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Latin American regionalism is in flux. Regional organizations and forums have 
experienced crises—some have become paralyzed, while others have disintegrated. 
Against this backdrop, the concept of liquid regionalism has gained traction. 
This article explores the analytical value of the concept, examining how it can 
be operationalized and applied to the current configuration of Latin American 
regionalism. While liquid regionalism captures important structural dynamics, it 
may overlook some of the potential advantages of institutional flexibility and the 
variable geometry of multilateral cooperation. The article proposes broadening the 
analytical lens by integrating research on regional authority and its contestation. 
Liquid regionalism and the contestation of regional authority highlight different 
but intersecting and complementary dimensions of the regional landscape. The 
‘solidification’ of Latin American regionalism depends on the consolidation of 
regional authority. The article distinguishes between different forms of authority: 
hard authority, soft authority, and smart authority. While more solid forms of 
regionalism require hard authority, soft authority—grounded in the pooling of 
expertise—is more compatible with liquid regionalism and a technocratic turn in 
Latin American regional governance.
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1 Introduction

Looking back at the development of Latin American regionalism since the turn of the 
century, continuity can be observed on the one hand, which manifests itself in the ongoing 
existence of regional organizations such as MERCOSUR (Mercado Común del Sur), the 
Andean Community (CAN), the Central American Integration System (SICA), and as a 
Pan-American organization the Organization of American States (OAS). On the other hand, 
there have also been changes and innovations due to the emergence of new regional 
organizations and forums such as ALBA (Alianza Bolivariana para los Pueblos de Nuestra 
América), CELAC (Comunidad de Estados Latinoamericanos y Caribeños), UNASUR (Unión 
de Naciones Suramericanas), and PROSUR (Foro para el Progreso de América del Sur) or 
informal groups (Lima Group). And there have been crises (Briceño, 2024) that led to the 
temporary paralysis of regional forums and organizations (such as CELAC) or even to their 
disintegration as in the case of PROSUR, the Lima Group and UNASUR.

Latin American regionalism is confronted with a volatile international environment, 
which since the global financial crisis of 2009 has been characterized by multiple and 
permanent crises, and by the systemic conflict between a still hegemonic power, the USA, and 
a competing emerging power, China. The wars in Ukraine and the Middle East, as well as the 
trade conflicts sparked by President Trump, have further complicated the international 
scenario, which is alternately characterized as polycrisis (Albert, 2024; Brosig, 2025), 
permacrisis (Katsikas et al., 2025) or, following Gramsci, as interregnum (Babic, 2020).
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Crises are not new to Latin American regionalism (Agostinis and 
Nolte, 2023). These can have endogenous (triggered by the outcomes 
of regional cooperation) and exogenous causes which are not directly 
related to the processes of regional cooperation (or integration) but 
become stress factors (or stressors) for Latin American regional 
institutions. Stress factors interact with the characteristics of the 
region which can lead to an exogenously induced crisis if the stress 
factors are not mitigated. In terms of regional characteristics, Nolte 
and Weiffen (2021a,b) differentiate between the demand for regional 
cooperation (interdependencies and fault lines), regional identity 
(elite beliefs and mass support), and the supply side consisting of 
regional leadership and regional institutions.

Over the years, there has been a broad debate on the 
conceptualization of the fundamental characteristics of Latin 
American regional institutions. In a handbook article, Malamud 
(2022) summarizes quite succinctly some of the fundamental 
features of Latin American regionalism since the 1990s that 
characterize it regardless of its ups and downs. First, Latin American 
regionalism is segmented, which means that several subregional 
organizations (such as MERCOSUR, CAN or SICA) coexist. 
Second, it overlaps in terms of mandates and membership; most 
countries belong to several regional organizations (and forums), 
some of which perform similar tasks. Third, it is flexibly 
institutionalized which is reflected in “informal negotiation, 
muddling through, non-incorporation, and non-implementation,” 
as a result “real-existing regional institutions look very different 
from treaties and protocols” (Malamud, 2022, 232).

Fourth, Latin American regionalism is “sovereignty-boosting” 
which “means that Latin American governments aim at strengthening 
the nation state rather than reaping potential benefits from market 
integration” (Malamud, 2022, 232). Although the protection of 
sovereignty is also an important motivation for the creation of regional 
organizations, it represents “a major obstacle to the deepening of 
regional integration processes” (Serbin (2010, 18). The orientation of 
Latin American regionalism towards the protection of sovereignty has 
hindered the creation of strong, ideally supranational regional 
institutions capable of ensuring the continuity and sustainability of 
regional activities in times of crisis, particularly when there is no 
consensus between presidents (Malamud, 2015).

The ups and downs of regional forums and organizations in Latin 
America, their transformations and crises have led to the introduction 
of a variety of new concepts (Quiliconi and Salgado, 2017) that 
attempt to capture the particularities of each phase or wave of 
regionalism. Depending on whether regional organizations were in an 
upswing, or a downturn, different aspects and characteristics were 
highlighted. Due to the crisis of regional organizations and forums 
and, in extreme cases, their disintegration, the concept of liquid 
regionalism (Mariano et al., 2021, 2025) has recently gained traction 
(see, for example, Baptista and Junior, 2023) as it intends to capture 
the discontinuity and institutional weaknesses1 characterizing the 
current “wave of retraction” (Mariano et  al., 2021, 4) of Latin 
American regionalism.

1  Other authors (Legler et al., 2025) introduced the concept of informal 

intergovernmental organizations (IIGOs) to capture the fluidity and informality 

of Latin American regional organizations.

However, there are also recent studies that highlight the resilience 
of Latin American regional organizations under stress (Nolte and 
Weiffen, 2021a,b) and in crisis constellations (Agostinis and Nolte, 
2023; Briceño, 2024). Another study shows that Latin American 
regionalism has become denser, as it has grown both in scope (in 
terms of the respective mandates of regional organizations) and 
regarding the diversity of actors with decision-making power 
(Carneiro, 2024).

At first glance, the results of these studies seem to contradict the 
thesis of liquid regionalism in Latin America. However, it is also 
conceivable that the resilience of regional institutions is due precisely 
to the differentiation and/or flexibilization of their tasks and functions 
(in terms of a “spill-around effect”; cf. Nolte and Weiffen, 2025) 
without leading to a strengthening of regional institutions (e.g., with 
regard to the enforcement of decisions and norms). Resilience and 
liquidity would then be two sides of the same coin. Drawing on the 
European experience, Hofmann and Mérand (2012, 134–135) have 
put forward arguments in favor of a “variable geometry” of 
differentiated multilateral cooperation and “institutional elasticity,” 
where “member states have the flexibility to opt out of certain 
institutionalized policy domains or they can push for their preferred 
policy preferences in another institution.”

According to Mariano et al. (2021, 7) their objective “is not just to 
establish a new concept (liquid regionalism), but also to adjust the 
analysis criteria to the current reality in the Americas, thus presenting 
a conceptual categorization that assists in creating a better 
understanding of regional processes on the American continent.” The 
question arises as to whether the concept lives up to this claim, what 
adjustments and additions may be appropriate and what paths there 
are to “solidify” Latin American regionalism.

The article first introduces and discusses the concept of liquid 
regionalism. It then examines the extent to which the concept captures 
the current development and structure of Latin American regionalism. 
Subsequently, the concept of regional authority is introduced to 
broaden the analytical perspective. At the start, approaches to define 
and measure regional authority are presented. Then the article 
discusses different modes of contesting regional authority. Finally, a 
distinction is made between different types of regional authority 
(hard, soft and smart regional authority). The final part of the article 
discusses strategies and pathways to overcome fluid regionalism and 
contested authority, and it explores how regional institutions and 
regional authority can become more “solid.” This article adopts an 
exploratory approach, aiming to broaden the research perspective on 
Latin American regionalism by discussing, refining, and integrating 
diverse analytical concepts and approaches. Simultaneously, it 
integrates an empirical dimension by evaluating the extent to which 
these conceptual frameworks effectively capture and explain the 
contradictory trajectory of the current wave of Latin 
American regionalism.

2 Liquid regionalism in theory and 
practice

Against the backdrop of the crises and disruptions of Latin 
American regionalism in the second half of the past decade it is not 
surprising that Latin American regionalism has been characterized as 
“liquid” in contrast to “solid.” Mariano et al. (2021, 2025) introduced 
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the concept of liquid regionalism to capture this new wave of Latin 
American regionalism since 2010. They distinguish “liquid 
regionalism” from more solid forms of regionalism, characterized by 
“a well-established, durable, stable and clearly delimited order, which 
guides the behavior of actors from the construction of beliefs and 
loyalties, ensuring the permanence of order itself (through the logic 
of reproduction of values), and the ability to adjust to changes without 
causing drastic disruptions” (Mariano et  al., 2021, 5) This could 
be  seen as an ideal type of regional architecture that forms the 
antithesis to liquid regionalism.

Liquid regionalism differs in that it does not create an “enduring 
order.” Rather “the meaning and purpose of regionalism is not clearly 
established” (Mariano et  al., 2021, 5). For the authors “liquid 
regionalism is characterized by the low commitment of actors 
(especially governments and state actors), which has reinforced the 
idea that regional norms and structures are volatile and changeable, 
designed not to crystallize or perpetuate themselves.” This leads to “the 
creation of flexible and informal institutional structures, free of any 
concerns as to setting up bureaucratic structures in charge of 
consolidating behaviors and safeguarding memories from which the 
actors can guide their actions in the short-, medium- and long-term” 
(Mariano et al., 2021, 6).

Four analytical dimensions can be derived from the preceding 
characterization of “liquid regionalism.”

	•	 the meaning and purpose of regionalism which is not 
clearly established

	•	 the commitment of actors (especially governments and state 
actors) to regionalism which is low

	•	 regional norms and structures which are volatile and changeable
	•	 institutional structures which are flexible and informal (no 

concerns as to setting up bureaucratic structures)

These dimensions can be used to examine the extent to which the 
characterization of the current wave of Latin American regionalism as 
liquid regionalism contributes to a better understanding of regional 
processes in the region.

According to the concept, the meaning and purpose of regionalism 
are not clearly established. At first glance, this is certainly true, since 
there is no overarching consensus among Latin American 
governments about the meaning and purpose of regionalism. What 
one can see are different, sometimes competing regional projects, 
which are also influenced by the power and status of the countries 
involved, and there are subregional projects implemented by regional 
organizations that define the purpose in their statutes. On this topic, 
the concept of liquid regionalism could be reconsidered and further 
developed. Often, it is less a question of the meaning and purpose of 
regionalism being unclear, but rather of the fact that we are dealing 
with partially competing and segmented regional projects that may 
overlap in terms of mandates and membership. A plural and 
multilayered regional architecture is not the result of flawed or 
capricious decisions, but rather the strategic outcome of conflicting 
interests among the governments involved (Nolte and Comini, 2016). 
Therefore, within the framework of liquid regionalism, a stronger 
focus should be placed on the competition between regional projects 
and the overlap of regional organizations.

With regard to the informalization of institutional structures, a 
contradictory picture emerges. On the one hand, informality appears 

to have declined since 2020. Informal regional forums (or informal 
intergovernmental organizations, as defined by Legler et al., 2025) 
such as the Lima Group and PROSUR have ceased to operate. In 
contrast, more institutionalized regional organizations have persisted 
(with the notable exception of UNASUR), and there are meetings of 
presidents and ministers within their formal framework.

Less institutionalized regional forums appear to face greater 
limitations in their functioning compared to formal regional 
organizations, and they attract markedly lower levels of presidential 
engagement. For example, after an interruption since January 2017 a 
presidential meeting of CELAC did not take place again until 2021, 
but not all presidents participated. At the CELAC summit in Kingston 
(San Vicente and the Grenadines) in March 2024, the presidents of 
Argentina, Chile, Costa  Rica, Dominican  Republic, Ecuador, 
El Salvador, Guatemala, México, Nicaragua, Panamá, Paraguay, Perú, 
and Uruguay were absent and sent their foreign ministers or 
ambassadors. An attempt by the Honduran president to hold an 
extraordinary CELAC summit in January 2025 failed due to a lack of 
commitments by Latin American presidents to attend. At the IX 
CELAC summit in Tegucigalpa in April 2025 the presidents of 
Argentina, Chile, Costa  Rica, Dominican  Republic, Ecuador, 
El Salvador, Nicaragua, Panamá, Paraguay, Perú and Venezuela did 
not participate.

On the other hand, despite challenges to their survival and waning 
interest, there is evidence that informal and fluid (liquid) forms 
continue to play a role in Latin American regionalism. Efforts to 
relaunch UNASUR as a regional organization during the South 
American presidential summit in May 2023 culminated in the 
adoption of the more informal ‘Brasilia Consensus’ and its 
accompanying ‘roadmap’ (hoja de ruta) of October 2023, which 
proposed the creation of sectoral transnational networks alongside 
exploratory and informal ministerial meetings.

As far as the flexibility, volatility and changeability of institutional 
structures are concerned, the question arises as to whether this is 
really the case when one considers the various building blocks of Latin 
American regionalism. The only regional organization that 
disintegrated was UNASUR. From a highly legalistic perspective, 
some authors even claim that the organization never dissolved (Long 
and Suñé, 2022). Moreover, in 2023 the Brazilian, Argentine, and 
Colombian governments renewed their membership. However, this 
did not lead to any significant activity on the part of UNASUR. Two 
regional forums have disappeared (PROSUR and the Lima Group), 
but the other forums and regional organizations have not 
fundamentally changed in their structure and the norms they uphold.

More broadly, the question arises whether flexibility is necessarily 
a bad thing. The institutionalization of organizations also includes 
their ability to adjust to a changing environment and new challenges 
(Huntington, 1968, 13 called this adaptability). Furthermore, the 
flexibility of regional organizations can explain their resilience, as 
these organizations expand their activities into new fields in case of 
stagnation in already established areas (Nolte and Weiffen, 2025). 
However, this expansion (or spill-around) of activities may also 
be limited to mere declarations of intent (declaratory regionalism; 
Jenne et al., 2017). Nevertheless, in the context of a lack of consensus 
among governments on the goals of regional cooperation and 
diverging interests across policy areas, institutional elasticity and a 
variable geometry (Hofmann and Mérand, 2012) may be the best—
and only—option.
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For Mariano et al. (2021) the flexibility and informalization of 
institutional structures are linked to the lack of interest in establishing 
bureaucratic structures. However, this observation is neither new nor 
an exclusive feature of the current phase/wave of liquid regionalism. 
Already in earlier phases or waves of regionalism, authors had pointed 
out that Latin American regionalism is characterized by a tendency 
towards increasingly lighter institutional structures; and Sanahuja 
(2008) had introduced the concept of “light regionalism.” While the 
creation of supranational institutions was a fashionable theme in Latin 
American regionalism during the 1990s, regional governance in the 
first decade of the 21st century was characterized by lower institutional 
differentiation and the development of institutions with reduced 
responsibility and decision-making authority. For example, regional 
parliaments, previously considered an important element of 
integration projects, were no longer created. While the technical 
secretariats of MERCOSUR and CAN are not very strong (Closa and 
Casini, 2016), newer regional organizations (or forums) such as 
CELAC, ALBA, or the Pacific Alliance have no secretariats at all.

As far as the flexibility and informalization of institutional 
structures and the lack of bureaucratic structures are concerned, the 
concept of liquid regionalism remains relatively vague (Mariano et al., 
2025, 56–57). In this respect, it would make sense to broaden the 
perspective and include, for example, research on authority in 
international organizations. Does “the lack of concerns setting up 
bureaucratic structures” refer to a general lack of bureaucratic 
structures (such as in the case of most regional forums), the strength 
(resources) of the bureaucracy (budget and personal; Engel and 
Mattheis, 2019; Mattheis, 2024), or the autonomy of regional 
bureaucracies (regarding decision making or recruitment; Parthenay, 
2024)? Comparative analyses of the response of Latin American 
regional organizations and forums in the COVID-19 pandemic 
indicate that the nature of bureaucratic structures has certainly played 
a role regarding their performance (Castro and Nolte, 2023; Ruano 
and Saltalamacchia, 2021).

Mariano et al. (2021) emphasize the low commitment of actors 
(especially governments and state actors) as a characteristic of liquid 
regionalism. In doing so, they make an important point that should 
be further elaborated and linked to the other dimensions of liquid 
regionalism (regional structures and norms). Both actors and 
structures (and norms) must be considered together, because actors, 
in principle the governments, question or contest the institutions and 
norms and thus make regionalism “liquid.” Apparently, it is not the 
structures that are fluid, but it is the willingness of the actors to act 
within the structures and to respect and implement their norms that 
fluctuates. This can be  the result of competing and overlapping 
regional projects.

Not everything is new in liquid regionalism compared to previous 
waves. Regional projects do not start from scratch but build on 
previous experiences of regional institution building. There is a path 
dependency, and one may ask whether the new wave of regionalism 
has really “intrinsic characteristics different from those of previous 
periods” (Mariano et al., 2021, 1). The authors of the concept of liquid 
regionalism themselves later seem to have doubts about this claim. In 
the book version, published 4 years after the original article, Mariano 
et al. (2025, 5, 8) argue “that Liquid Regionalism is the essence of 
American regionalism and has always been present” and that “that the 
characteristics of Liquid Regionalism are structural to the regional 
logic of the Americas.”

3 From liquid regionalism to liquid 
regional authority

The concept of liquid regionalism is a good starting point when it 
comes to analyzing the current wave of regionalism. However, it 
should be adapted and expanded to broaden the research perspective 
and address some of the issues raised earlier. An expanding body of 
literature addresses the topic of authority within international 
organizations, including regional organizations. The existence or 
strengthening of regional authority is in some ways the opposite of 
liquid regionalism. A more solid regionalism presupposes the 
emergence and consolidation of regional authority. To this end, it is 
necessary to analyze who challenges or contests regional authority 
(and in what way) and thus liquefies institutional structures.

As Zürn (2023, 33) points out “authority is a functionally 
differentiated form of a right to do something; it is specialized in the 
sense that it is limited to certain tasks and functions.” In the case of 
regional authority, it is limited to the region. For a regional authority 
to emerge and be  accepted, there must therefore be  regional 
institutions and/or actors whose influence extends beyond the nation 
state. According to Zürn (2023, 46) international organizations “can 
be  seen as an institutionalized authority.” Consequently, the 
institutional development and functional differentiation of regional 
organizations should provide insights into the scope and reach of 
regional authority, while also indicating pathways to consolidate fluid 
(liquid) structures.

3.1 Identifying and measuring regional 
authority

When it comes to the measurement of the authority of 
international organizations, there are two major databases, the 
International Authority Database (IAD) and the Measure of 
International Authority (MIA) database. Both projects aim to render 
international authority quantifiable to the extent that it is exercised by 
international organizations.

The IAD defines the authority “as the grant of the right to make 
binding decisions and/or competent judgments that is expressed 
through the formal properties and attributes of an organization” (Zürn 
et al., 2021, 432). According to the project description the authority 
“is jointly constituted by two dimensions: by its autonomy and by the 
bindingness of its rules and decisions” which reduces “the policy 
discretion of member states” (Zürn et al., 2021, 432). Empirically the 
IAD project measures authority in terms of seven policy functions of 
international organizations—agenda-setting, rulemaking, monitoring, 
norm interpretation, enforcement, knowledge generation and 
evaluation—and aggregates the partial results to determine the overall 
authority of an international organization.

The focus of the MIA project is “on legal authority, which is 
institutionalized, i.e., codified in recognized rules; circumscribed, i.e., 
specifying who has authority over whom for what; impersonal, i.e., 
designating roles, not persons; territorial, i.e., exercised in territorially 
defined jurisdictions” (Hooghe et al., 2017, 14). In contrast to the 
categories of autonomy and bindingness of the IAD project the MIA 
project disaggregates the authority of IOs in delegation and pooling. 
According to the project description “delegation describes the 
autonomous capacity of international actors to govern,” which 
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“depends on the extent to which IO bodies are institutionally 
independent of state control and the role of these bodies in IO decision 
making” (Hooghe et al., 2017, 23, 25). In contrast, “pooling depends 
on the extent to which member states collectivize decision making in 
one or more IO bodies, the role of such bodies in agenda setting and 
the final decision, and the extent to which the decisions made by these 
bodies are binding on member states” (Hooghe et al., 2017, 25).

Both projects are interested in long-term trends The IAD covers 
34 international organizations over the period 1920–2013, and the 
Measure of International Authority (MIA) database includes 76 
international organizations for the period 1950–2019. Thus, the Latin 
American wave of liquid regionalism emerging since 2010 is only 
partially accounted for.

The aggregated data of the IAD project show that authority of 
international organizations has been increasing until middle of the 
first decade of the 21st century (Zürn et al., 2021). The MIA project 
data corroborates the increase of authority of international 
organizations (in the period 1950–2010) but more in the dimension 
of delegation than in pooling (Hooghe et al., 2019, 91–96). However, 
“since the mid-2000s, hardly any IOs have undergone reforms of their 
founding treaties that would have provided for the delegation of 
additional competences or the pooling of more sovereignty. Nor have 
any new IOs been created in this period that would have acquired 
additional authority in new areas” (Kreuder-Sonnen and Zangl, 2024, 
5). This is precisely the period in which, first, new regional 
organizations emerged in Latin America and, later, regional 
organizations went through a crisis and were paralyzed 
or disintegrated.

Both databases include Latin American, Caribbean and Western 
Hemisphere regional organizations, the IAD four (only one Latin 
American RO) and the MIA in total nine (five Latin American ROs). 
And there are only four overlaps between both databases—CAN, 
CARICOM, OAS, and NAFTA. The assessment of the degree of 
authority for these four international organizations varies significantly. 
Regional forums (such as CELAC), which are not regional 
organizations, but important for Latin American regionalism are not 
included. Moreover, both projects do not include UNASUR, ALBA 
and the Pacific Alliance. In the IAD project MERCOSUR and SICA 
are missing.

Hence, the question arises as to what extent the regional 
organizations included in both projects are representative and 
appropriate for an analysis of regional authority in Latin America. In this 
respect, both databases have limited value for the questions raised by the 
concept of liquid regionalism and the dimensions of analysis based on 
it, which does not rule out the possibility that the categories developed 
there can be used for future analyses of Latin American regionalism.

Against the background of the intergovernmental character of 
regional cooperation in Latin America and the low commitment to 
and insufficient implementation of formal rules characterizing liquid 
regionalism (and other phases of regionalism), the concepts for 
measuring authority in international organizations are only of limited 
value for the analysis of the functioning of regional organizations in 
Latin America, as Mariano et al. (2025, 52) point out “even though 
there are rules and institutions, they are not capable of conditioning 
the participants’ behavior.” This aligns with Malamud’s (2022, 232) 
observation that, in the context of Latin American regionalism, “real-
existing regional institutions look very different from treaties and 

protocols.” Interestingly, although they have developed a broad 
database to determine the formal authority of international 
organizations, Hooghe et al. (2019, 32) also admit a central limitation: 
“If one expects an analysis of the formal rules to point-predict IO 
decision making, one is clearly asking too much.”

3.2 The exercise of regional authority

The liquidity of regional institutions also implies a liquidity of 
authority. With a view on “liquid authority” in global governance 
Krisch (2017, 249) argues “if authority can be liquid, we need to study 
social processes rather than formal delegation to identify, situate, and 
understand it. This implies that we need to shift the focus from the 
initial act of delegation to the development of authority over time, its 
perpetuation or challenge through social and institutional 
interactions.” Liquid regionalism and liquid regional authority imply 
that there are actors who exercise/uphold or contest the authority of 
regional institutions. When analyzing regional authority, it is essential 
to consider both institutions and actors, as well as the exercise and 
contestation of authority.

The brief overview of Latin American regionalism presented 
in this article demonstrates that a focus solely on the formal 
competences and authority of regional organizations offers an 
incomplete picture and may even result in analytical dead ends. 
To get the complete picture, it is necessary to broaden the 
analytical approach. First, it is important to distinguish between 
the lack of formal authority of regional organizations and the 
non-exercise of authority. When we speak of a crisis of authority, 
it is often not the lack of authority but the lack of the exercise of 
authority, or the contestation of authority. For (formal) authority 
to be effective, someone must claim and exercise authority.

Regional authority can be exercised by different actors: by regional 
intergovernmental organizations (and forums), but also by individual 
states or their governments. As long as there is no overarching 
authority with a monopoly on the use of force in the region, sovereign 
states and their governments remain the central actors. However, not 
all states are equal; there is a hierarchy in the international system and 
in the regional subsystems (Lake, 2009). Consequently, certain states 
have more possibilities to exercise authority within a region. This 
applies particularly to the so-called regional powers but also extends 
to secondary powers. However, even in the case of regional powers, a 
distinction must be made between their status as a regional power 
(with authority) and their will to exercise regional leadership (or 
regional authority) (Nolte and Schenoni, 2024).

Following a differentiation that was introduced by Lake (2009), 
it makes sense to differentiate between formal legal authority 
exercised in and by regional organizations and relational authority 
between a dominant state (or dominant states) and subordinated 
states based on the regional hierarchy of power and status. In 
practice, research on the two strands of regional authority, formal 
legal authority and relational authority between states, has become 
bifurcated. Research on legal authority primarily seeks to determine 
and measure its scope by analyzing the statutes of regional 
organizations, as demonstrated by the two previously mentioned 
projects and databases. In the case of relational authority, scholarly 
attention has primarily focused on the foreign policies of regional 
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powers and the responses of follower states, particularly the strategies 
employed by secondary powers (Malamud, 2011; Schirm, 2010).

Legal authority and relational authority within a region are 
interrelated. Regional powers are expected to play an important 
role in regional organizations. And regional organizations are 
often instrumentalized by regional powers, or secondary powers, 
to assert foreign policy interests or to project power (Nolte, 2010, 
2011). Powerful states, which include regional powers, can 
instrumentalize international institutions to exercise their 
authority, as Zürn (2023: 44) points out: “To the extent that the 
new international institutions exercise political authority, they set 
rules that reduce the room to maneuver for national states and 
govern formerly purely domestic affairs either directly or 
indirectly. Especially powerful states aim to use such authorities to 
exercise influence outside of their territory; at the same time, they 
often try to limit the authorities’ influence on their own affairs.”

In 21st-century Latin America, this dynamic has been most evident 
in the cases of Brazil and Venezuela. For a time, both countries competed 
for regional leadership, with Venezuela notably seeking to instrumentalize 
regional organizations as a means of regime boosting (Nolte, 2022a; 
Nolte and Mijares, 2022). On the one hand, power politics at times 
overshadowed the self-imposed goals set by regional organizations. On 
the other hand, the lack of interest of regional powers in the work of 
regional organizations could also undermine their authority, as it was the 
case of Brazil during the Temer and Bolsonaro presidencies. However, 
such disengagement does not necessarily affect their status (and 
authority) as regional powers (Nolte and Schenoni, 2024). There are good 
arguments for closer integration between research on comparative 
regionalism and the analysis of regional powers (Wehner, 2025).

Legal authority and relational authority within a region can 
reinforce each other. For example, regional powers can play a leading 
role by creating and supporting regional organizations and thereby 
strengthen their authority as was the case with Brazil during Lula’s first 
two presidencies. In this regard the leadership and authority of strong 
regional powers can compensate for the weak formal authority of 
regional organizations. The unwillingness to lead (Nolte and Schenoni, 
2024) and the lack of interest of regional powers in regional 
organizations, on the other hand, can weaken their authority, as in the 
case of MERCOSUR during Bolsonaro’s presidency. However, the 
authority (or more precisely, the exercise of authority) by regional 
organizations can at times compensate for the absence of a regional 
leader, as in the case of SICA during the COVID-19 pandemic.

What additional examples for the exercise of regional (relational) 
authority by regional powers can be listed? One example is the convening 
of the first South American summit in Brasilia in 2000 during the 
presidency of Fernando Henrique Cardoso, which paved the way for the 
subsequent founding of UNASUR. Another example is Brazil’s influence 
in persuading Colombia to join UNASUR. A third example would be the 
revival of CELAC during Mexico’s pro tempore presidency in 2021–2022.

3.3 The contestation of regional authority

With regard to global institutions Krisch (2017, 245–246) notes 
that “the formal–legal delegation of significant powers is limited (…), 
and even where it exists it is frequently undermined by a lack of actual 
recognition or by institutional competition.” This statement applies 

equally to regional institutions and raises the question of how 
contestation of regional authority can be conceptualized, and which 
forms of contestation can be distinguished.

First, there is the contestation of the authority of regional powers, 
which can also have an impact on the authority of regional 
organizations: a negative impact if regional powers no longer support 
the authority of regional organizations; a positive impact if the loss of 
authority of regional powers results in more leeway for the authority 
of regional organizations. A clear example of the erosion of a regional 
power’s authority is the case of the Brazilian president’s invitation to 
his South American counterparts to Brasília in May 2023 to relaunch 
UNASUR—an initiative that ultimately resulted in a summit 
declaration that did not even mentions UNASUR.

Second, there is the contestation of the authority of regional 
organizations by other regional institutions. Overlapping of mandates 
and/or membership enables cross-institutional political strategies (by 
member countries) which can create overlapping spheres of authority 
und undermine the authority of regional organizations. This was the 
case in the conflicts between the OAS and UNASUR (Nolte, 2018).

Thirdly, there is the contestation of political authority within 
regional organizations by individual member countries/governments. 
According to the IAD project “States’ principled recognition of IO 
authority expresses itself in two ways: in the creation of, accession to, 
and continued operation of IOs; and, in that states endow them with 
specific competences to perform a set of policy functions in their stead” 
(Zürn et al., 2021, 432). Hence the authority of a regional organization 
becomes contested by governments in different ways, when they (1) 
withdraw from the regional organization (accession and continuity), 
as in the case of the withdrawal of Venezuela and Nicaragua from the 
OAS, (2) block its decision-making processes (operation), (3) reduce 
the policy functions (or policy portfolio; Hooghe et al., 2017) endowed 
to the regional organization, (4) undermine the bindingness of its rules 
and decisions, and (5) more general by deinstitutionalizing (Brosig and 
Karlsrud, 2024) and informalizing the regional organization through 
the bypassing of established rules of procedure and circumventing 
institutionalized forms of action (a topic that is central to the concept 
of liquid regionalism).

Hence, regional authority can be contested by different actors and 
at different levels, but these interact and influence each other. The 
contestation of the authority of a regional power can affect the 
authority of regional organizations, or fuel competition between 
regional organizations, leading to a loss of authority in them. At the 
same time, the loss of authority in one regional organization can create 
scope for expanding authority in another, when there are overlapping 
spheres of authority. The existence or creation/strengthening of 
regional authority structures is in some ways the opposite of liquid 
regionalism. A more solid regionalism presupposes the emergence 
and consolidation of regional authority.

3.4 Hard, soft, and smart authority

In a region where, as Serbin (2010, 8) notes, there exists “an 
obsession with the norms of sovereignty and independence”, and 
where dynamics oscillate between competition for leadership and a 
vacuum of leadership, establishing authority in or through regional 
organizations proves particularly challenging. This context raises the 
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question of whether it is meaningful to distinguish between different 
types of international authority. Regarding international power, Nye 
(2004) introduced the distinction between hard power and soft power, 
he later added the concept of smart power (Nye, 2008). Hard power is 
based on coercion and incentives, soft power is based on attraction 
and co-optation, and smart power is based on the right mix of both.

Based on the differentiation of power, a distinction could also 
be  made between hard authority, soft authority, and smart 
authority in regional organizations (and forums). Following this 
idea, the different dimensions for measuring authority of the IAD 
project could be linked to different types of authority. Agenda 
setting and knowledge generation would correspond to soft 
authority, and rulemaking and enforcement to hard authority. 
When it comes to monitoring, norm interpretation, and 
evaluation, it depends on the design and the configuration 
whether they are classified as hard or soft authority.

As a result, the distinction between hard and soft authority could 
facilitate the interpretation of the authority profile of regional 
organizations. According to the IAD project, the authority values for 
the CAN are high in terms of agenda setting, norm interpretation and 
knowledge generation, in the mid-range for rule making and 
monitoring, and low for enforcement and evaluation (Zürn et al., 
2021, 437). Regarding the distinction between hard and soft authority, 
CAN would be strong in soft authority but have less hard authority. 
This is one possible way to make the distinction between hard and soft 
authority analytically useful for the study of regional organizations. 
However, depending on the research perspective, alternative 
approaches may be more appropriate.

Klabbers (2023) equates soft authority with epistemic authority 
and recalls the longstanding debate on “soft law” in international law. 
From this perspective, hard authority can therefore be understood as 
the exercise of formal authority—usually by governments—through 
and within regional organizations. In contrast, soft authority is closely 
linked to the concept of epistemic authority, understood as the 
authority of experts grounded in knowledge and their capacity to 
provide interpretations of complex issues. Epistemic authority, a 
concept introduced by Zürn (2018 52–53), stands in contrast to 
political authority, which refers to the authority to make 
binding decisions.

As previously noted, authority within Latin American regionalism 
is often contested. In the context of soft authority, different forms of 
contestation can be identified. These include the imposition of hard 
authority, whereby the independent agency of experts is constrained, 
their decisions are politically overridden or disregarded, or expert 
knowledge is more broadly devalued in politics and society.

What about smart authority? The concept could be applied to the 
indirect or mediated exercise of authority by regional institutions, for 
example through the mechanism of orchestration, a concept that has 
recently been applied in the analysis of Latin American regional 
organizations and development banks (Legler, 2021; Palestini, 2024). 
According to Abbott et al. (2021, 140–141) in the case of orchestration 
an international organization (the orchestrator) works through a 
second actor (the intermediary) to influence a third actor in pursuit 
of its governance goals. It is an indirect and smart mode of governance; 
one might call it also smart authority. The overlap among regional 
organizations—in both mandates and membership—creates 
opportunities for orchestration, allowing actors to coordinate 
initiatives across institutional boundaries. To a certain extent, regional 

powers can also exercise smart authority if they do not assert their 
interests vis-à-vis other governments directly, but rather through their 
influence in regional organizations.

4 Overcoming liquid regionalism and 
contested authority

The concept of liquid regionalism and the analytical dimensions 
it contains offer a good starting point for the study of the current 
phase of Latin American regionalism. Based on the dimensions 
encompassed by the concept of liquid regionalism, pathways can 
be identified that contribute to rendering regionalism more “solid.” 
However, it is also necessary to critically assess how realistic it is to 
expect progress in the medium term.

Liquid regionalism Solidification 
paths/strategies

	•	 No common meaning/purpose of regionalism 	•	 Shared regional project(s)

	•	 Lack of commitment by state actors 	•	 Commitment by state actors

	•	 Non existing or weak bureaucratic structures 	•	 Creating or strengthening of 

bureaucratic structures

	•	 Informalization of regional cooperation 	•	 Formalization of cooperation

In the current political climate, it is unlikely that shared regional 
project(s) will develop or progress in Latin America. The political 
and economic orientations of the governments are too different. 
There are clearly authoritarian regimes, electoral democracies (with 
more or less pronounced authoritarian tendencies), and liberal 
democracies. In such a constellation, the likelihood of closer 
political cooperation to advance joint regional projects is limited. 
The approaches to economic policy also vary widely, between an 
ultra-liberal economic policy and an economic policy in which the 
state still plays an important role, which makes economic 
integration more difficult; especially as intra-regional trade is low. 
Setbacks cannot be ruled out either, for example if the MERCOSUR 
member states begin to negotiate free trade agreements with third 
countries separately or make MERCOSUR’s common external tariff 
more permeable.

Furthermore, Latin America is a region exposed to the political 
and economic influence of external actors, which has a negative 
impact on the cohesion of the region and regional cooperation. 
Latin American governments have not succeeded in developing a 
common strategy to counter China’s growing economic and 
political influence in the region, and no unified and common 
position is emerging in the face of Donald Trump’s aggressive trade 
and migration policy. Each government is trying to find its own 
arrangement with the US government. In conclusion, the prospects 
for new shared regional projects appear rather bleak in the medium 
term. Hopes for a revival of Latin American regionalism—sparked 
by the election of several left-leaning presidents between 2018 and 
2022, most notably the return of President Lula to power in Brazil 
(2022)—proved short-lived and ultimately failed to meet 
expectations (Nolte, 2022b, 2025).

Given the historical trajectory and underlying “DNA” of Latin 
American regionalism, the creation of new comprehensive 
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bureaucratic structures appears rather unlikely. In this respect, even 
better use of existing bureaucratic structures would be a step forward. 
This is the case when the presidents and ministers of the member 
states of regional organizations (and forums) meet regularly within 
the framework of the existing decision-making bodies and the existing 
bureaucratic structures are kept functioning so that they can work in 
their areas of responsibility.

As already mentioned, the informalization of regional 
cooperation is currently less of a problem. Often, the primary 
challenge lies not in formalizing informal modes of cooperation, but 
in utilizing and consolidating existing formal structures. In this 
context, it is not the absence or liquidity of regional structures that 
defines Latin American regionalism, but rather the limited 
instrumentalization of those that already exist. Therefore, it is 
important to distinguish between the lack of formal authority of 
regional bodies and the lack of exercise of authority, or the blockade 
of authority.

For formal authority to be effective, it must be actively claimed 
or exercised. While institutions undoubtedly contribute to 
rendering regionalism more “solid,” they must also operate. The 
case of UNASUR illustrates this point: as long as the position of 
secretary general was filled, the organization managed to persist—
even under adverse conditions. When the governments could not 
agree on the election of a new secretary general, i.e., when this 
institution did not function, UNASUR became paralyzed and 
slowly disintegrated.

While the concept of liquid regionalism highlights that the 
meaning and purpose of regionalism are not clearly defined, it could 
more fully address the fact that multiple, sometimes competing and 
segmented regional and sub-regional projects coexist—often 
overlapping in both mandates and membership. As a result, authority 
at the regional level is not concentrated but dispersed and divided in 
“loosely coupled spheres of authority,” which “can be defined as fields 
that are governed by one or more authorities” (Zürn, 2018, 56). 
Overlapping enables cross-institutional political strategies—often 
referred to as “chessboard politics”—which can undermine authority 
within regional organizations. And it creates coordination problems 
between different “spheres of authority,” which can, however, 
be  mitigated or overcome within the framework of cooperative 
regional governance (Nolte, 2016). At the same time, overlapping 
makes possible a variable geometry of regional cooperation and 
strategies of orchestration.

Another major stumbling block for more solid regional structures 
are the sovereignty reservations of Latin American governments (the 
“foundational taboo” of Latin American regionalism; Mariano et al., 
2025, 44), which prefer “sovereignty-boosting” to more integration 
and the creation of stronger regional institutions. In this respect, there 
can be no doubt that “regionalism light” limits the possibilities of 
establishing and exercising hard authority.

The characteristics of Latin American regionalism listed above—
segmentation and overlapping, sovereignty reservations, and the 
non-exercise of authority—can be seen as different dimensions of the 
contestation of regional authority. Liquid regionalism and the 
contestation of regional authority capture different, intersecting and 
complementary aspects of Latin American regionalism. The 
“solidification” of Latin American regionalism supposes the 
consolidation of regional authority which could be hard, soft and 
smart authority.

Contestation of 
regional authority

Consolidation of regional 
authority

	•	 Non exercise of authority 	•	 Exercise of authority

	•	 Segmentation and overlapping 

of authority

	•	 Cooperative regional governance

	•	 Sovereignty reservations 	•	 Enhancement of hard authority

	•	 Enhancement of soft (and smart) authority

Authority can be  exercised by regional powers directly or 
indirectly through regional organizations. Due to the 
intergovernmental nature of Latin American regionalism, it can also 
be  exercised collectively by member governments in regional 
organizations and forums, depending on the formal powers granted 
to these institutions. At present, both the willingness and the capacity 
of regional powers (or secondary powers) to exercise regional 
authority—whether directly or indirectly—appear to be  limited, 
particularly in light of the uncertainty over whether there are sufficient 
followers to endorse or align with such leadership (Malamud, 2011; 
Schirm, 2010). The exercise of collective authority by regional 
organizations or forums depends on the existence and articulation of 
common interests and is hampered by ideological differences 
between governments.

The segmentation and overlapping of regional authority can 
be overcome by cooperative regional governance, which has been 
defined (Nolte, 2016, 10) “as a regional architecture that includes a 
central regional organization that is at least loosely connected with 
other regional ones. The core norms supported by the central 
institution are not contested. It is not necessary that all major actors 
support the same regional organizations, but only that they cooperate 
with and support the central regional organization and the regional 
project related to it. Thus, overlapping membership (including 
associated members)—as an element of norm diffusion and consensus 
building—is combined with a tendency to divide tasks between 
existing organizations.” The institutional overlapping among regional 
organizations within the framework of cooperative regional 
governance broadens the scope for orchestration and enables a 
variable geometry of regional cooperation.

There is no central regional organization encompassing Latin 
America and the Caribbean as a whole—only a regional forum, 
CELAC, which partially competes with the Pan-American 
Organization of American States (OAS). Likewise, there is currently 
no central regional organization for South America, a role that 
UNASUR temporarily fulfilled in the past. While some South 
American governments (Argentina under Alberto Fernández, Brazil, 
and Colombia) declared their rejoining of UNASUR, others never 
formally withdrew, some did not rejoin (Chile, Ecuador, Paraguay, and 
Uruguay), and still others can be classified as inactive or uninterested 
(such as Peru and Argentina under Milei). Furthermore, UNASUR 
did not demonstrate any significant activities that would allow it to 
be  classified as an active regional organization. Therefore, Latin 
America and South America are characterized by segmented regional 
governance, as key state actors support different regional organizations 
and promote different regional projects within a (macro-)region. 
Segmented regional governance might be  mitigated and partially 
overcome through the creation of intergovernmental or transnational 
policy networks, which may vary in their degree of formalization. This 
pathway is outlined for South America in the so-called “Brasilia 
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Consensus” of May 2023 and its accompanying roadmap from 
October 2023, which envision flexible, issue-based, and sectoral 
cooperation among governments—without proposing the 
establishment of new regional organizations.

Due to the strong reservations to cede sovereignty, it is unlikely 
that new regional institutions endowed with hard authority will 
emerge in the medium term, or that the formal authority of existing 
regional organizations will be significantly reinforced. Within these 
constraints, even the effective exercise of formal authority already 
vested in regional organizations would represent a significant step 
forward. Given that hard authority is difficult to establish, it makes 
sense to consider how other forms of regional authority, such as soft 
and smart authority, can be developed and consolidated to strengthen 
regional authority overall.

As mentioned before, soft authority is closely linked to the concept 
of “epistemic authority,” the authority of experts based on knowledge. 
The sovereignty-defending and boosting character of Latin American 
regionalism excludes the “pooling of sovereignty” and limits the 
“delegation of authority” according to the definition of the MIA 
project (for the concepts, see Lenz and Marks, 2016). Both are not 
parts of the “DNA” of Latin American regionalism.

However, the inability to achieve a “pooling of sovereignty” does 
not preclude the “pooling of expertise” or the development of soft 
authority. The significance of “soft” or “epistemic” authority varies 
depending on the nature of regional cooperation and integration: it 
tends to be lower in more political and multipurpose regional projects, 
and higher in technical or functionally oriented projects.

Faced with the problem of politically induced setbacks for regional 
cooperation in Latin America some authors (Actis and Malacalza, 
2021; Tussie, 2023) have proposed a more technical, sectoral, and 
pragmatic approach to regional cooperation (a “technical-scientific 
multilateralism”; Rodrigues and Kleiman, 2020; Legler, 2021), with the 
aim of better insulating regional projects from the spillover of political 
conflicts. Such a technocratic turn in regional cooperation (referred 
to as “technoregionalism” by Castro-Silva and Quiliconi, forthcoming) 
would elevate the significance of epistemic (or soft) authority.

From a broader perspective this approach can be situated in a 
tradition of political thinking about international cooperation that can 
be  summarized under the analytical concept of “technocratic 
internationalism,” which refers to a programmatic intellectual attitude 
that combines cross-border cooperation and expert governance 
(Steffek, 2021). As far as the technocratic approach is concerned, it is 
worth going back to the writings of Mitrany and his “functionalist 
approach” (Nolte, 2024). Mitrany was very skeptical about the creation 
of supranational bodies and overcoming the nation state. His strategy 
aimed at perforating the nation state without overcoming it (at least 
in the medium term), which can also be described as a strategy with 
a focus on soft authority exercised by experts and technocrats.

The development of soft authority in Latin American regionalism 
requires the establishment of transnational technical bodies or 
networks endowed with a certain degree of bureaucratic autonomy, 
enabling them to exercise agency whenever their functional area of 
competence is affected—as was the case with public health during the 
COVID-19 pandemic. Such technical bodies or networks may draw 
support from a functional constituency—a term coined by Mitrany 
(1965)—consisting of actors who either benefit from their activities or 
are invested in sustaining their work. Development banks that provide 
funding for the activities of technical bodies can be considered part of 

the functional constituency. Such technocratic agency—or soft 
authority—supported by a functional constituency can partially 
compensate for the lack of political leadership (and the will to exercise 
it) and the absence of hard authority in regional cooperation, thereby 
enhancing the resilience of regional institutions.

Functional constituencies play a crucial role in reinforcing soft 
authority by providing legitimacy, support, and continuity to 
technocratic actors and institutions. The emergence of a functional 
constituency depends on several key prerequisites. First, there must 
be an original political mandate that authorizes experts or technocrats 
to operate within a specific policy area relevant to the constituency. 
Second, once this mandate is granted, these actors must be able to act 
with a degree of autonomy and be shielded from political conflicts that 
are unrelated to their functional domain. Third, experts or technocrats 
should develop a sense of responsiveness toward their societal target 
group—that is, the constituency whose interests and needs they are 
expected to address and represent.

This section introduced new concepts such as pooling of expertise, 
soft authority, smart authority, and functional constituencies that 
warrant further clarification and empirical testing to assess their 
analytical utility. To advance this research agenda, it is particularly 
valuable to engage with recent scholarship on transnational 
networks—especially within the Pacific Alliance (Castro-Silva, 2022, 
2023, 2025)—as well as studies on regulatory governance (Bianculli, 
2021), technical-sectoral cooperation, notably in infrastructure 
development (Agostinis and Palestini, 2021, 2024), and recruitment 
patterns within regional bureaucracies (Parthenay, 2024).

5 Conclusions and outlook

Liquid regionalism offers a valuable analytical lens for 
understanding the structural challenges Latin American 
regionalism faces today and for exploring potential pathways 
toward greater institutional solidity. The analytical concept 
highlights structural deficits and constraints inherent in Latin 
American regionalism. However, it tends to overlook the potential 
benefits or positive externalities associated with liquid regional 
structures. Institutional flexibility makes regionalism more resilient 
and can facilitate the adaptation to a changing environment and 
new challenges. “Liquidity” represents both a challenge and a 
dynamic feature of Latin American regionalism. While it places 
limits on the institutional design of regional cooperation, it also 
enhances the adaptability and resilience of regional projects, 
enabling their continuous transformation—though not necessarily 
leading to their institutional solidification.

Despite its analytical strength in capturing various facets of Latin 
American regionalism, the concept of liquid regionalism leaves certain 
elements underexplored, such as the competition between regional 
projects and actors, the overlapping of regional organizations and 
forums, the lack of exercise and the contestation of regional authority. 
It is therefore worthwhile to broaden the analytical scope of liquid 
regionalism by incorporating insights from research on authority and 
the contestation of authority in international organizations.

The article introduces the concept of soft authority which 
integrates well with the concept of liquid regionalism. While 
enhancing and consolidating hard authority in Latin American 
regionalism may prove challenging, advancing soft authority appears 
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more feasible. In this sense, soft authority, grounded in transnational 
and trans-governmental technical bodies and networks, may serve as 
a mechanism to make liquid regionalism more solid and resilient. 
Moreover, soft authority aligns well with the technocratic turn in Latin 
American regionalism.

By broadening the analytical perspective and incorporating 
new conceptual tools such as soft and smart authority the article 
explores potential avenues for solidifying Latin American 
regionalism even under adverse conditions. In response to the 
central theme of this special issue, one might ask to what extent 
Latin American regionalism—characterized by the notion of liquid 
regionalism—is equipped to respond to the challenges posed by a 
period of polycrisis. There is no clear-cut answer to that question. 
While political disunity and the lack of supranational regional 
bodies make it difficult for Latin American governments to 
articulate a common response to exogenous induced stress, the 
fluidity or flexibility of regional structures can facilitate responses 
to new challenges and the integration of new topics in the 
regional agenda.
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