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The role of climate in the Coronavirus disease 2019 (COVID-19) transmission appears to be
controversial, as reported in earlier studies. In Africa, the subject is poorly documented. In this study,
over the period from January 1st, 2020 to September 31, 2022, the daily variations in cumulative
confirmed cases of COVID-19 for each African country (54 countries) are modelled through time-series-
based approaches and using meteorological factors as covariates. It is suggested from the findings
that climate plays a role in COVID-19 transmission since at least one meteorological factor is found

to be significant in 32 countries. In decreasing order, the most often occurring meteorological factors
are dewpoint temperature, relative and absolute humidity, average temperature and solar radiation.
Most of these factors show a lagged effect with confirmed cases (between 0 and 28 days). Also, some
meteorological factors exhibit contrasting effects on COVID-19 transmission, resulting in both positive
and negative association with cumulative cases, therefore highlighting the complex nature of the
interplay between climate and COVID-19 transmission.

In December 2019, a transmissible disease emerged in the city of Wuhan (in Hubei province, China). The dis-
ease was found to be caused by a new coronavirus, the Sars-CoV-2". Initially called 2019-nCOV acute respira-
tory disease, later renamed COVID-19 disease, it was declared a pandemic by the World Health Organization
(WHO) on March 11, 2020, and further acknowledged as a Public Health Emergency of International Concern
(PHEIC) The disease quickly spread throughout the world, starting in January 2020. Despite the wide array
of restrictive measures largely promoted by governments worldwide®*, the outbreak of the pandemic has been
largely unprecedented: a year later, on December 31, 2020, a total of 83,638,090 cumulative confirmed cases and
1,880,710 deaths were reported globally, hence a case-fatality rate of 2.25%”.

Even though at the global scale, the outbreak of the COVID-19 disease has been exponential, the African
continent emerges as the least affected in the World, according to the numbers of confirmed cases and deaths
reported. The first confirmed case in Africa was reported in Egypt on February 14, 2020. On December 31, 2020,
a total of 2,760,450 cumulative confirmed cases and 65,458 deaths (respectively 3.30% and 3.48% of the global
count) were reported. As of September 30, 2022, the total cumulative confirmed cases in Africa rose to 12,355,709
(2.0% of the global total), while the number of deaths reached 256,764 (3.9% of the global total)®. These estimates
seem low compared to those from America, Europe and Asia, which reported respectively 44.6%, 28.6% and
24.8% of the global count of confirmed cases™. Yet, the case-fatality rate of the disease appears to be almost
twice as high in Africa (2.08% as of September 30, 2022) as compared to the global level (1.08%), indicating the
higher lethality of the disease in Africa’.

A typical trait regarding the spatial patterns of the spread of the pandemic is that, at the scale of the African
continent, large discrepancies are observed among countries. As of September 30, 2022, for example, South Africa
alone reported 32.5% and 39.8% of the total confirmed cases and deaths (respectively) in Africa. Meanwhile,
the top five hard-hit countries (in decreasing order of severity: South Africa, Morocco, Tunisia, Egypt and Libya)
reported 60.3% and 69.7% of the total confirmed cases and deaths (respectively)®. These figures are thought to
be due to specific traits of the African context, including the low rate of urbanization, the limited transport net-
work hindering the mobility of people, and the young age of the population®®. Also, the lower case fatality rate
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in Africa of non-communicable diseases such as cancer, cardiovascular accidents and diabetes (already known
as comorbidities in this pandemic) has been often put forward”'°.

Among the factors affecting the transmissibility of COVID-19, the role of climate conditions has been early
investigated and is still a trending and active topic''. Meteorological conditions can influence how the virus sur-
vives and persists within a given environment, which in turn might affect the likelihood of transmission of the
disease!?. Overall, most of the available studies tend to report lower transmission rates at warmer temperatures
but higher transmission in colder and dry environments®"?, along with exacerbating effects of humidity, higher
air concentration in fine particles', lower wind speeds' or lower solar radiation’. For example, in South Asia,
Hossain et al.'? identified a positive association between COVID-19 confirmed cases and minimum, maximum
and average temperatures, rainfall, relative air humidity, wind speed and surface pressure. In the US, Bashir
et al.’® reported a positive association between COVID-19 cases and temperatures, but a negative association
with rainfall, relative air humidity, wind speed and surface pressure. Zhuang et al.'” reported similar findings
based on evidence from 216 cities in China. Temperature and relative humidity are, on average, the factors the
most frequently associated with COVID-19 cases'®. Wang et al."’ reported for instance that a 1 °C rise in aver-
age temperature might be responsible for a 3.1% decrease in the daily new cases of COVID-19 infections and
a 1.2% decrease in related deaths. Other meteorological parameters, such as wind speed and air pollutants are
also reported as likely influential on COVID-19 transmission rates'>?. Solar radiation and geographical lati-
tude (representing the distance to the equator) have also been identified as significant in explaining COVID-19
deaths®!®. Moreover, the relationship between climate and COVID-19 transmission is thought to be complex
because weather patterns in a year affect human behaviour, therefore affecting the observation of lifting of con-
tainment measures. For example, Ganslmeier et al.?! reported that weather substantially affects the likelihood of
social gatherings, therefore increasing the spread of the disease. Also, previous research indicates that including
human behaviour and climate is critical in modelling the spread of a disease outbreak®.

Previous modelling studies attempted to analyse the spread of COVID-19 in different contexts, mainly to
forecast the pandemic prevalence or assess the potential effect of meteorological conditions (as covariates)
on COVID-19%. The modelling methods often used range from generalized additive models*, generalized
linear models*, compartmental epidemiologic approaches based on Susceptible, Infectious or Recovered (SIR)
models®?, and artificial neural networks***. Among these methods, time series-based modelling methods
such as Autoregressive Integrated Moving Average (ARIMA) have been largely used for COVID-19 model-
ling and to explore the potential effect of external regressors such as meteorological variables on COVID-19
transmission®*-32,

However, despite the huge body of available literature, still, few studies addressed the case of Africa as a
whole, especially regarding the specific role of meteorological conditions on COVID-19 transmission. There
is still a need to assess which and to what extent climate factors influence the transmission of COVID-19*-3%,
The question is of importance to African countries, especially in building effective, well-informed and adapted
coping strategies for the ongoing pandemic®’.

In this study, we aimed to provide a continental scale assessment of the potential isolated effect of meteoro-
logical conditions on COVID-19 prevalence in the specific context of Africa. Our objectives are twofold: (i)
identify the climatic factors which significantly affect COVID-19 transmission in African countries; (ii) assess
the isolated level of association of these climatic factors to COVID-19 and their relative importance across
African countries. In this scope, the study uses publicly available data on COVID-19 prevalence accumulated
over 33 months, from January 1, 2020, to September 30, 2022, which is deemed appropriate to investigate the
potential long-term effects of meteorological conditions on COVID-19 transmission.

Results

Figures of the COVID-19 pandemic in Africa

Cumulative cases and waves

According to official reports>®, the first confirmed case of COVID-19 was reported in Egypt (EGY) on Febru-
ary 14, 2020; it was shortly followed by countries mostly from Northern Africa (NAf) region, especially Algeria
(DZA), Tunisia (TUN) and Morocco (MAR)®. Over time, East Africa (EAf) and Southern Africa (SAf) emerged
as the regions where the incidence of the pandemic is the largest. These regions witnessed three waves of increas-
ing magnitudes: (i) in January 2021, 500-750 daily new confirmed cases per million; (ii) in May-July 2021,
1500-1700 daily new confirmed cases per million; and (iii) in January 2022, 2000-3000 new daily confirmed
cases per million). West Africa (WAf) and Northern Africa (NAf) are the second largest regions affected, with
waves occurring at the same periods, although roughly similar in magnitude, with 700-900 new daily confirmed
cases per million. Central Africa (CAf) is the least affected region in the continent (further details are provided
as Supplementary Material, see Figs. S1, S2 and Table S1).

Spatial patterns of spread of the pandemic in Africa

The spatial patterns of evolution of the COVID-19 are presented in choropleths maps in Fig. 1. It appears that at
the onset of the pandemic (January 1st to December 31, 2020), the countries located at the northern and southern
poles of the continent were the most affected. This is likely attributable to the fact that such countries feature
the highest rates of international trade and tourism® and are gateways to the African continent®****. However,
over this period and the following year, there is still no clear emerging spatial clustering or organization of the
COVID-19 pandemic at the global continental level. Towards September 30, 2022, countries around the equa-
tor emerge as the least affected, while those at the northernmost and the southernmost poles of the continent
appear as the highly affected ones.

Scientific Reports |

(2023) 13:18702 | https://doi.org/10.1038/s41598-023-46007-0 nature portfolio



www.nature.com/scientificreports/

a) June 30, 2020 b) December 31, 2020 c) June 30, 2021

10°N
0°-
10°8
20°s
30°s

BN 2000 km M 2000 km BN ) 2000 km

20°W  10°W  0°  10°E  20°E 30°E 40°E  50°E 20°W  10°W  0°  10°E  20°E 30°E 40°E  50°E 20°W  10°W  0°  10°E  20°E 30°E 40°E  50°E

d) December 31, 2021 e) June 30, 2022 f) September 30, 2022

N
30°N- @ 30°N @ 30°N
20°N- 20°N- 20°N
10°N 10°N J
0°- 0°- 0
10°8- I 10°8- I { 10°8-
. .
20°s- 100 ' 20°s- 100 ' 20°-
1 1

30°8- 30°8 30°-

M 2000 km M 2000km M 2000km

20°W  10°W  0°  10°E  20°E 30°E 40°E  50°E 20°W 10°W 0 10°E  20°E 30°E  40°E  50°E 20°W  10°W  0°  10°E  20°E 30°E 40°E  50°E

Figure 1. Spatial and temporal evolution of COVID-19 cumulative cases (per million) in Africa. The maps
were produced using the ggmap*® and ggplot2*! visualisation libraries under the R programming language*.

The assessment of the global spatial auto-correlation in COVID-19 incidence is presented in Table 1, which
shows that until June 30, 2022, there is no significant global spatial autocorrelation at the continental level
(Moran’s I p-values > o« =5%). From December 31, 2021 until September 30, 2022, a significant global spatial
auto-correlation is emerging (Moran’s I p-values < a =5%), likely because countries in the low-low cluster
(countries with lower incidence surrounded by similar neighbouring countries) appear spatially located near
the equator (Western, Central and East Africa regions), while highly affected countries remain altogether located
at the continent poles.

Analysis of meteorological conditions

Summary description and spatial patterns of meteorological conditions

The spatial patterns of meteorological conditions in Africa are presented in Fig. 2. The driest median cumula-
tive rainfall (pr) is observed for the NAf region (202.3 mm), whereas it increases to 2580.7-4564.7 mm in other
regions. NAf region also shows the lowest median dew point temperature (tdew=5.1 °C), which increases to
12.1 °C (SAf region) and 21.0 °C (CAf region). The highest minimum (¢min), average (tmoy) and maximum
(tmax) median temperatures are observed in the WAf region (22.2 °C, 26.6 °C and 32.8 °C respectively), whereas
the lowest values are reported in the SAf region (14.2 °C, 20.6 °C and 27.2 °C respectively). The NAf region
also shows the lowest relative (rh) and absolute (ah) median humidity (38.7°% and 7.3% respectively), but

6/30/2020 -0.0123 —-0.0189 0.0224 0.7684
12/31/2020 0.0235 -0.0189 0.0233 0.0693
6/30/2021 -0.0062 —-0.0189 0.0165 0.4437
12/31/2021 0.0189 —-0.0189 0.0186 0.0425*
6/30/2022 0.0174 —-0.0189 0.0176 0.0394*
09/30/2022 0.0177 -0.0189 0.0177 0.0393*

Table 1. Global Moran’s I for spatial auto-correlation in COVID-19 incidence. I is the computed Global
Moran. Iy is the expected value of I under the null hypothesis; P-values appended with *” are significant at
o =5% level.

Scientific Reports|  (2023) 13:18702 | https://doi.org/10.1038/s41598-023-46007-0 nature portfolio



www.nature.com/scientificreports/

a) Cumulative rainfall (pr) b) Dew point temperature (tdew) ¢) Minimum temperature (tmin)

tdew (°C) tmin (°C)
10°N ! 20 10°N 25
o- 15 0 20
10 15
10°8 5 10°8 10
5
20°s 20°8-
30°s 30°s
] 2000km ] 2000km
20W 10°W 0 10°E 20°E 30°E 40°E  SO0°E 20W 10°W  0°  10°E 20°E 30°E 40°E  S5O0°E 20W 10°W  0°  10°E 20°E 30°E 40°E  5O0°E
d) Average temperature (tmoy) e) Maximum temperature (tmax) f) Wind speed (wspd)
30°N 30°N - 30°N -
20°N 20°N 20°N
tmoy (°C) tmax (°C) wspd (m/s)
10°N 10°N- 10°N -
30 35 5
Q.,_ 25 o 30 o 4
20 1 25 3
10°s - 15 10°8 20 10°s- %
10
20°s 20°S 20°s
30°s 30°s 30°s
B 2000 km W) 2000 km BN 2000 km
20 10'W 6 10°E 20°E 30°E 40 S0°E 20W 10°W 0 10°E 20°F 30°E 40 S0°E 20W 10'W 0" 10 20°F 30 40 S0°E
g) Relative air humidity (rh) h) Absolute air humidity (ah) i) Solar radiation (insol)
30°N 30°N - 30°N
20°N 20°N 20°N
th (%) ah (%) i insol (MJ/mz/d)
10°N g5 1oW I 50 1N 24
o 70 o 15 o l 21
55 |
10°S 40 10°S ' 10 10°S - 18
25 15
20°s 20°- 20°s
30°S 30°s 30°S
M) 2000 km W) 2000 km B 2000 km
ZG:’W 10I'W 6" 10I°E 20"E 30“’5 40"E 50‘”E 20I'W 10:’W 0Iu 10"E ZOI”E 30"E 40’°E 50I°E ZOLW 10I“W é" 10I°E 20"’E 30‘°E 4OI'E 56°E

Figure 2. Spatial repartition of meteorological variables in Africa. The maps were produced using the ggmap*
and ggplot2*! visualisation libraries under the R programming language*>.

the highest median wind speed (3.2 m/s). In contrast, the median relative (rh) and absolute (ah) humidity in
the other regions range between 63.2% (EAf region)-81.3% (CAf region) and 11.6% (SAf region)-18.4% (CAf
region). Wind speed (wspd) is also generally lower in WAf (median of 2.2 m/s), EAf (median of 2.1 m/s), SAf
(median of 2.7 m/s) and CAf (median of 1.0 m/s). Finally, solar radiation (insol) shows the highest values in the
NAf region (median of 22.0 MJ/m?*/day) and the lowest values in the CAf region (median of 16.9 MJ/m?*/day).
The correspondence between countries and regions is given as Supplementary Material in Table S2, and further
details on the statistical description of each climate variable according to each region in the continent are given
as Supplementary Material in Table S3.

Inter-correlations between climate variables

The correlation between climate variables is presented in Fig. 3, region-wise. Dew point temperature (tdew),
tmax, tmin and tmoy variables are positively associated in NAf, EAf and SAf regions, whereas tdew appears to be
negatively associated with tmoy and tmax in the WAf region and only with tmax in the CAf region. Also, wspd is
always negatively correlated with tdew and pr in NAf, WAf and CAf regions, negatively correlated with pr in EAf
and SAf, but positively associated with tdew in EAf and SAf regions. ah appears to be positively associated with
all climate variables in EAf and SAf regions, but shows negative association with wspd (in NAf region), wspd,
tmax and tmoy (in WAf region), wspd and tmax (in CAf region). In all regions, however, rh and ah variables are
positively associated with tdew and pr.

These inter-correlations shed light that climate variables show different forms of associations depending
on the region. However, these correlations are influenced by seasonal variations (forced by the Earth’s rotation
around the Sun), and therefore, do not consider the unique properties of intra-annual variability of the consid-
ered climate variable over the period 2020-2022. In this regard, we complement the previous analysis with the
assessment of correlations on anomalies of climate variables, estimated from climate normals (over the period
2000-2019, i.e. 20 years) and presented in Fig. 4.
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Figure 3. Correlations between climate variables according to regions. Correlations are evaluated using the
non-parametric Spearmans p correlation coefficient. Blank cells correspond to non-significant values (at o = 5%
significance level).

The analysis of correlations between anomalies reveals similar patterns across all regions. The highest posi-
tively correlated sets are tmoy, tmin and tmax (especially in NAf, WAf and SAf regions), and also rh, ah and
tdew (at similar levels in all regions). A moderately positive association is observed between insol, tmoy and
tmax in all regions except NAf. A moderately negative association is reported between tmax-tmoy and rh-ah
pairs in almost all regions, and also between rh-ah pair and insol. These observations reveal consistent patterns
of relationship between the climate variables across the different regions in Africa, despite the seasonal patterns
which can be specific to each region®.

Effect of meteorological factors on COVID-19 cumulative cases

Significant meteorological factors affecting COVID-19 transmission

The fitting of a RegARIMA model with meteorological factors as covariates on the COVID-19 time series of
cumulative cases results in 156 candidate models in which the climate variable included is significant (Wald
t-test on coeflicients—p-value < 5%) and the residuals are similar to white noise (Ljung-Box Q test, p-value < 5%).
However, within this total, some meteorological factors often show multiple significant lags for the same country.
Most of the time, these multiple significant lags are not consecutive, but separated by lags without significance.
This could be further explained by the recurrence time scale, as shown by the plots of the Autocorrelation Func-
tion (ACF) provided as a Supplementary Material (pages 10-63). There is also no apparent direct relationship
between the number of significant lags and the decorrelation time scale.

To further filter the potential ‘true’ models, the ‘duplicate’ models are filtered to retain the model showing
the highest association (i.e. the absolute largest Spearman’s p correlation coefficient) with COVID-19. Therefore,
a definitive total of 59 models are finally considered for further analysis. The complete list of these models is
presented as a Supplementary Material (Table S4).

Overall, it appears that in 32 African countries (out of 54), at least one of the 9 meteorological factors con-
sidered in this study appears to be significant in COVID-19 cumulative cases. Interestingly, some countries
were found to have the largest numbers of climate variables significantly related to COVID-19 cumulative cases.
These countries include Cote d’Ivoire (CIV: ah tdew, tmoy, wspd) and Seychelles (SYC: tdew, tmax, tmin, tmoy),
closely followed by Gabon (GAB), Guinea-Bissau (GNB), Liberia (LBR), South Sudan (SSD) and Togo (TGO).
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Figure 4. Correlations between climate anomalies (2020-2022) according to regions. Anomalies are estimated
from climate normals over the period 2000-2019 (20 years). Correlations are evaluated using the non-
parametric Spearmans p correlation coefficient. Blank cells correspond to non-significant values (at o = 5%

significance level).

The meteorological factors most often occurring are tdew (in 10 countries), followed by rh and ah (both in
9 countries). They are followed by insol and tmoy (both in 8 countries). Variables such as pr, tmin and tmax are

both reported as significant in 4 countries and wspd in 3 countries.

Figure 5 provides a visual comparison of the distribution of the significant lags between climate variables
and the COVID-19 cumulative cases across the 59 RegARIMA models retained while separating positive and
negative association.

Some variables show a positive delayed association with COVID-19 (Fig. 5a), meaning that an increase in
such variables is associated with an increase in COVID-19 cases. Such variables include rh and insol (median
lags of 18.0 and 13.0 days respectively), followed by pr (median lag of 10.0 days), wspd (median lag of 7.0 days)
and finally ah (median lag of 4.0 days).

The majority of the climate variables considered in this study show a negative delayed association with
COVID-19 (Fig. 5b), meaning that an increase in these variables is likely related to a decrease in COVID-19
cases. insol and pr have the highest negative association lags (medians of 25.5 and 24.5 days respectively), fol-
lowed by tmin (median lags of 15.5 days), then tmoy, ah, rh and tdew at a similar level (median lags of 9.0, 8.0,
8.0 and 6.5 days respectively). tmax shows the shorter lag in terms of negative association (median of 3.5 days).

It should be noted that some variables such as ah, insol, pr and rh show both positive and negative associa-
tions, but in different countries. However, the negative associations are less dominant, in comparison with the

positive ones.

Spatial distribution of association of climate variables to COVID-19

The spatial distribution of countries where a positive association between a meteorological variable and COVID-
19 is detected is shown in Fig. 6. The analysis shows that rainfall is positively associated with COVID-19 cases in
Congo Kinshasa (COD) and Burundi (BDI). Relative humidity (rh) is reported significant for Gabon (GAB) in
CAf, Guinea-Bissau (GNB) in WA, but also Eswatini (SWZ) and Malawi (MWTI) in SAf. Solar radiation (insol)
is significant for Sierra Leone (SLE) and Liberia (LBR), while absolute humidity (ah) appears significant for
Senegal (SEN) and South Africa (ZAF). Wind speed (wspd) is reported for Cote d’Ivoire (CIV), Kenya (KEN)
and Egypt (EGY), which are mostly coastal countries.
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Figure 5. Distribution of lags according to positive and negative associations between meteorological variables
and COVID-19 cumulative cases. (a) Distribution of lags for positive association. (b) Distribution of lags for
negative association. The red dots show the median value over the distribution box plots, indicated in days. The
number of values in each box plot is shown in parenthesis under the axis label.

The spatial distributions of countries where a negative association between meteorological variables and
COVID-19 is observed are presented in Fig. 7. In this case, dew point temperature (tdew) is reported significant
for countries mostly in WAf, EAf and SAf (to a lesser extent). Average temperature (tmoy) is also negatively
associated with COVID-19 in mostly EAf countries and also the WAf region. Absolute (ah) and relative (rh)
humidity are found significant mostly in WAf and EAf, while maximum (tmax) and minimum (¢min) tempera-
ture are reported significant mostly in the EAf region.

Discussion
In this study, the potential effect of meteorological factors on COVID-19 transmission is evaluated in the con-
text of African countries. The global pandemic figures show that Africa as a whole remains largely less affected
by COVID-19 in comparison to Europe, America and Asia. Previous studies have suggested that this apparent
resilience from Africa can be explained by the youthfulness of its population (median age of 18 years®). Also,
some other factors include the low rate of urbanization, the reduced mobility rate due to the limited means of
swift transportation and the low volume of international transit with other continents®?®. More recent studies
even suggested the possibility of immune formation endemic to developing countries*, where interestingly the
previous occurrence of diseases such as malaria, and tuberculosis have been associated with a lower prevalence
of COVID-19%4%46,

The role of meteorological conditions of COVID-19 has been investigated in previous research®
In this study, the findings regarding the specific role of each meteorological factor on COVID-19 transmission
are not necessarily consistent across all the countries considered, in line with previous research'. Yet, some
key signatures are emerging. First, a significant association with at least one climate variable has been detected

13,18,19,24,47,48
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Figure 6. Countries showing a positive association between meteorological factors and COVID-19 cumulative
cases. Correlation is estimated using the non-parametric Spearman’s p coefficient. Only significant values (at

o = 5% significance level) are presented. The maps produced using the ggmap*® and ggplot2*! visualisation
libraries under the R programming language*’.

in 32 countries (out of 54). The prominent factor appears to be dewpoint temperature (in 10 countries), for
which negative associations have been observed in this study but also reported in the literature**. Relative
and absolute humidity closely follow, (both occurring in 9 countries), in line with earlier studies'>'**"*2 To a
similar extent, solar radiation and average temperature are both reported in 8 countries in this study but also in
previous research, for both positive®»** and negative®? associations. Finally, to a lesser extent, variables such as
rainfall, minimum and maximum temperature appear as the less often occurring factors (in 4 countries)>, and
wind speed (in 3 countries), as already observed in previous research®*.

Some previous studies also highlighted the major role of average temperature and relative humidity on
COVID-19 transmission, which was primarily considered an airborne disease whose transmission might be
amplified in humid environments, with low temperatures, less solar radiation and higher wind speed*”*®. Yet, an
interesting finding highlighted in this study is the fact that some of the meteorological factors show significant
positive and negative associations with COVID-19, in line with the findings of previous studies'>. In this study,
such variables include rainfall, relative and absolute humidity and solar radiation. In the case of solar radiation,
previous research suggests that increased solar radiation reduces the likelihood of airborne persistence of the
virus in outdoor environments, decreasing its transmission'?; Yet, the positive association of high solar radiation
could be explained by the fact that high temperature increases human mobility, resulting in people gathering out-
side, breaking lockdown measures, therefore increasing the likelihood of transmission®. As for rainfall, relative
and humidity, regarding the negative association highlighted in this study, previous research suggests that it can
be partly explained by the fact that most people stay home on rainy days, hence decreasing the likelihood of the
spread of the disease®!. Also, rainfall causes the washout of aerosols, which is known to decrease the residence
time of the virus in the atmosphere'?. Other studies however explain that at specific ranges of humidity, the virus
can remain active for up to 4-5 days on outdoor surfaces, increasing the likelihood of transmission and resulting
in positive association to COVID-19%%¢, Qverall, the findings in this study shed light on the complex and con-
trasting effect of meteorological factors on COVID-19 prevalence in Africa, but also that the climate sensitivity
of the disease varies greatly in space and is not consistent across all countries. Also, it should be acknowledged
that other major factors, such as socio-economic features and immunity of the populations might have a stronger
influence on the spread of the pandemic®®2.
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Figure 7. Countries showing a negative association between meteorological factors and COVID-19 cumulative
cases. Correlation is estimated using the non-parametric Spearman’s p coefficient. Only significant values (at

o = 5% significance level) are presented. The maps produced using the ggmap*® and ggplot2*' visualisation
libraries under the R programming language*.

This study highlighted major findings regarding the pandemic spread in Africa: first, the relationship between
meteorological conditions and COVID-19 and their time-dependence structure have been explored. The sub-
stantial geographical differences in the prevalence have also been highlighted, especially towards the end of the
study period, which resulted in a clear clustering in the severity of the disease. However, there are also some
limitations which should be acknowledged. First, we should be well aware that all models are as perfect as the
data used. Especially in the case of African countries, COVID-19 daily reports tend to be fraught with inac-
curacies, especially when testing policies are different or not heavily promoted. Second, the analysis framework
used in this study relies on time-series-based modelling, in which case time-dependency structural behaviour
can sometimes result in spurious correlations, which should often be treated with caution. It should also be
noted that some specific factors were not included in our analysis such as air quality due to the lack of accurate
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data in the case of Africa. Air quality, especially the concentration of fine particulate matter (PM2.5) has been
previously highly associated with COVID-19 in previous large-scale studies®*®. We should also indicate that this
study focused on the individual effect of climate variables on COVID-19, yet the synergistic effect of all climate
variables altogether was not considered, leaving out interaction effects®>*. Finally, some other shortcomings
are the non-consideration of socio-economic factors, healthcare system and other development country-level
indicators, and population immunity, which could explain the variation in specific sensitivities of countries
to COVID-19°. However, in our understanding, such factors are less likely to explain day-to-day variations,
which is the target of this study. In this regard, our findings appear to be of importance as they shed light on the
contribution of climate to the spread of the pandemic. This, in turn, might help refine further modelling and
forecasting attempts, sustain the preparedness of healthcare systems and foster informed management policies.

Material and methods

Ethical statement

The data used in this study, regarding both COVID-19, stringency index and meteorological factors, are all
available from public databases. Therefore, an ethical review was not required.

Sources of data used in this study

In this study, COVID-19 cumulative confirmed cases data were gathered for the study period covering January
1, 2020, to September 30, 2022. The data were automatically collected at the daily timestep and for each African
country (54 countries in total), using the R package COVID-19°. The time series were treated for inconsisten-
cies, such as decreasing values in cumulative confirmed cases from 1 day to the next (occurring for example for
Benin—BEN).

The climate variables considered in this study for potential significant association with COVID-19 prevalence
are cumulative rainfall (pr), dewpoint temperature (tdew), minimum (tmin), mean (tmoy) and maximum (tmax)
temperatures, wind speed (wspd), relative humidity (rh), absolute humidity (ah) and solar radiation (insol), both
at the daily timescale. The data for these variables were collected from the so-called “Modern-Era Retrospective
Analysis for Research and Applications” (MERRA-2%), which is a global climate reanalysis (at the spatial resolu-
tion of 0.625°% 0.5°), accessible through the NASA POWER Data Access Viewer (https://power.larc.nasa.gov/
data-access-viewer/). The data were automatically collected using the nasapower R package®. The time series
were also treated for missing values using spline interpolation. The daily values of absolute humidity (ah) were
calculated from the Clausius Clapeyron approximation, as shown in Eq. (1)°:

17.67 x tmoy

ah = (6.112 X ——
exp(tmoy + 243.5)

x rh x 2.1674)/(tm0y +273.15) (1)

where ah is the absolute humidity (%), tmoy is the average temperature (°C), rh is the air relative humidity (%)
and exp is the natural base logarithm.

Over the study period, various and different policy responses to COVID-19 have been adopted by countries
to contain and mitigate the spread of the pandemic. In this study, as the analysis of the potential effect of climate
variables is carried out on a cross-sectional basis, it is critical to isolate the potential effect of such different
policy responses from that of the climate variables considered. Therefore, a stringency index (si), defined as a
composite mean score of nine pandemic response measures (school closures, workplace closures, cancellation of
public events, restrictions on public gatherings, closures of public transport, stay-at-home requirements, public
information campaigns, restrictions on internal movements and international travel controls) is systematically
considered as a potential covariate for each country’s COVID-19 confirmed cases time series. The si index takes
a value between 0 and 100, with a higher score indicating a stricter mitigation response®. The si time series data
were collected from Ritchie et al.%%.

Inter-relations and spatial patterns in climate variables and COVID-19 prevalence

Climate variables often exhibit medium to long-term associations depending on the local climate system. In this
study, the potential relationships between the 9 climate variables (pr, tdew, tmin, tmoy, tmax, wspd, rh, ah and
insol) are assessed through the non-parametric Spearman’s rank correlation test (at o = 5% significance level).
To account for regional contrasts, the correlations were evaluated depending on regions, i.e. North Africa (NAf),
West Africa (WAf), Central Africa (CAf), East Africa (EAf) and Southern Africa (SAf). Also, the average spatial
distribution of these variables is presented through choropleths maps.

In addition, because of seasonal cycles, intra-annual weather variability can be typically masked, blurring
the inter-relationships analysed. To address this issue, we complement the above correlation analysis with the
examination of correlations between the weather variables anomalies, still using the non-parametric Spearman’s
rank correlation (at o = % significance level). The anomalies are evaluated by subtracting the weather variables
values from the day-by-day country climatological mean (or daily climate normal) evaluated over the period
2000-2019 (i.e., 20 years). The daily climate normals are calculated by averaging the daily time series for each
meteorological variable for each day of the year (1, 2, ..., 365). For leap years, the date of February 29 (i.e., the
60th day of the year) was skipped to maintain the climate normals time series to a fixed length of 365 values,
for ease of computation. The data were collected from MERRA-2 climate reanalysis through the use of the R
nasapower package®.

Furthermore, to evaluate the spatial clustering of the pandemic spread at the level of the continent, the spatial
autocorrelation in cumulative cases (per million people) at different time points selected within the study period
is assessed through Global Moran’s I°. Moran’s I statistic is a common indicator of global spatial autocorrelation,
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defined as a cross-product statistic between a variable and its spatial lag, with the variable expressed in deviations
from its mean value, as in Eq. (2):

n Ziijij(xi —X)(x— %)
S i — x)?

where x; and x; is a pair of distinct observations at locations i, j (respectively), X is the mean of the variable x,
wjj are the elements of spatial weights matrix, So = ;> ;wjj is the sum of all the weights and » is the num-
ber of observations. The expected value of I under the null hypothesis (no spatial autocorrelation) is given by
Iy = —1/(n — 1)°. The evaluation of Moran’s I was carried out in this study through the ape R package”® using the
inverse Euclidean distance on all pairs of countries’ centroid coordinates to compute the spatial matrix weights.

)

Potential association of climate variables to COVID-19 transmission
The general workflow of the methodology used to detect the potential association between meteorological vari-
ables and COVID-19 is presented in Fig. 8. The following sections describe in detail the steps of the analysis.

Pre-processing COVID-19 cumulative cases time series

The time series of COVID-19 cumulative confirmed cases for each country are normalized through the min-max
method, in the 0-1 range (Eq. 3). This operation ensures cross-comparison of the results (between countries),
especially when estimating the magnitude of the effect of the climate variables analysed.

X — min(X)
X=——0 (3)
max(X) — min(X)
where x is the normalized time series, X is the original time series, min(X) and max(X) are respectively the
minimum and maximum values in the X time series.

Time series-based modelling of COVID-19 and effect of climate variables

The modelling framework used in this study is based on the Autoregressive Integrated Moving Average (ARIMA)
model, which is a common approach used in time series modelling, resulting in the backshift notation presented
in Eq. (4)7%

For each African country...

For each climate variable

Daily cumulative COVID cases ) in {pr, tdew, tmin, tmoy, tmax, wspd, rh, ah, insol}
(Period: 01/01/2020 - 09/30/2022
q Source : JHU/CSSE ) ( Daily climatic time series
. v N (Period: 01/01/2020 to 09/30/2022
Min-Max normalization L Source : MERRA-2)
L (0-1 range) ) ¥
) I . [ Ssignificant lags w/ CCF
Find order d of differencing PR > prewhitening
{ (ADF test, a = 5%) ) : L (lags of 0 to 28 days) )

y

Apply ( Min-max normalization )
vd L (0-1 range) )

: ]
: ~

: e
] RegARIMA (p,d,q) model

RLTELELLILELED » (w/ stringency index and normalized
L lagged exogenous climate variable) )

v

Climate parameter significance
(Wald test, a=5%)
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Analysis of model residuals
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Figure 8. Methodology flowchart of the study.
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6(B)
1-B)IY, = pu+ ——

( )Y =+ #(B) o (4)
where t indexes time (in days),  is the mean term, B is the backshift operator (that is BY; = Y;_1), ¢ (B) is the
autoregressive operator represented as a polynomial in the backshift operator (¢(B) = 1 — ¢ B — - - - — ¢, BP),
0(B) is the moving average operator represented as a polynomial in the backshift operator
(0(B) =1—61B—--- — 6;B7) and a; is the independent random error term. The ARIMA model is defined

through three non-negative parameters p, d g, respectively defined as the number of time lags, the degree of
differencing and the order of the moving average model. The order of differencing d is obtained through succes-
sive applications of the Augmented Dickey-Fuller (ADF) test (at o = 5% significance level) to increasing levels
of differencing applied to the original time series. However, in this study, a minimum value of d=1 is fixed to
ensure that the modelled time series are typically daily new cases, instead of the raw cumulative values. The
time series obtained after differencing is considered stationary. The procedure was carried out using the ndiffs
command from the R forecast package”.

The potential effect of climate variables on COVID-19 confirmed cases is assessed through a variation of
the ARIMA (p,d,q) model, which includes exogenous explanatory variables. Previous studies indicate that the
effect of climate is not necessarily immediate on COVID-19 transmission, but can typically be lagged by up to
28 days”*. Therefore, in this study, for each of the 9 climate variables considered (pr, tdew, tmin, tmoy, tmax, wspd,
rh, ah and insol), the time series data collected over the study period is initially screened to filter significant lags
(between 0 to 28 days) through pre-whitening. Pre-whitening helps in evaluating at which specific lag a covari-
ate (independent variable) affects a dependent variable”. The steps in the pre-whitening procedure include:

i. fitting an ordinary ARIMA (p,d,q) model to the dependent variable time series and saving the residuals
(say resy) ;
ii. fitting the same model to the covariate time series and saving the residuals (say resx);

iii. analyzing the cross-correlation function between the residuals resx and resy and identify significant lags
(using nonparametric Spearman’s rank correlation at & = 5% significance level). These lags are defined as
the lags for which cross-correlation exceeds the 95% confidence interval limits under the assumption that
the null hypothesis (Hy: no correlation) is true. Here, to account for the length of the time series, which
could deflate the reported p-value’® and to provide better estimates (and confidence interval around these
estimates’®), the correlation was assessed through screening of the distribution of 1000 sieve random
bootstrap simulations, carried out using the ‘ccf_boot’ command in the R funtimes package””.

Another major advantage in working with the residuals (from the pre-whitening procedure) is that such
residuals are assumed to be independent, while the original meteorological variables are unlikely, since weather
systems could persist for many days, therefore reducing the number of degrees of freedom of the time series.
This effect is further amplified by seasonal fluctuations, which should be thoroughly addressed when assessing
for statistical significance to avoid the detection of spurious correlations’®”.

Also, in this study, only strictly negative lags were retained, i.e. climate leads to COVID-19 cases, but not
the other way around. The significant lags identified are applied by shifting the climate variable time series con-
sidered, which is further normalized in the 0-1 range through the min-max method (see Eq. 3). This ensures
cross-comparison of the results, especially considering that climate variable values are defined on different ranges.

Further, a regression model with ARIMA (p,d,q) errors is developed using simultaneously the stringency si
index time series (also min-max normalized in the 0-1 range) and the considered climate covariate. The regres-
sion model obtained, hereafter referred to as RegARIMA (p,d,q), is defined as in the backshift notation given in
Eq. (5):

6(B
yt=ﬂxt+( &) (5)

1—BY¢®B) "

where y; is the response variable (confirmed cases), B is a coefficient matrix, x; is the covariate matrix formed by
the stringency index and the climate variable considered and z; is a white noise process. The RegARIMA (p,d,q)
model parameters p and g are obtained through maximum likelihood fitting using the auto.arima function
provided with the forecast R package’. The Bayesian Information Criterion (BIC) is used to select the optimal
model, defined as the one minimizing the BIC'?72 The definitive optimal and meaningful models are retained
based on the following conditions:

i. the model residuals are typically similar to white noise: this condition further ensures that the model has
captured the maximum variance in the dependent variable (i.e., the COVID-19 prevalence data). This is
assessed through the application of the Ljung-Box Q test (at & = 5% significance level)’>*.

ii. the climate variable coefficient is significant in the model: this condition is assessed through the Wald t-test
of coefficients at o = 5% significance level. This statistical test is applied with the Imtest R package®!.

iii. the climate variable with its actual lag is significantly correlated to COVID-19 cumulative cases: this condi-
tion is assessed using the non-parametric Spearman rank correlation test at = 5% significance level. The
correlation coefficient p is an indication of the effect size of the relationship, and assesses the association
both in terms of magnitude and direction (positive or negative). A positive (negative) association implies
that as the climate variable increases, the number of reported cases increases (decreases).
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Data availability
All the data used in this study are publicly available from various sources included in the manuscript.

Code availability
The code used to analyse the data and prepare the figures is available at Github (https://github.com/Yonaba/
covid19_climate_ts_modelling).
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