any participatory space, constantly forcing all other participants
to make an explicit effort to imagine and read all issues from a greater multiplicity of per-
spectives than usual. This principle fosters international cooperation by encouraging a joint
ethical commitment to preserving biodiversity and ecosystems (Nussbaum 2006). Global
ET frameworks are shaped by encouraging diverse knowledge systems to acknowledge
the moral status of non-human entities, such as Indigenous beliefs that see all species as
interconnected (Kimmerer 2015). This moral revolution has the potential to bring cultures
and nations together in the fight to save the planet’s sociobiodiversity.

4.6. Participatory Citizenship and Institutional Governance in Ecological Transition

In order to operationalise the concepts presented in this study, the interaction be-
tween institutional governance and citizen participation is essential. Formal and informal
institutional frameworks influence how citizens participate in ecological governance by
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redefining human–nature relationships and translating them into practical actions. Table 3
provides an overview of the key ideas of this proposal, highlighting the links between each
concept and geographical considerations, global cooperation, democratic participation, and
different knowledge systems.

Table 3. Summary of the five key ideas for fostering a new ecological citizenship within the framework
of ecological transition.

Key Idea Description How It Enhances Democratic
and Sustainable ET

Global Cooperation and
Diverse Knowledge Systems

Geographical and
Territorial Considerations

1. Nature as a
socio-cultural
construction

Different societies
understand nature

through cultural, social,
and historical lenses.

Enables local voices to shape
policies that reflect their

culture and context.

Integrates local and
Indigenous knowledge into

global environmental
governance.

Ensures policies respect
cultural differences in how

nature is viewed.

2.
Interdependence
between nature

and society

Highlights the connection
between human societies

and ecosystems.

Promotes policies that balance
human and environmental

needs.

Encourages shared
responsibility for ecological
health, integrating diverse
views on human–nature

relationships.

Tailors policies to address
local ecological issues

based on regional needs.

3. Socio-cultural
specificities

Recognizes diverse
cultural perspectives on

human–nature
relationships.

Strengthens democracy by
incorporating local traditions

in shaping environmental
policies.

Effective solutions account for
diverse cultural and ecological

contexts.

Ensures policies reflect the
cultural and ecological
reality of each region.

4. Nature at the
centre of

decision-making

Prioritizes ecological
needs alongside human

interests.

Embeds environmental
sustainability into

decision-making, promoting
ecocentric governance.

Encourages diverse ecological
perspectives, fostering

collective environmental
stewardship.

Policies prioritize nature’s
role in addressing regional

ecological challenges.

5. Moral
recognition
of species

Expands participation to
include the needs of
non-human species.

Promotes inclusive
governance that considers the

well-being of all species.

Builds global commitment to
biodiversity and ecosystem

health, incorporating diverse
ecological ethics.

Ensures policies are
sensitive to the local

ecological context
and species.

These ideas support a transformation that is profoundly democratic, culturally plu-
ralistic, ecologically just, and sustainable. The idea that ET must be grounded in the
socio-cultural realities of various communities is reflected in each of the principles, which
acknowledge that local knowledge systems, territorial specificities, and varied interpreta-
tions of nature are necessary to implement global solutions to ecological crises effectively.
This framework proposal promotes a move away from universalist, top-down environmen-
tal policies and towards strategies that consider the cultural meanings of nature ingrained
in various communities by acknowledging nature as a socio-cultural creation. This creates
opportunities for disadvantaged voices to be heard and to influence the laws governing
their interactions with the environment, especially those of Indigenous people and local
communities. Since these tactics speak to the values and lived experiences of people most
impacted by ecological policies, their success is increased, and their democratic legitimacy
is ensured. The European Union’s Green Deal incorporates public consultation mecha-
nisms and stakeholder engagement processes to align policies with diverse ecological and
societal interests (European Commission 2019). However, the case studies analysed in this
paper show that successful ET strategies require an approach that is both context-sensitive
and inclusive. Initiatives such as Indigenous land management in Australia, the Transi-
tion Towns Movement in the UK, and La Via Campesina’s advocacy for food sovereignty
demonstrate the critical role of local knowledge in shaping policies that resonate with
communities. These initiatives show that recognising the socio-cultural context in which
they operate ensures that implemented ET strategies are both effective and legitimate and
in line with the values and needs of local communities. This contextual relevance is crucial
for ensuring the democratic legitimacy of ET policies, as it ensures that they are owned by
the communities they affect. Doing this makes ET policies more relevant and acceptable,
ensuring that people see them as co-constructed solutions that respect local customs and
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traditions rather than as foreign impositions, enhancing ET initiatives’ durability while
fortifying their democratic underpinnings.

Another key issue is the challenge of integrating human and non-human agencies
in ecological governance, which requires participatory frameworks that bridge local com-
munity practices with government decision-making processes. Participatory citizenship
serves as a critical mechanism to operationalise this integration, ensuring that ecological
principles are embedded within governance systems at all levels. However, the success of
such initiatives depends on the willingness of government agencies to integrate ecological
principles into their frameworks. This requires formal recognition of local knowledge
and practices as legitimate contributions to decision-making processes. Several studies
highlight examples where participatory budgeting mechanisms have successfully included
environmental criteria in public resource allocation, fostering the integration of ecological
principles into municipal governance (Pulkkinen et al. 2024; Salvador and Sancho 2021).
Similarly, examples from Public Money and Management underscore the importance of
cross-sectoral partnerships in achieving ecological goals, as demonstrated by urban green
infrastructure projects in Europe (van der Jagt et al. 2020).

Our findings show that institutional frameworks often present challenges in promot-
ing participatory governance, particularly when bureaucratic systems fail to integrate local
ecological knowledge and community-led practices. However, there are significant oppor-
tunities to incorporate informal governance structures, such as community-led resource
management and Indigenous knowledge systems, into formal policies. The examples
of initiatives presented in this paper show that participatory governance structures not
only empower local communities but also encourage government institutions to adopt
more inclusive and sustainable decision-making frameworks. Initiatives such as La Via
Campesina and FCT+10 also demonstrate how grassroots movements can influence formal
governance structures by advocating for the inclusion of ecological principles in national
and regional policies. The challenge is to ensure that these participatory frameworks are
institutionalised, providing a consistent and durable mechanism for integrating human
and non-human agencies. By transforming governance processes so that nature’s agency is
respected, ET can lead to a more balanced and equitable framework that prioritises long-
term ecological health. In addition to changing the process by which policy is produced,
these ideas promote democratic innovations that involve larger constituencies and ensure
that environmental governance serves the interests of all parties involved, both human
and non-human.

By embracing these principles, policymakers can develop strategies that foster demo-
cratic participation, strengthen global cooperation, and promote long-term ecological health.
For example, integrating Indigenous ecological knowledge into global frameworks offers
innovative solutions to climate change and biodiversity loss, while placing nature at the
centre of decision-making ensures that ecological considerations are not subordinated to
short-term economic interests. Similarly, the moral recognition of non-human species intro-
duces a transformative dimension to environmental governance, challenging traditional
assumptions about participation and representation.

This framework also highlights the importance of local–global synergies in ET. While
the principles emphasise the importance of local knowledge and territorial specificities,
they also show how these insights can inform global governance structures. Initiatives
such as the Forest Stewardship Council and Knoca illustrate how local practices can be
scaled up to shape international frameworks, creating a more integrated and coherent
approach to global environmental challenges. This framework is not a prescriptive solution
but a starting point for rethinking governance practices in the context of ET. It requires
continuous reflection and adaptation to ensure that policies remain responsive to the
evolving needs of communities and ecosystems.
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5. A Few Final Remarks as an Open-Ended Conclusion

This paper proposes a framework for rethinking socio-environmental participation
models to promote a fair and inclusive ET. As dominant scientific knowledge has not been
able to respond in an integrated way to the contemporary socio-ecological challenges,
there is an urgent need to integrate different rationales and a plurality of knowledge and
powers. Based on five principles—plural, reflexive, transnational, ecological, and dynamic
citizenship—this framework draws on empirical evidence from global initiatives that exem-
plify diverse approaches to ecological governance. These principles address the limitations
of traditional models of democratic participation by integrating plural knowledge systems,
valuing the agency of both human and non-human actors, and fostering global cooperation
for a sustainable and equitable future.

The findings underscore the need for a systemic transformation in governance prac-
tices. The principles derived from this study show that effective ET policies require a
shift from universalist, top-down approaches to participatory, context-sensitive strategies.
Similarly, the challenge of integrating non-human perspectives goes hand in hand with the
possibility of gradually transforming our human democracies into “multispecies democra-
cies” (Donaldson et al. 2021). Various practices (including artistic struggles) have shown
the potential to change the ontological and epistemological frameworks that configure
the past and present prevalent exclusion of more than human beings in the Global North–
Western world, particularly in Europe. However, the road to broadening the scope of
politics according to a multispecies perspective still seems long and hard. Nevertheless, the
scenario opened by the recent legislation approved in Spain in 2022 for the recognition of
the legal personhood of the Mar Menor saltwater lagoon in the region of Murcia represents
an “important first step”. It “shows that granting legal personhood to an ecosystem in
Europe is possible” (Legros 2022; Notre Affaire à Tous 2022), and maybe this will open new
possibilities for other grassroots struggles to dialogue with the victories already conquered
in two dozen other countries, from Bolivia, Ecuador, and Brazil, to New Zealand, Uganda,
Canada, and some municipalities in the United States.

We know that achieving these goals will undoubtedly require an essential work of cultural
cross-fertilisation, which is still underestimated. An interesting example is the “Integral
Ecology” approach defended by Pope Jorge Mario Bergoglio in his encyclical Laudato si’,
which is dedicated to the “care of our common home”. Pope Francis’ message, which focuses
on the centrality of the participation of all human beings (especially of those marginalised
actors who can enhance their dignity by proposing solutions to their own socioeconomic
and cultural problems), is also crucial for many other reasons. For example, his message
defends the rights of nature and other-than-humans and explains the importance of “art” as
a provocation that (with its imaginative solid and prefigurative capacity) can push human
thinking and sensitivity beyond its current limits (Allegretti 2024).

The challenges facing the global community—climate change, biodiversity loss, and
escalating socio-ecological inequalities—require a new model of international cooperation.
The direction of this change requires adopting a broader participatory approach inspired by
a greater cultural and epistemic pluralism and a new vision of post-Westphalian citizenship,
which could give rise to the five principles highlighted here, especially the one requiring
transnational responsiveness. The principles articulated in this paper call for a broader
participatory approach that transcends national boundaries and ensures that decisions
made at the national or supranational level are informed by the knowledge and voices of
those most affected. For example, why cannot decisions made by EU institutions that are
likely to impact “third countries” externally be submitted to those countries’ governments
for review and reasoned feedback, which could then be discussed openly in a spirit of
collaboration to identify better-adapted solutions? Could a cooperative platform be set up
to discuss measures that may affect harmony with nature and the fairness of ET? Indeed,
“climate change and the obvious incapacity of the global community to effectively address
it” shows the urgent need for a more severe environmental and social impact assessment
of political and economic measures, as well as for new forms of internationalisation of
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national and supranational decision-making, which could facilitate a shift “from national
egocentrism to international cooperativism” and a transition “from a hegemonic global
order to a more participative one”. Emphasising transnational citizenship could lead to the
creation of cooperative platforms where decisions with global implications are deliberated
inclusively, fostering accountability and shared responsibility across borders.

The findings of this study provide a basis for envisioning alternative forms of socio-
ecological organisation that prioritise inclusivity, equity, and sustainability. The five prin-
ciples are not fixed prescriptions but rather dynamic tools for guiding ET in ways that
are adaptable to different contexts and challenges. They provide a framework for policy-
makers, practitioners, and communities to work together to build a more democratic and
ecologically sound future. As the global community faces unprecedented ecological crises,
this study highlights the urgency of adopting governance practices that respect the interde-
pendence of all species and prioritise the long-term health of the planet. Articulating and
integrating these principles of ecological citizenship into ET policies can create governance
systems that are not only responsive to current challenges but also capable of fostering the
systemic changes necessary for a just and sustainable future. Future research can build on
these principles by exploring their application in different regions and governance systems
and assessing their impact in promoting more democratic and sustainable outcomes. Sim-
ilarly, policy innovations inspired by these principles can help institutions navigate the
complexities of global ecological crises while remaining responsive to the specific needs of
local communities and ecosystems.
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