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Abstract. For some time after the collapse of the USSR, the Caspian Sea continued to
belong to two states, namely Russia, as the successor to the USSR, and Iran. However, this caused
serious contradictions between the coastal newly formed post-Soviet countries over the use of the
Caspian Sea water area, seabed and subsoil. To solve such problems, it was necessary to establish
a new legal status of the Caspian Sea, taking into account the interests of all Caspian littoral states.
At the initiative of the Russian Federation, work began in 1996 on a draft convention on the legal
status of the Caspian Sea, which was to be oriented towards the interests of all littoral states.
Including more than 50 meetings and 5 summits, the draft Convention reached its culmination in
2018 in Aktau.

The purpose of this research paper is to examine Iran's perspective on the legal status of
the Caspian Sea and assess the impact of the Aktau summit on Iran. The paper analyzes Iran's role
in the negotiations and its position on various issues related to the legal status of the Caspian Sea.
Through this analysis, the paper aims to provide insight into the complexities of the Caspian Sea
legal framework and its implications for Iran's interests and its relations with other littoral states.

Keywords: Caspian Sea, Legal Status, Convention, Kazakhstan, Turkmenistan,
Azerbaijan, Iran, Aktau Summit

Basic provisions

The Caspian Sea plays a critical role in global energy production due to its
vast hydrocarbon reserves and oil production capabilities. According to the U.S.
Energy Information Administration (EIA), the sea contains about 48 billion barrels
of oil and 292 trillion cubic feet of natural gas in proven and probable reserves.
Notably, about 67% of natural gas reserves and 75% of oil reserves are concentrated
within 100 miles of the coastline. Legal disputes over the Caspian Sea began after
the collapse of the Soviet Union when Kazakhstan, Azerbaijan, and Turkmenistan
became independent states. Prior to that, the Soviet Union and Iran jointly
administered the Caspian Sea under two agreements: “Treaty of Friendship” in 1921
and “Treaty of Commerce and Navigation” in 1940. Initially, Russia opposed the
presence of international companies, especially Western companies, in the Caspian
Sea because it threatened its influence in the region. Iran, on the other hand, was
concerned about the activities of the new states and their cooperation with Westemn
oil companies that began to exploit the Caspian's mineral resources. However, the
three new states needed to exploit the sea in order to grow economically as a state.

Introduction
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The Caspian Sea is renowned as the largest inland body of water globally,
holding significant historical, geopolitical, economic, and environmental
Importance. It is bordered by five countries: Iran, Russia, Kazakhstan, Azerbaijan,
and Turkmenistan. Covering an area of 376,000 square kilometers, it boasts a
coastline stretching 7010 kilometers and reaches a maximum depth of 1,025 meters

[1].

Without a connection to the global oceans, average Caspian Sea level (CSL)
Is currently approximately 27.5 m below mean sea level. The entire Caspian Sea
catchment basin has an area of approximately 3.5 x 10° km?, almost 10 times that of
the Caspian Sea and accounting for approximately 10% of the global area of closed
basins. The length of the Caspian Sea watershed from north to south is about
2500 km and from west to east is about 1000 km.

The Caspian Sea is the largest closed inland reservoir in the world being
surrounded by five coastal states: Azerbaijan, Iran, Kazakhstan, Russia and
Turkmenistan. The total length of the coastline is 5970 km and the greatest length
of the sea is 1030 km. The waters of about 130 large and small rivers fell in the
Caspian Sea and it’s physical characteristics admire it’s uniqueness. About 500 plant
species and 850 animal species are there in Caspian Sea. The Caspian sea has two
water zones. The first zone is the Iranian ‘sector’ and this is bordered from the
remaining zone by the Astara — Hasan-Kuli line.

The Seamakes it’s uniqueness in many ways by it’s environmental, economical
and geopolitical recognition. But a constant overflow in the sea’s level implicated
serious environmental consequences. T his Sea made the center of attention by being
called itself as "the greatest salt lake in the world". In the view of these importance
it seems to referred the Caspian sea as an “inland sea”.

Description of materials and methods

This research paper aims to explore Iran's viewpoint on the legal status of the
Caspian Sea and assess the impact of the Aktau Summit on Iran. It seeks to analyze
Iran's role in the negotiations and its stance on various issues surrounding the
Caspian Sea's legal status. Furthermore, it aims to evaluate how the outcomes of the
Aktau Summit have shaped Iran's positions and policies regarding the Caspian Sea.
Through this examination, the paper aims to provide insights into the complexities
of the Caspian Sea's legal framework and its implications for Iran's interests and
relations with other littoral states. This study's primary hypothesis is that, despite the
Caspian Convention, the issues of littoral states remain unresolved. This research
evaluates the current legal status of the Caspian Sea by examining the historical
context of the geopolitical situation in each coastal state.

Results

After over two decades of extensive deliberations, involving five summits and
50 specialized working group meetings, the bordering nations of the Caspian Sea—
Iran, Russia, Kazakhstan, Turkmenistan, and Azerbaijan—finally reached an
agreement. T his agreement culminated in the Convention on the Legal Status of the
Caspian Sea, formalized on August 12, 2018, in Aktau. This method asserts that the



country that has more coastal area would get more maritime area. Therefore,
Kazakhstan, Russia, and Azerbaijan have agreed on the median line approach, while
Iran and Turkmenistan have rejected it. There is also a third perspective that states
that the Caspian is a unique reservoir. Therefore, international norms cannot regulate
its characteristics. In establishing the legal status for the Caspian, the coastal states
should adopt unconventional approaches and create their own legal mechanisms.

Discussion

Due to its extensive hydrocarbon reserves and oil-producing capabilities, the
Caspian Sea plays a crucial role in global energy production. According to the US
Energy Information Administration (E1A), the sea contains approximately 48 billion
barrels of oil and 292 trillion cubic feet of natural gas in proven and probable
reserves. Notably, about 67% of natural gas and 75% of oil reserves are concentrated
within 100 miles of the coastline [2]. The Caspian Sea is connected to the White,
Black, and Baltic Seas via the channels of the Volga-Dnepr-Don Rivers.
Additionally, it harbours a diverse range of fish species, including the sturgeon,
which is the primary source of 90% of the world's caviar [3].

The legal disputes over the Caspian Sea started when the Soviet Union
dissolved, and Kazakhstan, Azerbaijan, and Turkmenistan became independent
nations. Before this, the Soviet Union and Iran jointly managed the Caspian Sea
under two agreements: the 'Treaty of Friendship' in 1921 and the 'Treaty of
Commerce and Navigation' in 1940 [4]. However, as these new countries appeared,
disagreements over how to use and govern the Caspian Sea emerged.

These disagreements stemmed from the different interests and opinions of the
countries bordering the Sea [5]. Initially, Russia opposed the presence of
international companies, especially Western ones, in the Caspian Sea, as it
threatened its influence in the region. Iran, on the other hand, was concerned about
the work of the new states and their cooperation with the Western oil firms as they
began exploiting the Caspian’s mineral resources. However, the three new states
needed the exploitation of the Sea in order to grow economically as a state [6].

The Evolution of Legal Disputes in the Caspian Sea Over Time: The
Caspian Sea's legal status and utilization terms, primarily for navigation and fishing,
were founded on multiple bilateral agreements between the Soviet Union and Iran.
The Treaty of Resht (1729) was the inaugural accord between the Russian and
Iranian Empires, granting extensive rights to the Russians and securing their
commercial and navigational liberties [9]. This treaty established a precedent for
subsequent agreements, shaping the Caspian's legal framework. The Soviet Union
and Iran built upon this foundation, signing additional treaties to govern the sea's
usage. These agreements aimed to balance the interests of both nations, ensuring the
Caspian's resources were utilized effectively.

In the 19th Century, huge battles were fought between the two empires
because Russia wanted to get hold of the warm waters. Due to these wars, a treaty
known as the Treaty of Gulistan was signed in 1813, which would take Iranian
powers off the Caspian Basin. These restrictions were renewed in 1828 under the
Turkmenchay Treaty. Both of these treaties mentioned earlier allowed Russia to



maintain its navy in the Caspian Sea. Even though these treaties had rules about
military activities, both sides could use the Caspian Sea for trade and business. In
the Treaty of Friendship (1921), the agreements made before were invalidated and
reinstated Iran’s rights of fishery and navigation. These agreements stated that ships
from other countries couldn't display their flags on the Sea, and people from other
countries couldn't work as port staff [10].

This research study focuses on detailing the long process and negotiations
surrounding the legal status of the Caspian Sea and how its resources are divided,
particularly from Iran's viewpoint. Iran has continually emphasized the importance
of the 1921 and 1940 treaties, arguing for ongoing shared ownership and use of the
Caspian's resources between Iran and the former Soviet Union. Additionally, Iran
has consistently opposed all agreements among the Caspian-bordering states
regarding the utilization of the sea's resources. Iran advocates for a comprehensive
treaty that establishes the legal status of the Caspian and ensures equitable resource
usage among all littoral states [7]. Iran has called the Caspian Sea the '‘Boundary
Lake' and suggested fair sharing by dividing it equally among the countries along its
shores, regardless of their coastline length. Additionally, Iran proposed that each
country along the coast should receive a 30% share of the Caspian’s resources.
However, the proposal was rejected by Azerbaijan first, and then the rest of the
states.

Eventually, the five nearby countries approved the Convention on the Legal
Status of the Caspian Sea on August 12, 2018. T his agreement successfully settled
all disagreements by creating a special set of rules for the sea. The deal guarantees
sovereign rights for all Caspian littoral countries in their territorial waters and seabed
and subsoil sectors. Moreover, it gives the states broad liberties to utilize the Caspian
Sea. Third-party states could not access and utilize the Caspian Sea. However, some
Issues remain to be resolved by bilateral or multilateral agreements in the coming
years [8].

The legal situation of the Caspian Sea and the rules for using it were
determined by different agreements between Iran and the Soviet Union. One of the
earliest agreements was the Treaty of Resht in 1729, signed by Russia and the Iranian
Empires. This treaty outlined the many rights of the Russians along with their
freedom of sailing and commerce [9].

The desire of Russia to revisit previous treaties with Iran and newly
iIndependent states pursuing their own interests led to emerging challenges. Littoral
states' positions varied depending on their interests, but their differences narrowed
over time. After years of negotiations, the five coastal states signed the Convention
on the Legal Status of the Caspian Sea in Aktau on August 12, 2018. This
Convention established a special legal regime, resolving a 20-year dispute.
Preparations began in 1996 with a meeting of deputy foreign ministers. Presidents
of Kazakhstan, Azerbaijan, Russia, Iran, and Turkmenistan held four summits in
Ashgabat (2002), Tehran (2007), Baku (2010), and Astrakhan (2014). In December
2017, foreign ministers agreed on the legal status and decided to sign the Convention
in Aktau. However, the path to the Convention was challenging. The first summit in
Ashgabat (2002) failed to reach a compromise due to energy deposit sharing issues



between Azerbaijan and Turkmenistan. In 2003, Azerbaijan, Kazakhstan, and Russia
signed a trilateral agreement dividing the Caspian Sea's depth border, effectively
partitioning over 60% of it. Conflicts persisted in the southern Caspian Sea between
Iran, Turkmenistan, and Azerbaijan. The Aktau Convention was a positive step
towards eliminating the threat of instability in Iran's northem neighborhood, marking
a significant achievement in resolving a long-standing dispute [13].

Even though the deal solved the historical dispute on the surface level, it
sparked great criticism of Iran’s elected officials and other authorities by Iranians.
This is because the deal does not meet the Iranian demands regarding the nautical
borders and access to resources under the seafloor. The Iranian delegation was also
accused of not defending their country’s interests. If we consider that Iran has the
shortest Caspian coastline, its sea status significantly decreases Iran’s property of
seabed resources. However, Iran’s plan for equal distribution of the Sea’s resources
was the main reason for the prolongation of the treaty for over two decades. Hence,
the primary motivation driving the Aktau agreement and the establishment of the
sea's legal statusis Iran's decision to relinquish its proposal for equal distribution of
the Caspian Sea's resources. T his indicates that Iran gave more importance to the
geopolitical situation rather than its economic benefits.

In the 19th Century, huge battles were fought between the two empires
because Russia wanted to get hold of the warm waters. Due to these wars, a treaty
known as the Treaty of Gulistan was signed in 1813, which would take Iranian
powers off the Caspian Basin. These restrictions were renewed in 1828 under the
Turkmenchay Treaty. Both of these treaties mentioned earlier allowed Russia to
maintain its navy in the Caspian Sea. Even though these treaties had rules about
military activities, both sides could use the Caspian Sea for trade and business. In
the Treaty of Friendship (1921), the agreements made before were invalidated and
reinstated Iran’s rights of fishery and navigation. These agreements stated that ships
from other countries couldn't display their flags on the Sea, and people from other
countries couldn't work as port staff [10].

The two nations had never agreed on where their sea borders were. They
claimed that countries outside the region were too close to the basin. It's important
to mention that, at that time, there was no official agreement on the legal status of
the Caspian Sea.

Disputes about classification. The Caspian’s legal status has always been a
disputed topic, especially concerning its classification as either a boundary lake or a
sea. This distinction carries significant implications for the distribution of its gas and
oil reserves amongthe bordering states. Some state that the Caspian should fall under
the 1982 UN Convention on the Law of the Sea (UNCLOS), which specifies
territorial seas, continental shelves, and exclusive economic zones for every coastal
state. However, there have been numerous disagreements regarding the
interpretation of UNCLOS criteria, particularly regarding whether the Caspian Sea
should be considered enclosed or semi-enclosed.

Alternatively, another theory suggests that the Caspian needs to be considered
a boundary lake, ruled by customary international legal values rather than the



UNCLOS. Accordingto this perspective, international agreements among the littoral
states would determine usage rights and navigation conditions within the lake.
During negotiations, lakes can be divided using either the median line or coastal line
approaches [5]. If the median line principle is adopted, the water and seabed would
be divided based on national sectors among the littoral states.

Iran’s position on the legal status of the Caspian Sea. The new coastal
states around the Caspian have attracted foreign investments due to their natural gas
and oil deposits, thereby enhancing their development and autonomy. The legal
dispute of the Caspian Sea came into existence when Azerbaijan began negotiations
with Western energy giants, specifically British Petroleum (BP), concerning the
search and use of Azerbaijan’s mineral resources in the Caspian [12]. These
negotiations initiated the famous “$8 Billion Contract of the Century” in 1994,
which focused on the development and resource sharing in the Chirag, Azeri, and
Guneshli oil fields for at least 30 years.

Despite initial overtures, Iran was excluded from the agreement due to
pressure from the United States, resulting in strong protests from Tehran, which
viewed the agreement as an attempt to unilaterally alter the Caspian's legal status.
Iran's opposition to what it perceived as the marginalization of its interests in the
Caspian led to diplomatic tensions, including protests against U.S. interference in
Azerbaijani policy-making. Iran advocated for joint resolution of Caspian Sea legal
Issues, emphasizing principles of equality and demilitarization to ensure the security
Imperatives of all coastal states while preserving environmental integrity [7].

Yet, Iran's position evolved gradually, notably marked by the endorsement of
the Aktau agreement. This agreement, as outlined by Azizi (2018), tackled security
apprehensions by forbidding the presence of external armed forces within the
Caspian Sea. Furthermore, it sought to alleviate the threat of a potential “Caspian
arms race” by fostering a stable equilibrium of military capabilities among the
involved parties [13].

One significant issue for Iran in the Aktau convention was the potential
construction of the Trans-Caspian Pipeline (T CP), which aimed to diversify energy
transit routes and reduce Russia's dominance while limiting Iran's options for
alternative pipelines [13]. Both Russia and Iran opposed the TCP, highlighting their
strategic concerns over energy transit and regional influence. Overall, while Iran
initially advocated for joint ownership and equal partition of the Caspian Sea,
shifting geopolitical dynamics and diplomatic negotiations ultimately led to a more
nuanced approach to addressing its interests and security concerns in the region.

Progress was evident, and several longstanding issues in the Caspian region
found resolution through the Aktau Convention. However, the primary unresolved
matter pertains to the maritime border delimitation between Azerbaijan and
Turkmenistan with Iran. All future negotiations must consider the distribution of olil
deposits and natural gas, especially when it comes to the areas bordering Iran,
Turkmenistan, and Azerbaijan. Iranian President Hassan Rouhani highlighted the
Importance of determining straight baselines on their coasts and emphasized the
necessity of subsequent agreement among the five parties to develop an effective
mechanism for delimitation.



While Iran may not be entirely content with the resource and coastal
delimitation in the sea, the military provisions of the Caspian agreement served as a
deterrent to U.S.-Israeli policies aimed at isolating Iran in the region. Iran's close
military and political relations with Russia, among the disputes in the Middle East,
further underscored the strategic implications of the Caspian agreement.
Additionally, resolving border disputes with Azerbaijan and Turkmenistan in the
Caspian Sea could pave the way for closer political relations with these neighbours,
potentially leading to the resolution of disagreements and the resumption of natural
gas sales between Turkmenistan and Iran.

The agreement aimed to disrupt U.S. policy in the Caspian region, primarily
benefiting Iran and Russia. Both countries made strategic concessions, usheringin a
new era in the Caspian Sea region. This agreement’s timing, amid the imposition of
U.S. sanctionson Iranand Russia, highlights the strategic significance of increased
collaboration between these countries. Additionally, faced with economic hurdles
resulting from sanctions, Iran aims to strengthen diplomatic and economic relations
with neighbouring nations, including those in the Caspian region, to alleviate
economic challenges.

However, the deal has faced criticism within Iran, with some expressing
dissatisfaction over perceived concessions and concerns about the protection of
national interests. Social media users in Iran have accused the government of "selling
off" the Caspian Sea and failing to defend the country's interests.

In summary, Iran secured significant security guarantees with the Aktau deal
while temporarily addressing longstanding disputes over certain water shares, with
decisions on such matters postponed for the future. Iran's cooperative stance could
potentially enhance its relations with northern neighbours, a crucial consideration
amid increasing U.S. efforts to restrict its international ties.

Conclusion

The Caspian Sea is important for both the littoral states and the global
community, especially in terms of security and economic development. Because of
this, the littoral countries have long sought to reach agreement on legal issues related
to the sea area and its resources. Iran's policy in the Caspian region since 1991 has
been guided by its national interests, including issues of borders and seabed sharing.
Recent statements by Iran's president at the Aktau summit have underscored the need
for additional agreements on these issues, despite progress in resolving border
disputes with some neighbors. This shows that while the Caspian agreement is a
significant step forward, it does not preclude the need for further efforts to fully
resolve disputes and strengthen regional cooperation.

In essence, by signing the agreement, Iran prioritizes its survival. It places
greater emphasis on military-security concerns in the Caspian Sea over the
exploitation of its seabed resources or its territorial share of the area.

However, it can be said that the agreement has provided a basis for further
development of regional cooperation. In general, Iran's signing of the agreement
emphasizes its priority in ensuring military security in the Caspian region,
notwithstanding issues of seabed resource exploitation or territorial claims.
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AnnoTtanus. Hexoropoe Bpems mnocne pacmaga CCCP Kacmmiickoe Mope Npomoipkasio

NpUHAJJIeKaTh JIByM rocyJapcTBam, a MEHHO - Poccue, kak npaBornpeemuniie CCCP, u Upany.
OmHako, 3TO BBI3BAJIO CEPbE3HBIE MPOTHBOPEYUS MEKIY MPUOPEKHBIMHA HOBOOOPA30BaBIIIAM HC 5T
TIOCTCOBETCKUMHU CTpPaHAMH TI0 TIOBOJLY HCTIONB30BaHMS akBaTopuy, aHa u Heap Kacrm. s
peleHns ToJ00HBIX MPobJieM TPeOOBaJIOCh YCTAHOBJIICHHE HOBOTO MpaBOBOro craryca Kacrms
C YUETOM HHTEPECOB BCEX MPUKACTIMHACKUX TOCYIapCTB.
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[To wammatuBe Poccuiickoit deneparmm B 1996r. Havanmace paboTa Haa TPOSKTOM
KOHBEHLMU O MpaBOBOM cTaTyce Kacmmiickoro mopsi, KoTopasi 10JbKHa Oblila OpUEHTHUPOBATHC S
Ha MHTEPEChl BCEX MPHOPEXHBIX TocynapcTB. BxmoumBumii B ce0s 6onee 50 3acemanuii u 5
CcaMMMUTOB, NpoekT KoHBeHimu noctur cBoel kynmbmuHaimu B 2018 roay BT. AKTay.

Ilenpto naHHOM HCClieOBaTEIbCKOM pabOThI SIBISETCS M3y4yeHHEe TOUKM 3peHus VpaHa Ha
npaBoBoi ctaryc Kacrmiickoro Mops  OlleHKa BiMsiHUS camMmuTa B Aktay Ha Mpan. B pabore
aHamupyeTcsa poib MpaHa B meperoBopax M €ro MO3UIWMSI IO pasjM4HBIM BOIpOCaM,
CBSI3aHHBIM C NpaBOBbIM cTaTycoM Kacmmiickoro Mops. bnaromaps TakoMy aHamiy cTaTbs
NpM3BaHa JaTh NPEJCTABICHHE O CIOKHOCTAX IpaBoBOM Oa3bl Kacrmmiickoro Mopst u ee
MOCNEACTBUAX sl HWHTEepecoB VpaHa W e€ro OTHOWIICHWA C JPYTUMH TPHOPEKHBIM U
rocyJapcTBaMu.

KmoueBbie caoBa. Kacrmmiickoe Mope, NpaBOBOM cTaTyc, KoHBeHIms, Kasaxcrah,
Typkmenuctan, AszepOaiinkah, MpaH, Akrayckuii caMmMuT
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Anaarna: KCPO biipiparanHad kediH 0ipa3 yakpIT 0oibl Kactmii Tenizi KCPO-HbIH
KYKBIKTBIK Myparepi peTiHae eki MeMJeKeTKe, aTar aiitkanna Peceiire sxone Mpanra Tuecini
Oommbl. Anaiima OyJ skaHaJaH KYpbUFaH J>Karajlaylarbl TIOCTKEHECTIK eljiep apachlHIa
Kacmmit TeHBIHIH CybIH, TYOIH ’KoHe KOWHAYBIH TalajaHyFa KaThICTBI €JIeysl KalbUIbIKTa P
TYFBI3]IBI. M¥H,ua1/1 Mocelesiepi menry YIH]H Oapieik Kacrmii MaHbIHIAFBI MEMIICKETTEPIIH
MYIJIeTIepiH ecKepe OTHIphIT, Kacmmii TeHBIHIH jkaHa KYKBIKTBIK MOpTEOeCiH Oenriiey KasKer
Oonbl.

Peceit denepammsiceiabiy  OactamackiMeH 1996 k. Kacmmif TeHBIHIH KYKBIKTHIK
MapTebeci Typasibl KOHBEHIHS >K00AChIH 93ipiey OOMbIHIIA KYMBIC OacTaifbl, o1 OapibIK
Karayiaynarbl MEMJICKETTEpAIH MyesepiHe OarbiTTamrad. 50-1eH actaM Ke3lecy MeH S
caMMHUTTi Koca asranna, Konsenms xo0achel 2018 kplibl AKTay/a MaphIKTay METiHe KeTTi.

byn 3eprrey xyMbICHIHBIH MakcaThl — Kacmmif TEeHBIHIH KYKBIKTBIK MOpTeOeciHe
KaThICTHI MIpaHHBIH Ke3KapachlH 3epTTey koHe AKray caMmMmuriHiH Mpanra ocepiH Oaranay.
Kympicta Mpannbiy kemiccesnepaeri peni MeH Kacrmii TeHBIHIH KYKBIKTBIK MopTeOeciHe
KaTBICTHI OPTYPJIi MAcestesiep OOMBIHIIA YCTaHBIMBI Talmaraasl. OChI TAJIAY apKbUIBI MaKasia
Kacrmmii TeHBiHIH KYKBIKTBIK 0a3aChIHBIH KYpAEJUliri MeH MpaHHbIH MyJ/enepi MEH OHbIH
Oacka jkaranaynarbl MEMJICKETTEPMEH KapbIM-KaThIHACTAPbIHA CaJlapbl Typasbl TYCIHIK
Oepyai MakcaT eTe/il.

Tipex ce3aep: Kacmmii TeHBI, KYKBIKTBIK MopreOe, KoHBeHIWs, Ka3zakcrtaH,
TypikmeHnctas, O3ipbaibkan, Upan, Axray cammuri
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