
COVID-19 Vulnerability and 
Recovery Indices
Summary report
22 September 2020



Chartered Accountants

Grant Thornton UK LLP is a limited liability partnership registered in England and Wales: No.OC307742. Registered office: 30 Finsbury Square, London EC2A 

1AG. A list of members is available from our registered office.  Grant Thornton UK LLP is authorised and regulated by the Financial Conduct Authority. Grant 

Thornton UK LLP is a member firm of Grant Thornton International Ltd (GTIL). GTIL and the member firms are not a worldwide partnership. Services are 

delivered by the member firms. GTIL and its member firms are not agents of, and do not obligate, one another and are not liable for one another’s acts or 
omissions. Please see grantthornton.co.uk for further details. grantthornton.co.uk

21st September 2020

Dear Simone,

Development of the Covid-19 Vulnerability and Recovery Index for District Councils 

(the Assignment)

We have pleasure in enclosing a copy of our summary report in accordance with your instructions dated 27th August 2020 which 

is reproduced at Appendix A of this report.  This document (the Report and accompanying Excel Toolbook) has been prepared 

by Grant Thornton UK LLP (Grant Thornton) for The Society of District Council Treasurers (the Addressee) in connection with 

the development of a COVID-19 Vulnerability and Recovery Index for all districts in England to analyse the potential impact of 

COVID-19 on the district councils and understand the vulnerabilities which need to be understood when considering recovery 

planning (the Purpose).    

We stress that the Report and Toolbook is confidential and prepared for the Addressee only. We agree that an Addressee may 

disclose our Report to its professional advisers in relation to the Purpose, or as required by law or regulation, the rules or order 

of a stock exchange, court or supervisory, regulatory, governmental or judicial authority without our prior written consent but in 

each case strictly on the basis that prior to disclosure you inform such parties that (i) disclosure by them is not permitted without 

our prior written consent, and (ii) to the fullest extent permitted by law we accept no responsibility or liability to them or to any 

person other than the Addressee.

The Report and Toolbook should not be used, reproduced or circulated for any other purpose, in whole or in part, without our 

prior written consent, such consent will only be given after full consideration of the circumstances at the time. These 

requirements do not apply to any information, which is, or becomes, publicly available or is shown to have been made so 

available (otherwise than through a breach of a confidentiality obligation). 

To the fullest extent permitted by law, we do not accept or assume responsibility to anyone other than the Addressee for our 

work, our Report, Toolbook and other communications, or for any opinions we have formed. We do not accept any responsibility 

for any loss or damages arising out of the use of the Report by the Addressee(s) for any purpose other than in relation to the 

Purpose. 

The data used in the provision of our services to you and incorporated into the Report and Toolbook has been provided by third 

parties. We have not verified the accuracy or completeness of any such data. There may therefore be errors in such data which

could impact on the content of the Report. No warranty or representation as to the accuracy or completeness of any such data 

or of the content of the Report relating to such data is given nor can any responsibility be accepted for any loss arising 

therefrom.

Yours faithfully

Rob Turner

Director

Grant Thornton UK LLP 

Grant Thornton UK LLP 110 

Bishopsgate London EC2N 

4AY 

T +44 (0)20 7383 5100 F +44 

(0)20 7383 4715

For the attention of Simone Hines, President of the 

Society of District Council Treasurers 

Sent via email



Introduction

3



© 2020 Grant Thornton UK LLP. Confidential and for 

information only.

COVID-19 Vulnerability Index | September 2020

Commercial in confidence

Introducing the COVID-19 
Indices 
The purpose of this report is to provide a high level summary of the key findings from the district 

level analysis of the COVID-19 Vulnerability and Recovery Indices. It should be used alongside 

the separate Excel Toolbook which provides a detailed breakdown of all the data.

Grant Thornton’s Vulnerability Index provides a nationwide view on the vulnerability of local 

authorities to the immediate and medium-term impacts of COVID-19. Levels of vulnerability to 

COVID-19 are explored through six socio-economic lenses and draws upon 36 national 

indicators which are listed in the diagram above. The Recovery Index seeks to understand how 

well placed areas are to respond and recover from COVID-19. It draws upon a more select 

number 9 key indicators which are listed in the final box of the diagram below. For more detailed 

metadata on each of the individual indicators used in the two indices please refer to the 

accompanying Excel Toolbook which includes a metadata tab.

The remainder of this report provides some headline findings. The first section looks at the 

national picture across each of the baskets using a heatmap and a top/bottom 10 table. These 

outputs are both based on scores, with 100 indicating the district median. Full rankings and 

scores are available for all 188 in the accompanying Toolbook.

The second part of this report looks at the implications of the findings. We identify three key 

implications:

• The complexity of COVID-19 requires a local response

• Some vulnerabilities are more prevalent in particular localities

• There are particular issues that are more apparent in district authorities
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Vulnerability Index

Key findings

• There is no clear geographical pattern to the map which reflects that a range of places from 

across the country have high vulnerability. 

• However, it appears that sometimes neighbouring districts share similar experiences  

resulting in small clusters of high vulnerability. Examples include Canterbury and Thanet in 

Kent and Pendle, Burnley and Hyndburn.

• It is also notable that the top three most vulnerable areas are all coastal districts – something 

which is explored later on in this report.

6

National 

rank (out 

of 188)

District name County Region Score

1 Thanet Kent South East 106.93

2 Eastbourne East Sussex South East 105.88

3 Hastings East Sussex South East 105.84

4 Chesterfield Derbyshire East Midlands 105.59

5 Canterbury Kent South East 105.33

6 Burnley Lancashire North West 105.16

7 Hyndburn Lancashire North West 104.86

8 Pendle Lancashire North West 104.51

9
Newcastle-under-

Lyme
Staffordshire West Midlands 104.39

10 Norwich Norfolk East of England 104.18

179 Vale of White Horse Oxfordshire South East 96.11

180 Eden Cumbria North West 96.00

181 Harborough Leicestershire East Midlands 95.97

182 Blaby Leicestershire East Midlands 95.93

183 St Albans Hertfordshire East of England 95.77

184 Hambleton North Yorkshire
Yorkshire and 

The Humber
95.07

185 Epsom and Ewell Surrey South East 95.00

186 Hart Hampshire South East 94.78

187 Elmbridge Surrey South East 94.13

188 Surrey Heath Surrey South East 93.31

Top 10 and bottom 10 nationally

A darker shade indicates higher levels of vulnerability
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Financial vulnerability 

Key findings

• The map shows that the picture nationally is very varied with no clear geographical pattern. 

This is perhaps not surprising given the nature of this basket, which is more about the 

financial sustainability of the council as opposed to place-based characteristics. This is also 

reflected in the top ten, with all districts from different county areas.

• Often districts within the same county can have very varied performance. For example, 

Lincolnshire, Derbyshire and East Sussex have districts that feature in both the top and 

bottom ten.
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National 

rank (out 

of 188)

District name County Region Score

1 Stevenage Hertfordshire East of England 116.01

2 Chelmsford Essex East of England 114.73

3 Eastbourne East Sussex South East 114.68

4 Adur West Sussex South East 114.33

5 Lincoln Lincolnshire East Midlands 113.93

6 East Cambridgeshire CambridgeshireEast of England 113.66

7 Waverley Surrey South East 113.63

8 Chesterfield Derbyshire East Midlands 113.60

9 Exeter Devon South West 113.29

10 Oxford Oxfordshire South East 113.09

179 Wealden East Sussex South East 96.13

180 Rossendale Lancashire North West 96.03

181 West Lindsey Lincolnshire East Midlands 96.02

182 Surrey Heath Surrey South East 95.53

183
Nuneaton and 

Bedworth
Warwickshire West Midlands 95.32

184 Malvern Hills Worcestershire West Midlands 95.07

185 Broadland Norfolk East of England 94.89

186 South Derbyshire Derbyshire East Midlands 94.83

187 Oadby and Wigston Leicestershire East Midlands 92.57

188 Wychavon Worcestershire West Midlands 92.35

Top 10 and bottom 10 nationally

A darker shade indicates higher levels of vulnerability



© 2020 Grant Thornton UK LLP. Confidential and for 

information only.

COVID-19 Vulnerability Index | September 2020

Commercial in confidence

People basket

Key findings

• The map shows that high levels of vulnerability are generally found in the smaller more urban 

districts. However, there are exceptions to this pattern such as Oxford which is predominantly 

urban but yet ranks in the bottom 10 on People vulnerability.

• Coastal areas also tend to be more vulnerable on this basket, with three featuring in the top 

ten.
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National 

rank (out 

of 188)

District name County Region Score

1 Eastbourne East Sussex South East 113.01

2 Northampton Northamptonshire East Midlands 112.83

3 Hastings East Sussex South East 112.68

4 Ipswich Suffolk East of England 112.05

5 Worthing West Sussex South East 110.82

6 Gravesham Kent South East 110.68

7 Thanet Kent South East 110.67

8
Nuneaton and 

Bedworth
Warwickshire West Midlands 110.59

9 Gloucester Gloucestershire South West 109.10

10 Basildon Essex East of England 108.54

179 Mid Devon Devon South West 92.46

180 Hambleton North Yorkshire
Yorkshire and 

The Humber
92.27

181 West Devon Devon South West 92.13

182 Ribble Valley Lancashire North West 92.00

183 Derbyshire Dales Derbyshire East Midlands 91.16

184 Ryedale North Yorkshire
Yorkshire and 

The Humber
89.82

185 Oxford Oxfordshire South East 89.82

186 Allerdale Cumbria North West 87.82

187 Richmondshire North Yorkshire
Yorkshire and 

The Humber
87.29

188 Eden Cumbria North West 83.88

Top 10 and bottom 10 nationally

A darker shade indicates higher levels of vulnerability
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Place basket

Key findings

• This map is almost the inverse of the previous ‘People’ map – here we see higher 

vulnerability occurring in the larger more rural districts. This reflects aspects such as 

broadband access and longer journey times to nearest food stores. There are exceptions to 

this though such as Corby which is urban and yet ranks in the top 10.

• Its also notable that Pendle and Ipswich both feature in the bottom 10 whereas on some of 

the previous tables they have conversely featured in the top 10 most vulnerable which 

underlines that issues can play out differently in different areas.
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National 

rank (out 

of 188)

District name County Region Score

1 Boston Lincolnshire East Midlands 118.65

2 Breckland Norfolk East of England 114.77

3
Somerset West 

and Taunton
Somerset Somerset 113.70

4 Chichester West Sussex South East 113.24

5 North Devon Devon South West 113.07

6 South Holland Lincolnshire East Midlands 112.04

7 Ashford Kent South East 111.74

8 North Norfolk Norfolk East of England 109.85

9 Corby Northamptonshire East Midlands 109.30

10 Tunbridge Wells Kent South East 109.10

179 Ribble Valley Lancashire North West 92.95

180 Pendle Lancashire North West 92.91

181 Mansfield Nottinghamshire East Midlands 92.85

182 Epsom and Ewell Surrey South East 92.70

183 Ipswich Suffolk East of England 92.60

184 Broxtowe Nottinghamshire East Midlands 92.42

185 North Kesteven Lincolnshire East Midlands 91.84

186 Gedling Nottinghamshire East Midlands 91.66

187 Blaby Leicestershire East Midlands 91.03

188 Castle Point Essex East of England 90.85

Top 10 and bottom 10 nationally

A darker shade indicates higher levels of vulnerability
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Economy 

Key findings

• The economic vulnerability of places reflects the underlying sectoral mix which makes some 

places much more vulnerable than others. 

• Whilst some areas will face risks in relation to tourism and hospitality, for others it will be risks 

associated with manufacturing. 

• For example, Pendle and Hyndburn both have very high levels of employment in 

manufacturing which is one of the most at risk sector, whereas areas such as South Lakeland 

and East Lindsey have very high levels of employment in accommodation and food services 

which has been severely affected by the pandemic.
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National 

rank (out 

of 188)

District name County Region Score

1 East Lindsey Lincolnshire East Midlands 112.70

2 Pendle Lancashire North West 112.16

3 High Peak Derbyshire East Midlands 111.98

4 Thanet Kent South East 111.17

5 Canterbury Kent South East 111.13

6 North Norfolk Norfolk East of England 110.66

7 Havant Hampshire South East 110.02

8 Hyndburn Lancashire North West 109.99

9 Broxbourne Hertfordshire East of England 109.75

10 South Lakeland Cumbria North West 108.74

179 Boston Lincolnshire East Midlands 92.43

180 Blaby Leicestershire East Midlands 91.85

181 Torridge Devon South West 90.79

182 South Norfolk Norfolk East of England 90.24

183 Barrow-in-Furness Cumbria North West 88.97

184 Watford Hertfordshire East of England 88.46

185 Elmbridge Surrey South East 87.17

186 Bromsgrove Worcestershire West Midlands 87.04

187 Surrey Heath Surrey South East 86.90

188
Reigate and 

Banstead
Surrey South East 84.36

Top 10 and bottom 10 nationally

A darker shade indicates higher levels of vulnerability
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Health

Key findings

• Looking at the map we can see a darker shaded band across the middle of the country 

reflecting higher vulnerability, particularly in the East Midlands as reflected in the top 10. 

• Other hotspots are found in the North west and parts of the Kent coast.

• The bottom ten is dominated by areas in the South East.
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National 

rank (out 

of 188)

District name County Region Score

1 Burnley Lancashire North West 111.43

2 Barrow-in-FurnessCumbria North West 111.19

3 Corby Northamptonshire East Midlands 110.80

4 Boston Lincolnshire East Midlands 110.67

5 Lincoln Lincolnshire East Midlands 110.64

6 Preston Lancashire North West 110.11

7 Great Yarmouth Norfolk East of England 109.69

8 Mansfield Nottinghamshire East Midlands 109.68

9 Ashfield Nottinghamshire East Midlands 108.45

10 Thanet Kent South East 107.82

179 South Hams Devon South West 92.08

180 Elmbridge Surrey South East 91.64

181 South Oxfordshire Oxfordshire South East 91.51

182 Waverley Surrey South East 91.34

183 Epsom and Ewell Surrey South East 90.69

184 Mole Valley Surrey South East 90.67

185
South 

Cambridgeshire
Cambridgeshire East of England 90.67

186 St Albans Hertfordshire East of England 90.05

187 Horsham West Sussex South East 89.96

188 Hart Hampshire South East 88.23

Top 10 and bottom 10 nationally

A darker shade indicates higher levels of vulnerability
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Social care

Key findings

• For this basket the map looks different, reflecting that we’ve had to use county level data and 
apply this to the corresponding districts. 

• Stand out areas of high vulnerability are Derbyshire, Lancashire and Cumbria in the North 

and East Sussex and Devon in the south.
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National 

rank (out 

of 188)

District name County Region Score

1 Bolsover Derbyshire East Midlands 109.53

1 Chesterfield Derbyshire East Midlands 109.53

1 South Derbyshire Derbyshire East Midlands 109.53

1 Erewash Derbyshire East Midlands 109.53

1
North East 

Derbyshire
Derbyshire East Midlands 109.53

1 Amber Valley Derbyshire East Midlands 109.53

1 High Peak Derbyshire East Midlands 109.53

1 Derbyshire Dales Derbyshire East Midlands 109.53

9 Burnley Lancashire North West 108.36

9 Preston Lancashire North West 108.36

179 Stevenage Hertfordshire East of England 92.27

179 Watford Hertfordshire East of England 92.27

179 Welwyn Hatfield Hertfordshire East of England 92.27

179 Broxbourne Hertfordshire East of England 92.27

179 Three Rivers Hertfordshire East of England 92.27

179 North Hertfordshire Hertfordshire East of England 92.27

179 Dacorum Hertfordshire East of England 92.27

179 Hertsmere Hertfordshire East of England 92.27

179 East Hertfordshire Hertfordshire East of England 92.27

179 St Albans Hertfordshire East of England 92.27

Top 10 and bottom 10 nationally

A darker shade indicates higher levels of vulnerability
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Recovery Index

Key findings

• The Recovery Index is different from the Vulnerability basket as it seeks to understand which 

areas are more resilient and could ‘bounce back’ more easily. This index still includes some of 

the same indicators used in the Vulnerability Index, such as employment in ‘at risk’ sectors, 
but this is now examined in terms of which areas have the lowest levels of employment at 

risk. 

• The picture is again quite varied with the top 10 featuring areas from different regions. 

• Picking out a couple of areas that feature in the top 10:

• Harlow's strong performance is driven by having a good mix of business sizes and 

relatively low reduction in business rates using a modelled scenario of all shops and 

restaurants closing for a year.

• Warwick has a very low proportion of employment in ‘at risk’ sectors and has had good 
house price recovery post the previous recession.
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National 

rank (out 

of 188)

District name County Region Score

1 Surrey Heath Surrey South East 110.61

2 South Norfolk Norfolk East of England 110.13

3 Wychavon Worcestershire West Midlands 109.05

4 Blaby Leicestershire East Midlands 108.54

5 Broadland Norfolk East of England 108.30

6 Harlow Essex East of England 108.10

7 Warwick Warwickshire West Midlands 108.01

8
South 

Cambridgeshire

Cambridgeshir

e
East of England 107.95

9 Selby North Yorkshire
Yorkshire and The 

Humber
107.82

10 Winchester Hampshire South East 107.77

179 Chesterfield Derbyshire East Midlands 91.26

180 Canterbury Kent South East 90.90

181 Eastbourne East Sussex South East 90.43

182 Burnley Lancashire North West 90.34

183 Wellingborough
Northamptonsh

ire
East Midlands 90.10

184 Gosport Hampshire South East 90.02

185 Pendle Lancashire North West 88.69

186 Oxford Oxfordshire South East 87.06

187
Newcastle-under-

Lyme
Staffordshire West Midlands 86.21

188 Adur West Sussex South East 85.45

Top 10 and bottom 10 nationally

A darker shade indicates higher levels of recovery
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The complexity of COVID-19 
requires a local response

Key findings

• The scatter chart correlates the Vulnerability Index against the Recovery Index, with each 

individual dot showing the performance of a single district. Scores have been converted to 

percentiles, for example the highest scoring area will have a percentile of 100 and the lowest 

scoring area a figure of zero.

• The lack of a clear correlation between the two Indices reflects that COVID-19 is complex and 

given the unique characteristics of districts requires a local response. 

• The chart is split into four quadrants to aid interpretation. Areas that sit in the bottom right of 

the chart are the most vulnerable to COVID-19 as they have high vulnerability coupled with 

low recoverability. 
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The complexity of COVID-19 
requires a local response

Regional

Key findings

• The charts above demonstrate that there can be considerable variation in levels of 

vulnerability at a local level which reemphasises the importance of a local response to 

recovery.

• The first chart shows the variation in district Vulnerability scores at a regional level, with the 

greatest variation occurring in the South East where vulnerability scores range from as high 

as 106.9 in Thanet down to 93.3 in Surrey Heath.

• At a county level there is also notable variation between districts. The dots represent outliers 

– for example in Hampshire Hart has much lower vulnerability than the other districts in the 

county. 
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Some vulnerabilities are more 
prevalent in particular localities 

Key findings

• A deeper dive on some of the baskets and individual measures reveals that certain 

vulnerabilities are more prevalent in particular types of districts.

• The first chart shows that there is a close correlation between rurality and ‘People’ 
vulnerability. The negative relationship reveals that the more urban areas have higher levels 

of ‘People’ vulnerability, whilst the more rural localities perform generally better with low levels 
of vulnerability. 

• The second scatter chart unpicks the ‘Place’ basket by correlating access to broadband 
against rurality. This shows a strong positive correlation with access to ‘decent broadband’ 
decreasing as levels of rurality increase. This is particularly pertinent given the increased 

reliance on broadband to enable people to effectively work from home.
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Some vulnerabilities are more 
prevalent in particular localities 

Coastal vulnerability

Key findings

• We’ve identified 42 coastal districts and the bar chart shows how many of these perform 
above and below the district average.

• More coastal areas have generally above average levels of vulnerability, particularly in 

relation to the ‘People’ and ‘Economy’ baskets. 
• The high vulnerability on the ‘Economy’ basket for coastal areas could reflect that many 

coastal areas are reliant on accommodation and food services as a source of employment 

and income – a sector which has been hard-hit by the pandemic.

• One way areas are trying to counteract this is by promoting their place as a holiday 

destination for staycations. On the plus side this could provide a much needed boost to 

coastal economies but there is also growing concern that increased numbers of visitors could 

bring other risks associated with overcrowding and people unknowingly bringing COVID-19 

into the area.
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Some vulnerabilities are more 
prevalent in particular localities 

Deprivation vs Vulnerability Index

Key findings

• There is strong positive correlation between more deprived places and vulnerability which 

reinforces the importance of understanding what factors are driving a place’s vulnerability.
• Deprivation is one of key drivers of allocation of grants, such as the top up grant and has 

been used in the calculation of the historic funding formula.

• However, whilst the correlation is strong, it is still apparent that there are some outliers to this 

pattern which suggests that looking at deprivation in isolation may mean that some places 

may not receive the financial support required, particularly those in the top left corner which 

have relatively low deprivation but suffer from higher levels of vulnerability.
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There are particular issues that 
are more apparent in district 
authorities

Key findings
• The chart above drills into some of the key baskets to see how district performance on individual 

measures compares to the England average. The bars above zero indicate the number of districts that 

are above average, whilst the bars beneath zero show the number of districts that have a figure below 

the national average. In the majority of cases being above the national average shows increased 

vulnerability (as indicated by the red bars) but for a small number of variables a figure above the 

national average shows lower vulnerability (green bars).

• This helps to draw out particular issue areas that are contributing to a district’s vulnerability. In the 
People basket over 80% of districts have above average levels of population aged over 65+, which 

presents dual risks not just in terms of the risks of contracting COVID-19 but also this age group will 

take longer to emerge from the pandemic and for consumer behaviours to turn back to normal. It is 

also notable in this basket that 127 districts have average income levels below the England average.

• Other key issues affecting districts relate to the Economy basket where a high number of areas are 

above the average on percentage of employment and businesses in at risk sectors alongside high 

GVA impact.
20

Comparison to England average

85

154

29 28

82
61

12 27
58

87

127
111

149 152 145

93
129 119

55

109
85

106
71

39

-103

-34

-159-160

-106
-127

-176-161
-130

-101

-61
-77

-39 -36 -43

-95
-59 -69

-133

-79
-103

-82
-117

-149

-180

-140

-100

-60

-20

20

60

100

140

180

People Place Economy Health

Above 

national 

average

Below 

national 

average



© 2020 Grant Thornton UK LLP. Confidential and for 

information only.

COVID-19 Vulnerability Index | September 2020

Commercial in confidence

There are particular issues that 
are more apparent in district 
authorities

Key findings

• The two bar charts above pick out two key issues areas for districts.

• The red bars indicates that the districts are above the England average (purple line), the 

orange bars indicates districts that very close to the average and the green bar shows 

districts that fall below the England average. For these two metrics a figure above the 

England indicates increased vulnerability.

• In both cases it is clear that a very high share of districts exceed the England average and 

presents a risk to the districts.
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