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Abstract
Background: Malaria transmission is complex and is believed to be associated with local climate changes. However, 
simple attempts to extrapolate malaria incidence rates from averaged regional meteorological conditions have proven 
unsuccessful. Therefore, the objective of this study was to determine if variations in specific meteorological factors are 
able to consistently predict P. falciparum malaria incidence at different locations in south Ethiopia.

Methods: Retrospective data from 42 locations were collected including P. falciparum malaria incidence for the period 
of 1998-2007 and meteorological variables such as monthly rainfall (all locations), temperature (17 locations), and 
relative humidity (three locations). Thirty-five data sets qualified for the analysis. Ljung-Box Q statistics was used for 
model diagnosis, and R squared or stationary R squared was taken as goodness of fit measure. Time series modelling 
was carried out using Transfer Function (TF) models and univariate auto-regressive integrated moving average (ARIMA) 
when there was no significant predictor meteorological variable.

Results: Of 35 models, five were discarded because of the significant value of Ljung-Box Q statistics. Past P. falciparum 
malaria incidence alone (17 locations) or when coupled with meteorological variables (four locations) was able to 
predict P. falciparum malaria incidence within statistical significance. All seasonal AIRMA orders were from locations at 
altitudes above 1742 m. Monthly rainfall, minimum and maximum temperature was able to predict incidence at four, 
five and two locations, respectively. In contrast, relative humidity was not able to predict P. falciparum malaria 
incidence. The R squared values for the models ranged from 16% to 97%, with the exception of one model which had 
a negative value. Models with seasonal ARIMA orders were found to perform better. However, the models for 
predicting P. falciparum malaria incidence varied from location to location, and among lagged effects, data 
transformation forms, ARIMA and TF orders.

Conclusions: This study describes P. falciparum malaria incidence models linked with meteorological data. Variability in 
the models was principally attributed to regional differences, and a single model was not found that fits all locations. 
Past P. falciparum malaria incidence appeared to be a superior predictor than meteorology. Future efforts in malaria 
modelling may benefit from inclusion of non-meteorological factors.

Background
Over 100 million people worldwide are affected by
malaria and P. falciparum malaria is responsible for
approximately one million deaths annually, with many of
those deaths occurring in children under the age of five

years. Unfortunately, 90% of the global malarial burden is
carried by sub-Saharan Africa [1,2]. Malaria transmission
is complex and not yet fully understood; the recent focus
of developed nations on global warming has spawned the
suspicion of a climate-malaria link.

The possible association of changes in temperatures to
variations in malaria epidemiology is merited by the well-
defined biological effects on life-cycle stages of the
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Anopheles insect transmission vector and the Plasmo-
dium malaria parasite [3]. For example, increasing of the
temperature to 31°C results in a shortened sporogonic
period of the Plasmodium parasite, an effect which differs
among the P. falciparum and P. vivax species. Higher
mean daily temperatures are not favourable for vector
survival since increased temperatures speed up develop-
ment of the aquatic stages of the vector's life cycle.

Many researchers, therefore, have proposed developing
improved tools to forecast malaria epidemics by using
variations in regional temperatures. These efforts have
resulted in the medical literature using vastly inconsistent
terminology to describe malaria risks, and to distinguish
between long-term forecasts, early warning and early
detection of epidemics.

Long-term epidemic forecasting is usually based on cli-
mate forecasting, and relies on such datasets as the El
Niño Southern Oscillation indices to predict epidemic
risk months in advance over large geographical areas.
Such a forecast allows time for the population to prepare
for a possible epidemic in the upcoming malaria season.

Malaria epidemic early warning is based on surveying
transmission risks to predict timing of an increase based
on abnormal rainfall or temperatures. Often, such risks
are influenced by population vulnerability, such as history
of low rates of malaria transmission. Such predictions of
malaria epidemics can provide lead times of weeks to
months.

The long-term and early warning approaches should,
however, be distinguished from epidemic early detection,
which involves noting the beginning of an unusual epi-
demic. As such, this surveillance approach is limited in
that is offers little lead time (days to weeks) for prepara-
tion and implementation of preventive measures. When
used in an effective manner, it is able to prevent sickness
and death.

The aim of this study was to examine if the spatio-tem-
poral distribution of surface temperature and rainfall are
useful factors to predict changes in malaria incidence, as
a malaria epidemic early warning strategy. This evalua-
tion was based on an assumption that the link between
climate and occurrence of malaria is constant and similar
for different regional settings.

Incorporating prediction and forecasting approaches,
however, calls for sound understanding of the complex
factors involved in malaria transmission. It has been sug-
gested that the major driving force of malaria transmis-
sion is climate [4-8]. However, the data has been largely
inconsistent as to exactly how climate influences malaria
transmission. In some geographic regions, the minimum
temperature has been shown as an important contribu-
tory factor for malaria transmission [6,7,9], while in oth-
ers the maximum temperature has been implicated [5,10-
12]. Onset of malaria epidemics often coincide with the

rainy season or significant rainfall [13,14], but this is not
always the case [9]. Inconsistent findings also exist in
studies focusing on the number of climate lags, both for
rainfall and temperature, associated with malaria epi-
demics [5-7]. Prediction strategies based on climate
information have been most accurate when considering
colder locations [6]; still, not all studies have been able to
confirm the utility of meteorological variables at varying
altitudes [7]. The effect of rainfall on transmission rates
has also been found to vary between urban and rural
areas [6], suggesting the presence of an additional
cofounding factor in one of both of these communities.
To date, many different models have been developed
based on the simple assumption that a defined set of cli-
matic variables influence malaria incidence; however, the
models have different statistical or mathematical forms,
incorporate different variables and lag combinations, and
demanded different forms of data transformation and
analysis [5-8]. This might reflect the complexity between
climatic variables and malaria transmission [15] while
striving to address biological plausibility. Unfortunately,
such biological approaches are able to describe malaria
transmission but are not powerful enough to yield reli-
able predictions of incidence [16]. This is also a limitation
that affects implementation of climate-based malaria
early warning and forecasting [17]. Attempts have been
made to improve the models using historical morbidity
and climatic variables [6-8,12].

Nonetheless, the impact of climate on malaria trans-
mission has yet to be firmly established. Thus, there
exists a need to consider local variations in climates in
order to fully understand the relationship between cli-
mate and malaria transmission [11,15,16,18-23]. Taking
the average of conditions across large geographic areas,
or even making similar assumptions stating the effects of
climatic variables to be constant across different locations
[7], might cause an underestimation of local variations
and disable a models accurate ability to predict malaria
incidence [16,17].

In addition to the incorporation of climatic causes,
some researchers have suggested building models that
consider non-climatic factors such as land use, popula-
tion movement, immunity, topography, parasite geno-
types, vector composition, drug resistance, vector control
measures and availability of healthcare services [6-
8,18,20,24]. The study presented herein did not include
non-meteorological data because of limited data avail-
ability; however, local variations were considered in the
link between malaria incidence and meteorological fac-
tors [10,18,20]. In areas such as the Ethiopian highlands
endemic malaria occurs at altitudes above 2100 m [25]. It
has been suggested that global warming will drive malaria
transmission at higher altitudes, mainly because of corre-
sponding changes in the distribution of the Anopheles
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vector [26]. However, the study period covered less than
10 years and, thus, was too brief to evaluate the potential
effects of global warming on vector distribution and on
malaria incidence. Therefore, the principal objective of
this study was to explore if variations of meteorological
factors are able to consistently predict P. falciparum
malaria incidence at different locations in south Ethiopia.

Methods
Data inputs and inclusion criteria
A total of 42 locations in the southern region of Ethiopia
were examined for data on varying serial length of P. falci-
parum malaria incidence during 1998-2007; available
data from local meteorology stations were also collected
for the analysis. The minimum serial length was set at 50
[27], resulting in five locations being excluded from fur-
ther analysis. To ensure against imputation effects on
model structure, the threshold of allowable missing data
was set at 15% of the total series; this criterion led to the
exclusion of two locations. The final number of locations
in this study was, therefore, 35.

Microscopically-confirmed P. falciparum malaria cases
only were considered in this study. The total number of
cases was 210 659 and covered a period of 6.7 years from
the 35 locations. The mean serial length was 80 months
(range: 51-118 months). The available meteorological
data included: monthly total rainfall in millimetres (all
locations), monthly average maximum, minimum and
average temperature in Celsius (17 locations) and
monthly average relative humidity as percentage (three
locations). While taking averaged rainfall data for each
month in the series, 19 locations exhibited a unimodal
rainfall pattern (which peaked from June to September)
and the remaining 16 locations exhibited a bimodal pat-
tern (peaks in February to April and August to October).
The bimodal rainfall pattern could 'double' the serial
length and, hence, improve the chance of observing any
link between P. falciparum malaria incidence and rainfall
pattern. The altitude of the meteorology stations ranged
from 1182-2582 m, and 14 locations were below 1750 m.
Figure 1 presents the coordinates of each location.

Data source
A health centre provides basic curative and preventive
health services for a population of about 25,000 people.
Each health centre is staffed by nurses and health officers,
and by trained laboratory technicians. The institutions
routinely performed thick and thin blood film examina-
tions for malaria parasites. Rapid diagnostic tests for
malaria were not used. Each month, all health institutions
reported suspected malaria cases and confirmed P. falci-
parum and P. vivax cases to the regional health authori-
ties.

Microscopically-confirmed P. falciparum malaria cases
(n = 210,659) were obtained from the reports made to the
Southern Nations and Nationalities Regional Health
Bureau from 33 health centres and from two district hos-
pitals.

The meteorological data used for analyses were
obtained from the Southern Branch office of the National
Meteorological Agency of Ethiopia. This agency operates
over 200 meteorological stations, with records spanning
15 to over 50 years. From the year 1970 onward, the pro-
portion of missing data is low [28]. In this study, meteoro-
logical data from 35 locations was used (Figure 1).

Missing data handling
The Box-Jenkins method [29] was used, hereafter
referred to as the Autoregressive integrated moving aver-
age (ARIMA). As this model requires discrete time series
data with no missing values, missing data replacement for
both dependent and independent series was carried out.
Missing values were replaced with the mean or the
median of the period in which the observation was miss-
ing. The mean was used for data of P. falciparum malaria
incidence, temperature and relative humidity. Since rain-
fall data was heavily skewed, the median was used to
replace the missing values of rainfall.

Assumptions
1. The underlying data of malaria transmission was 
assumed to be stochastic, whereby local variations 
and other unmeasured causes play important roles. 
Others have reported local variations in the associa-
tion between climate and malaria incidence 

Figure 1 Coordinates of the malaria affected locations of interest 
in south Ethiopia. A map of Ethiopia has been sub-divided into ad-
ministrative regions that include the Southern Nations and Nationali-
ties People's Region where we conducted this study.
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[15,16,18-22]. Therefore, building models for each 
location would remove crudeness of models and 
enable reliable forecasts. In addition, this might con-
tribute to our understanding of the impact of meteo-
rology with respect to varying altitudes.
2. The quality of data obtained through routine 
reporting in developing countries may be question-
able, mainly because of under-reporting. However, 
the data sets were assumed to hold the basic elements 
of malaria transmission like trend, seasonality or 
monthly variations, which could suffice for modelling 
exercise [12]. The need to use available data at the 
regional level, check whether these data could be used 
to model P. falciparum malaria incidence and assist 
malaria epidemic early warning was considered.
3. The meteorology station correctly captures climate 
data within a 10 km radius [Southern Branch office of 
National Meteorological Agency of Ethiopia, personal 
communication], and this matches to the service area 
coverage of the corresponding health centre. This 
assumption does not apply for the two district hospi-
tals since the service area coverage of a district hospi-
tal is beyond the 10 km radius [30].
4. In Ethiopia, malaria transmission is largely unstable 
[31] and, hence, the population has insignificant 
immunity, putting all age groups at equal risk of con-
tracting the disease. Therefore, demographic changes 
were assumed to have had minimal impact in malaria 
transmission during the study period. Meanwhile, 
there is lack of proper denominator for health facility-
based data in this country. As a result, the number of 
malaria cases was used instead of its fraction out of 
the total population.

Scope
This paper sought to unveil the local variations in the
predictive power of lagged effects of the number of past P.
falciparum malaria cases and climatic variables on inci-
dence of P. falciparum malaria. As model structures of
each location were presented, detail of each model, fore-
casting and validation were beyond the scope of this
research effort.

Data processing and analysis
SPSS version 17.0 Expert Modeler (Chicago, IL, USA)
was used to automatically determine the best-fitting
model. Malaria incidence was the dependent variable,
and all available climatic variables were fed into the
model as predictors. The Expert Modeler keeps the pre-
dictor series in the model only if it is significant. The
resultant model was checked for consistency by inserting
the model criteria set and significant predictor identified
by the Expert Modeler. To do this, custom ARIMA mod-
els were used and several logical combinations of criteria

to look for better models were considered. The best-fit-
ting model built by the Expert Modeler was subsequently
used. For the locations of Cheleklektu and Buee, a con-
stant value of 1 was added to the dependent series to
enable log transformation. Automatic detection of outli-
ers was made and the outliers were modelled accordingly,
thus trimming was not performed. The same procedure
was followed for all data sets.

Goodness of fit
The R-squared measurement was used as an indicator of
goodness of fit for the models if there was no differenc-
ing. The R-squared coefficient of determination suggests
the proportion of variance of the dependent variable
explained by the model. The stationary R-squared was
used instead whenever the Expert Modeler considered
differencing. The stationary R-squared was used to cap-
ture trend or seasonality, which is the basis for differenc-
ing. The stationary R-squared and the ordinary R-
squared values were the same when there was no data
transformation to any form. It is noted that if the series
was log transformed without differencing, stationary R-
squared would overestimate the ordinary R-squared and
underestimate for the square root transformation.

Diagnostic statistics
The Ljung-Box Q statistic, also known as the modified
Box-Pierce statistic, was used to provide an indication of
whether the model was correctly specified. A significant
value less than 0.05 was considered to acknowledge the
presence of structure in the observed series which was
not accounted for by the model; therefore, we ignored the
model if it had significant value.

The residual autocorrelation function was expected to
agree with the white noise assumption. White noise, the
most common model of noise in time series analysis, is a
stationary time series or a stationary random process
with zero autocorrelation. In other words, in white noise
N(t) any pair of values N(t1) and N(t2) taken at different
moments t1 and t2 of time are not correlated; that is, the
correlation coefficient r(N(t1), N(t2)) is equal to null. The
SPSS 17.0 forecasting menu provides autocorrelations
that provides p values for each lagged noise residual
series using the Ljung-Box statistics. It was possible to see
which lagged noise residual was significantly autocorre-
lated. For each data set, autocorrelation of noise residuals
was carried out, and the results were consistent with that
of the model statistics table of Ljung-Box Q statistics.

The model
Since meteorological variables were used as predictors,
addition of the Transfer Function (TF) model to the basic
univariate ARIMA model was considered. Whenever the
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Expert Modeler dropped the predictor series, the model
was found to take on the univariate ARIMA form.

ARIMA orders
In ARIMA (p, d, q) (P, D, Q), the first parenthesis held the
non-seasonal autoregressive (p), differencing (d) and
moving average (q) orders. A non-seasonal autoregressive
order of 1 specified the value of the series in one time
period from the past to be used to predict the current
value. A first order differencing implied a linear trend in
the series. Meanwhile, moving average order of 2 speci-
fied the deviations from the mean value of the series from
each of the last two time periods to be considered when
predicting the current value. The second parenthesis held
their seasonal counterparts. For monthly data, the sea-
sonal order of 1 implied that the current value was
affected by the series value 12 periods prior to the current
one.

Transfer function orders
Numerator specified which previous values from the pre-
dictor series were to be used to predict the current value
of the dependent series.

Denominator specified how deviations from the series
mean, for previous values of the predictor series, were to
be used to predict the current value of the dependent
series.

Difference specified the order of differencing applied to
the predictor series before estimating the model
occurred.

The seasonal orders were built using the same strategy
as that for the ARIMA orders.

Delay
Setting a delay is known to cause the predictor's influence
to be delayed by the number of intervals specified. For
instance, a delay of 4 implies the value of the predictor at
time t does not affect forecasts until four periods have
elapsed (t + 4). A delay of 4 essentially equals lag of four
time periods.

See Additional file 1 for details of the model.

Data transformation
The ARIMA model is an analysis in the temporal domain
applied to stationary data series. Thus, the presence of
outliers, random walk, drift, trend, or changing variance
in the series might have resulted in nonstationarity. And
the stationarity of the series could be achieved when both
the mean and the variance remained constant over time.
For this, variance stabilizing transformations, like natural
log (LN) and square root (SQR), and detrending using
differencing were used when necessary. In addition, the
Expert Modeler was set to detect outliers (if any) and
model them automatically.

Results
Model inclusion and exclusion
Data from 35 locations were analysed using Time Series
modelling. Models of five locations were ignored because
of the significant results of the diagnostic statistics, the
Ljung-Box Q, including models built for the two hospital
locations.

Data description
We analysed 210 659 microscopically-confirmed P. falci-
parum malaria cases from 35 localities (Figure 1). During
the same period, these institutions also reported 112 354
microscopically-confirmed P. vivax malaria cases. The
ratio of P. falciparum to P. vivax malaria cases was 1.87 to
1.00.

The pattern of meteorological variables and P. falci-
parum malaria monthly cases was not uniform across the
locations, indicating local variations. Sequence charts
were generated for each of the 35 locations and for the
mean meteorological conditions of 23 (rainfall) and 14
locations (rainfall and temperature). The lagged effect of
rainfall on P. falciparum malaria incidence was more visi-
ble for the mean meteorological conditions (Additional
file 2).

Past Plasmodium falciparum malaria incidence
Of 30 models, 21 were based on lagged effect of incidence
data alone (17 locations) or coupled with meteorological
predictors (4 locations). Among those 21 models, 16 had
a non-seasonal AR order of 1 (13 locations) or 2 (3 loca-
tions). Three locations had both seasonal and non-sea-
sonal AR orders of 1. Two locations had only a seasonal
AR order of 1. Non-seasonal and seasonal first order dif-
ferencing was used for five and three locations, respec-
tively. Five locations had a non-seasonal MA order of
range 1-6, and there was no seasonal MA order. Seasonal
ARIMA orders were specified for six locations of altitude
1742 m or higher, constituting one-third of the locations
above this altitude (Additional file 3, Tables S1-S4).

Meteorological data
Rainfall data were available from all locations, however, it
was found to be a significant predictor for only four of the
locations (altitude: 1182, 1431, 1618 and 2054 m). A delay
of 2 months was significant for 2 of these. A delay of 2
months with numerator TF order of 0 refers to a 2
months lagged effect (Additional file 3, Table S1). Besides
the delay value of 2, including the numerator TF orders of
2, 1 and 0 was interpreted as the rainfall data correspond-
ing to the previous four, three and two months to predict
the current incidence. The denominator TF orders of 2
and 1 indicated that the model used the deviations of
rainfall data of the 4th and 3rd lagged months (delay 2)
from the series mean. One model specified numerator TF
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order of 2, 1 and 0 without setting a delay; that is, rainfall
data of the last two consecutive months coupled with the
current one were used to predict incidence (Additional
file 3, Table S2). A single location had 3 months lagged
effect of rainfall (Additional file 3, Table S4).

Minimum and maximum temperatures were available
for 17 of the locations. Minimum temperature was found
to be a significant predictor in five locations. Delays of 2,
4 and 5 months with numerator TF order 0 predicted
incidence in three locations (altitudes: 2582, 1220 and
2331 m). Of those, first order non-seasonal differencing
was required for the location with the lowest altitude
(1220 m). Incidence (two locations) and maximum tem-
perature (one location) were included in the models
(Additional file 3, Tables S1 and S4). For the remaining
two locations, numerator TF order of 0 without a delay
was specified; that is, the current value of the predictor
was used to determine the current incidence with no con-
tribution for forecasting. For one of the models, however,
it impacted incidence to achieve higher goodness of fit
statistics. The other model had the worst goodness of fit
statistic (negative value) of all models (Additional file 3,
Table S2).

Maximum temperature at a lag of 4 months coupled
with the deviations of a lag of 5 and 6 months from the
series mean predicted incidence at an altitude of 1221 m
(Additional file 3, Table S1). Meanwhile, coupled with
minimum temperature, the value at lag of 4 when added
to the lag of 2 months predicted incidence (Additional file
3, Table S4).

Only three locations had data available on relative
humidity, but none proved significant.

Goodness of fit of models
Except for one model which produced a negative value,
the range of the R-squared was 16-97%. Of 30 models, 20
had values greater than 50% and seven had values exceed-
ing 85%. The range for models with any of the seasonal
ARIMA orders was 60-97%. The models were reasonably
good for explaining the total variations of the data sets.
According to the Spearman's rho correlation coefficient,
there was no significant correlation between the R-
squared values and the serial length (r = 0.29) or the aver-
age incidence per month (r = -0.01).

Model similarities and variations
The model predicted incidence fairly well by its lagged
values in most locations. Models of seven locations were
similar with ARIMA (1, 0, 0) (0, 0, 0) with no transforma-
tion. Nevertheless, the other incidence models applied
different forms of transformation (LN, SQR or differenc-
ing) or incorporated different meteorological variables.
Some models did not contain incidence at any AR or MA
orders. Meanwhile, meteorological variables were signifi-

cant predictors for only seven of the locations without
any apparent reiteration in line with the altitude. For two
of the data sets, the Expert Modeler revealed the absence
of a significant predictor with reasonable goodness of fit
statistics. And for five of the data sets, the model did not
comply with the criterion of diagnostic statistics. In sum-
mary, the variations outweighed the similarities of the
models made for different locations for the given inci-
dence and meteorological data.

Mean meteorological conditions
It was not possible to engage all (thirty) data sets to evalu-
ate the utility of taking mean meteorological conditions
for prediction because aggregates of P. falciparum
malaria incidence of all data sets produced a serial length
of 29 (below 50). Therefore, the mean condition of 23
locations with a serial length of 62 was used. This
resulted in monthly rainfall being a significant predictor
at a lag of 4 months coupled with AR order of 1 (monthly
rainfall was a significant predictor only in four locations
when the data sets were analysed separately). This model
was applied to each of the 23 locations but did not pro-
duce any significant results. The mean condition of tem-
perature (for 14 locations) with or without rainfall was
also checked, but the diagnostic statistics disqualified the
model (Additional file 3, Table S4).

Discussion
Statistical modelling is used for understanding and pre-
diction of multifactorial based events; as such, reproduc-
ibility, biological plausibility and robustness govern the
applicability and effectiveness of each resultant model.
Malaria transmission is one such complex event as many
underlying causes have been associated with its fre-
quency and duration, including regional factors. The
Malaria Early Warning System (MEWS) has been estab-
lished to enable reliable predictions of P. falciparum
malaria epidemics using transmission risk indicators like
unusual increase in rainfall [32]. Nevertheless, producing
accurate predictions using climate data remains a chal-
lenge [15]. This study set forth to evaluate large popula-
tions affected by malaria and residing in widely variable
geographical areas; specifically, we considered local vari-
ations to determine their contribution and ability to limit
effective prediction of P. falciparum malaria incidence by
using statistical modelling methods. This strategy is
expected to also provide evidence to support the meteo-
rology-malaria link and to determine the validity of using
mean meteorological conditions to create a general pre-
dictive model.

The Ljung-Box Q provided the diagnostic statistics to
check the presence of structure in the observed series
which was not accounted for by the model. Five models
were ignored with significant values according to this
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diagnostic statistic, but the underlying reasons were not
immediately clear. It was likely that the only two data sets
that came from hospitals might not have properly coin-
cided with the station-specific climate data since the
catchment area of those hospitals was wider than that of
the meteorological stations. Thus, it remains to be seen
whether linking hospital data with wider catchment to
station-specific meteorological data would benefit evalu-
ations of the proposed meteorology-malaria link.

Malaria transmission is known to be associated with
gametocyte prevalence in a population [33]. The finding
that past P. falciparum malaria incidence often predicts
the current incidence may support this relationship. Like-
wise, the AR term in this study was found to be much
more important than the meteorological variables for
prediction of P. falciparum malaria. Other studies have
also shown that models using the previous month's inci-
dence for malaria prediction outweigh the impact of cli-
mate variables [6-8,12]. In this study, the MA order was
also used. Seasonal ARIMA orders were specified at
higher altitudes only, starting at 1742 m. This might
reflect the seasonal nature of malaria transmission in
these locations. However, two-thirds of the locations
above this altitude did not have seasonal ARIMA orders.
So, it was not possible to conclude that malaria was sea-
sonal at areas above the altitude of 1742 m, or that erratic
rainfall patterns or other unmeasured potentially con-
founding factors have eluded the seasonality.

As has been shown by others [34,35], this study con-
firms the biologically driven link of temperature and rain-
fall with malaria transmission. However, the link is
complex and sensitive to the effects of other factors, and
it remains to be seen whether direct and predictable rela-
tionships really exist [36]. This study suggests that tem-
perature and rainfall are significant predictors for only a
few of the locations examined. The absence of tempera-
ture data for 13 of the locations might have limited our
findings. A serial length above the minimum requirement
for the ARIMA models was used, but it might not have
had enough statistical power to yield significant values or
be long enough in duration to capture seasonality. Never-
theless, the rainfall pattern was bimodal in 16 out of 35
locations, offering a better chance to see the effect of
rainfall on P. falciparum incidence. Some researchers
have suggested the use of weekly data to model malaria
incidence [5,7,12]. Thus, the monthly morbidity and
meteorology data used in this study might not be sensi-
tive enough to reveal the association between meteorol-
ogy and P. falciparum malaria incidence.

Considering mean conditions or aggregated data might
disguise real effects [16,17]. This urges approaches of
modelling to specific locations at the expense 'all-fit-one'
or simple model. This study also examined the effect of

mean meteorological conditions and compared it with
the area-specific results. Meteorological variables, partic-
ularly rainfall, were able to predict P. falciparum malaria
incidence on a wider geographic scale. However, the local
variations seen in the link between P. falciparum malaria
incidence and meteorological factors have not allowed
such approaches of prediction. More importantly, if
malaria transmission cannot be explained by the meteo-
rology-malaria link, it is necessary to include non-cli-
matic factors like vector composition, vector control
measures and healthcare services in statistical modelling,
as is advocated by others [6-8,18,20,24,37].

Conclusions
This study shows that models of climate-malaria link var-
ied from place to place, and one model could not fit all
locations. In several locations, it was found that past P.
falciparum malaria incidence was a more robust predic-
tor than any of the meteorological variables. It is possible
that more accurate malaria modelling may require the
inclusion of non-climatic causes as well. Nonetheless, sta-
tistical time-series modelling to analyse meteorology-
malaria link appears to be a promising approach to pre-
dicting malaria incidence and merits further investiga-
tion.

Additional material

Competing interests
The authors declare that they have no competing interests.

Authors' contributions
EL conceived the study, collated, analysed and interpreted the data, and pre-
pared the draft manuscript. BL conceived the study, guided the analysis, inter-
preted the data and helped to draft the manuscript. Both authors have read
and approved the submitted version of the manuscript.

Acknowledgements
We thank the Southern Nations and Nationalities Peoples Regional Health 
Bureau for kindly providing the retrospective malaria morbidity data.

Author Details
1Department of Public and Environmental Health, Hawassa University, Ethiopia 
and 2Centre for International Health, University of Bergen, Norway

Additional file 1 Details of the model. Formulae and main features of 
Transfer Function and univariate ARIMA models.
Additional file 2 Sequence charts. Sequence charts for each of the 35 
locations examined, mean meteorological conditions of 23 and 14 loca-
tions. The separate sheets in the Excel file are labeled by the name of the 
locations corresponding to the data. Data displayed include altitude, avail-
able meteorological variable(s) and P. falciparum incidence.
Additional file 3 Tables S1 to S4: Time series models to predict Plas-
modium falciparum malaria incidence at different locations in south 
Ethiopia. The 35 locations were divided among four tables for ease of pre-
sentation. All tables included data on location, altitude, available data used, 
model structure, goodness of fit, significant variables and model descrip-
tion, serial length and average incidence per month.

Received: 20 March 2010 Accepted: 16 June 2010 
Published: 16 June 2010
This article is available from: http://www.malariajournal.com/content/9/1/166© 2010 Loha and Lindtjørn; licensee BioMed Central Ltd. This is an Open Access article distributed under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution License (http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/2.0), which permits unrestricted use, distribution, and reproduction in any medium, provided the original work is properly cited.Malaria Journal 2010, 9:166

http://www.biomedcentral.com/content/supplementary/1475-2875-9-166-S1.PDF
http://www.biomedcentral.com/content/supplementary/1475-2875-9-166-S2.XLS
http://www.biomedcentral.com/content/supplementary/1475-2875-9-166-S3.PDF
http://www.malariajournal.com/content/9/1/166
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/2.0


Loha and Lindtjørn Malaria Journal 2010, 9:166
http://www.malariajournal.com/content/9/1/166

Page 8 of 8
References
1. WHO UNICEF: The world malaria report 2005.  World Health 

Organization, Geneva; 2005. 
2. WHO CDS RBM: The Abuja Declaration and the Plan of Action. An 

extract from The African Summit on Roll Back Malaria.  2000, 17:.
3. Snow RW, Gilles HM: The epidemiology of malaria.  In Essential 

Malariology Forth edition. Edited by: Warrell DA, Gilles HM. London: 
Hodder Arnold; 2002:85-106. 

4. Teklehaimanot H, Schwartz J, Teklehaimanot A, Lipsitch M: Weather-
based prediction of Plasmodium falciparum malaria in epidemic-prone 
regions of Ethiopia II. Weather-based prediction systems perform 
comparably to early detection systems in identifying times for 
interventions.  Malar J 2004, 3:44.

5. Githeko AK, Ndegwa W: Predicting malaria epidemics in the Kenyan 
highlands using climate data: a tool for decision makers.  Glob Change 
Hum Health 2001, 2:54-63.

6. Teklehaimanot H, Lipsitch M, Teklehaimanot A, Schwartz J: Weather-
based prediction of Plasmodium falciparum malaria in epidemic-prone 
regions of Ethiopia I. Patterns of lagged weather effects reflect 
biological mechanisms.  Malar J 2004, 3:41.

7. Abeku TA, De Vlas SJ, Borsboom G, Tadege A, Gebreyesus Y, 
Gebreyohannes H, Alamirew D, Seifu A, Nagelkerke NJD, Habbema JDF: 
Effects of meteorological factors on epidemic malaria in Ethiopia: a 
statistical modelling approach based on theoretical reasoning.  
Parasitology 2004, 128:585-593.

8. Zhou G, Minakawa N, Githeko AK, Yan G: Association between climate 
variability and malaria epidemics in the East African highlands.  Proc 
Natl Acad Sci USA 2004, 101:2375-2380.

9. Abeku TA, Van Oortmarssen GJ, Borsboom G, De Vlas SJ, Habbema JDF: 
Spatial and temporal variations of malaria epidemic risk in Ethiopia: 
factors involved and implications.  Acta Trop 2003, 87:331-340.

10. Patz JA, Hulme M, Rosenzweig C, Mitchell TD, Goldberg RA, Githeko AK, 
Lele S, McMichael AJ, Le Sueur D: Climate change (Communication 
arising): Regional warming and malaria resurgence.  Nature 2002, 
420:627-628.

11. Craig MH, Kleinschmidt I, Nawn JB, Le Sueur D, Sharp BL: Exploring 30 
years of malaria case data in KwaZulu-Natal, South Africa: Part I. The 
impact of climatic factors.  Trop Med Int Health 2004, 9:1247-1257.

12. Gomez-Elipe A, Otero A, Herp Mv, Aguirre-Jaime A: Forecasting malaria 
incidence based on monthly case reports and environmental factors in 
Karuzi, Burundi, 1997-2003.  Malar J 2007, 6:129.

13. Gilles HM, Warrell DA: Bruce-Chwatt's essential malariaology London: 
Edward Arnold; 1993. 

14. Woube M: Geographical distribution and dramatic increases in 
incidences of malaria: consequences of the resettlement scheme in 
Gambela, SW Ethiopia.  Indian J Malariol 1997, 34:140-163.

15. Reiter P, Thomas CJ, Atkinson PM, Hay SI, Randolph SE, Rogers DJ, Shanks 
GD, Snow RW, Spielman A: Global warming and malaria: a call for 
accuracy.  Lancet Infect Dis 2004, 4:323-324.

16. Rogers DJ, Randolph SE: The Global Spread of Malaria in a Future, 
Warmer World.  Science 2000, 289:1763-1766.

17. Cox J, Abeku TA: Early warning systems for malaria in Africa: from 
blueprint to practice.  Trends Parasitol 2007, 23:243-246.

18. Hay SI, Cox J, Rogers DJ, Randolph SE, Stern DI, Shanks GD, Myers MF, 
Snow RW: Climate change and the resurgence of malaria in the East 
African highlands.  Nature 2002, 415:905-909.

19. Hay SI, Shanks GD, Stern DI, Snow RW, Randolph SE, Rogers DJ: Climate 
variability and malaria epidemics in the highlands of East Africa.  Trends 
Parasitol 2005, 21:52-53.

20. Small J, Goetz SJ, Hay SI: Climatic suitability for malaria transmission in 
Africa, 1911-1995.  Proc Natl Acad Sci USA 2003, 100:15341-15345.

21. Shanks GD, Hay SI, Stern DI, Biomndo K, Snow RW: Meteorologic 
influences on Plasmodium falciparum malaria in the Highland Tea 
Estates of Kericho, Western Kenya.  Emerg Infect Dis 2002, 8:5.

22. Thomas CJ, Davies G, Dunn CE: Mixed picture for changes in stable 
malaria distribution with future climate in Africa.  Trends Parasitol 2004, 
20:216-220.

23. Myers MF, Rogers DJ, Cox J, Flahault A, Hay SI: Forecasting disease risk for 
increased epidemic preparedness in public health.  Adv Parasitol 2000, 
47:309-330.

24. Craig MH, Kleinschmidt I, Le Sueur D, Sharp BL: Exploring 30 years of 
malaria case data in KwaZulu-Natal, South Africa: Part II. The impact of 
non-climatic factors.  Trop Med Int Health 2004, 9:1258-1266.

25. Woyessa A, Gebre-Micheal T, Ali A: An indigenous malaria transmission 
in the outskirts of Addis Ababa, Akaki Town and its environs.  Ethiop J 
Health Dev 2004, 18:2-7.

26. Lindsay SW, Martens WJ: Malaria in the African highlands: past, present 
and future.  Bull WHO 1998, 76:33-45.

27. Yaffee R, McGee M: Introduction to Time Series Analysis and Forcasting: with 
applications of SAS and SPSS Academic Press, INC; 2000. 

28. Korecha D, Barnston A: Predictability of June - September rainfall in 
Ethiopia.  Mon Weather Rev 2007, 135:628-650.

29. Box GEP, Jenkins GM, Reinsel GC: Time series analysis: Forecasting and 
control Third edition. Englewood Cliffs, NJ:Prentice Hall; 1994. 

30. Federal Ministry of Health of Ethiopia: Health Sector Strategic Plan: HSDP 
III.  Planning and Programming Department; 2005. 

31. Negash K, Jima D, Nafo-Traore F, Mukelabai K, Banda J, Medhin A, Kabede 
A, Paluku C, Olewe MA, Chimumbwa J, Collins A, Renshaw M, Rudert-
Thorpe C, White C, Moonasar P: Ethiopia ROLL BACK MALARIA 
Consultative Mission: Essential Actions to Support the Attainment of 
the Abuja Targets.  Ethiopia RBM Country Consultative Mission Final Report 
2004.

32. WHO CDS RBM: Malaria Early Warning Systems: A Framework for Field 
Research in Africa. Concepts, Indicators and Partners.  Roll Back Malaria 
Technical Support Network for the Prevention and Control of Malaria 
Epidemics 2001, 32:.

33. MacDonald G: Epidemiological basis of malaria control.  Bull WHO 1956, 
15:613-626.

34. Detinova TS: Age-grouping methods in Diptera of Medical Importance.  
WHO, Geneva; 1962. 

35. Molineaux L, Gramiccia G: The Garki Project - Research on the 
Epidemiology and Control of Malaria in the Sudan Savanna of West 
Africa.  WHO, Geneva; 1980. 

36. Craig MH, Snow RW, le Sueur D: A Climate-based Distribution Model of 
Malaria Transmission in Sub-Saharan Africa.  Parasitol Today 1999, 
15:105-111.

37. Gething PW, Smith DL, Patil AP, Tatem AJ, Snow RW, Hay SI: Climate 
change and the global malaria recession.  Nature 2010, 365:342-346.

doi: 10.1186/1475-2875-9-166
Cite this article as: Loha and Lindtjørn, Model variations in predicting inci-
dence of Plasmodium falciparum malaria using 1998-2007 morbidity and 
meteorological data from south Ethiopia Malaria Journal 2010, 9:166

http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/entrez/query.fcgi?cmd=Retrieve&db=PubMed&dopt=Abstract&list_uids=15555061
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/entrez/query.fcgi?cmd=Retrieve&db=PubMed&dopt=Abstract&list_uids=15541174
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/entrez/query.fcgi?cmd=Retrieve&db=PubMed&dopt=Abstract&list_uids=15206460
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/entrez/query.fcgi?cmd=Retrieve&db=PubMed&dopt=Abstract&list_uids=14983017
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/entrez/query.fcgi?cmd=Retrieve&db=PubMed&dopt=Abstract&list_uids=12875926
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/entrez/query.fcgi?cmd=Retrieve&db=PubMed&dopt=Abstract&list_uids=12478282
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/entrez/query.fcgi?cmd=Retrieve&db=PubMed&dopt=Abstract&list_uids=15598256
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/entrez/query.fcgi?cmd=Retrieve&db=PubMed&dopt=Abstract&list_uids=17892540
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/entrez/query.fcgi?cmd=Retrieve&db=PubMed&dopt=Abstract&list_uids=9519570
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/entrez/query.fcgi?cmd=Retrieve&db=PubMed&dopt=Abstract&list_uids=15172336
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/entrez/query.fcgi?cmd=Retrieve&db=PubMed&dopt=Abstract&list_uids=10976072
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/entrez/query.fcgi?cmd=Retrieve&db=PubMed&dopt=Abstract&list_uids=17412641
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/entrez/query.fcgi?cmd=Retrieve&db=PubMed&dopt=Abstract&list_uids=11859368
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/entrez/query.fcgi?cmd=Retrieve&db=PubMed&dopt=Abstract&list_uids=15664524
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/entrez/query.fcgi?cmd=Retrieve&db=PubMed&dopt=Abstract&list_uids=14663146
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/entrez/query.fcgi?cmd=Retrieve&db=PubMed&dopt=Abstract&list_uids=15105021
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/entrez/query.fcgi?cmd=Retrieve&db=PubMed&dopt=Abstract&list_uids=10997211
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/entrez/query.fcgi?cmd=Retrieve&db=PubMed&dopt=Abstract&list_uids=15598257
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/entrez/query.fcgi?cmd=Retrieve&db=PubMed&dopt=Abstract&list_uids=9615495
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/entrez/query.fcgi?cmd=Retrieve&db=PubMed&dopt=Abstract&list_uids=13404439
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/entrez/query.fcgi?cmd=Retrieve&db=PubMed&dopt=Abstract&list_uids=13885800
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/entrez/query.fcgi?cmd=Retrieve&db=PubMed&dopt=Abstract&list_uids=10322323

	Abstract
	Background
	Methods
	Results
	Conclusions

	Background
	Methods
	Data inputs and inclusion criteria
	Data source
	Missing data handling
	Assumptions
	Scope
	Data processing and analysis
	Goodness of fit
	Diagnostic statistics
	The model
	ARIMA orders
	Transfer function orders
	Delay
	Data transformation

	Results
	Model inclusion and exclusion
	Data description
	Past Plasmodium falciparum malaria incidence
	Meteorological data
	Goodness of fit of models
	Model similarities and variations
	Mean meteorological conditions

	Discussion
	Conclusions
	Additional material
	Competing interests
	Authors' contributions
	Acknowledgements
	Author Details
	References

