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SYNOPSIS

Objective. The objective of this study was to explore the impact of climate
variability on the transmission of malaria, a vector-borne disease, in a county of
China and provide suggestions to similar regions for disease prevention.

Methods. A time-series analysis was conducted using data on monthly climatic
variables and monthly incidence of malaria in Shuchen County, China, for the
period 1980–1991.

Results. Spearman’s correlation analysis showed that monthly mean maximum
and minimum temperatures, two measures of monthly mean relative humidity,
and monthly amount of precipitation were positively correlated with the
monthly incidence of malaria in the county. Regression analysis suggested that
monthly mean minimum temperature and total monthly rainfall, with a one-
month lagged effect, were significant climatic variables in the transmission of
malaria in Shuchen County. Seaonality was also significant in the regression
model and there was a declining secular trend in the incidence of malaria.

Conclusion. The results indicate that climatic variables should be considered as
possible predictors for regions with similar geographic, climatic, and socioeco-
nomic conditions to those of Shuchen County.
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Malaria is a life-threatening parasitic disease transmit-
ted from person to person through the bite of a fe-
male Anopheles mosquito. Malaria is endemic to the
poorest countries in the world, causing 300 million to
500 million clinical cases and more than one million
deaths each year.1 More than 90% of malaria deaths
occur in Sub-Saharan Africa (approximately 3,000
deaths each day), and almost all the deaths are in
children younger than five years.1 Pregnant women
are the main adult risk group in most endemic areas
of the world.1 Malaria is one of the major public health
challenges eroding development in the poorest coun-
tries in the world. For instance, malaria costs the Afri-
can nations more than US$12 billion annually.1 Tropi-
cal Africa is estimated to account for more than 70%
of all the malaria cases in the world.2 Of the remaining
cases, 75% are concentrated in nine countries: India,
Brazil, Afghanistan, Sri Lanka, Thailand, Indonesia,
Vietnam, Cambodia, and China. In these countries,
malaria is often confined to specific regions and
localities.1

Malaria is a serious public health problem in China.
Plasmodium vivax can be found in many locations, and
other types of Plasmodium can also be found in some
epidemic zones. The main vectors are Anopheles sinensis
and Anopheles anthropophagu.3 Four malaria zones have
been defined in China. The lowest malaria epidemic
zone is located to the north of latitude 33o North. The
higher malaria epidemic zone is to the south of lati-
tude 25o North. The medium malaria epidemic zone
is from latitude 25o North to latitude 33o North, and
the malaria-free zone includes areas that are higher
than 3,000 meters above sea level with annual average
temperatures lower than 16oC.3

There are many potential risk factors for the trans-
mission of malaria. Population immunity, mosquito
control measures, social and economic status—as re-
flected in, for example, housing conditions and envi-
ronmental factors including temperatures and rainfall—
have been observed to have a significant impact on the
transmission of the disease. In Rwanda, for instance,
the incidence of malaria has been observed to be re-
lated to local climatic variables.4 Few observations, how-
ever, have been conducted in relation to climate in
China. It is important to study the impact of climate
variability on the transmission of malaria in China be-
cause of its large population as well as continuing glo-
bal warming.5,6 These were the concerns that prompted
an examination of the association between climatic
variables and the incidence of malaria using a statistical
model based on empirical data from Shuchen County,
Anhui Province, for the period 1980–1991.

METHODS

Research site and population
With a population of approximately 0.7 million in
1991 and a temperate climate, Shuchen County in
Anhui Province is located in the area between the
Yangtze River and the Huai River, the largest and third
largest rivers in China. As a national malaria surveil-
lance location, the county has kept good records for
malaria. It was therefore chosen as the site for a study
of the relationship between climate variability and the
transmission of malaria. All residents of the County
during the period 1980–1991 were treated as the study
population.

Data collection
Data on malaria cases were obtained from the Depart-
ment of Diseases Surveillance, Anhui Anti-Epidemic
Station. Population demographics for this county were
provided by the Anhui Bureau of Statistics. Meteoro-
logical data were retrieved from the Anhui Bureau of
Meteorology.

Data analysis
Data analysis was conducted with SPSS, Version 6.0.7

The monthly incidence of malaria in Shuchen County
was treated as a dependent variable, and climatic vari-
ables such as monthly mean maximum and minimum
temperatures, monthly mean relative humidity, and
monthly total amount of precipitation were indepen-
dent variables. Spearman’s correlation analysis was
conducted to examine the relationship between
monthly climatic variables and the incidence of ma-
laria. Since there might be auto-correlations among
both dependent and independent variables over time,
Autoregressive Integrated Moving Average (ARIMA)
and Generalized Least Square (GLS) regression analy-
ses were performed to control for possible auto-corre-
lations in the time-series data. A model was developed
after the effect of auto-correlation had been removed
by the ARIMA procedures, and GLS regression analy-
sis was conducted to assess the independent effects of
each climatic variable.8

The distributions of the monthly incidence of ma-
laria and climatic variables were examined. Tempera-
ture and relative humidity were approximately nor-
mally distributed, while normal distributions of the
monthly incidence of malaria and rainfall were ob-
tained after logarithmic transformations.
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RESULTS

Annual incidence of malaria in Shuchen County,
1980–1991
Figure 1 shows that the annual incidence of malaria in
Shuchen County ranged from 14.3 per 100,000 popu-
lation in 1990 to 1,008.4 per 100,000 in 1982. There
was a remarkable reduction in the incidence of ma-
laria after 1985.

Monthly variation in malaria incidence
Despite the apparent domination of the secular de-
cline in incidence, Figure 2 indicates that there was
monthly variation in the incidence of malaria in
Shuchen County, with summer and autumn as peak
times, although cases occurred in almost every month
of the year. In years of high incidence, the summer
peak was more pronounced compared to other years
and there were substantial numbers of cases late in the
year.

Correlation between climatic variables and
monthly incidence of malaria
Spearman correlation analyses were conducted relat-
ing monthly incidence of malaria to various monthly
climatic measures. Table 1 shows that monthly mean
maximum and minimum temperatures, two measures
of monthly mean relative humidity, and monthly
amount of precipitation were positively correlated with
monthly incidences of malaria in Shuchen County
over the study period, with a one-month lagged effect.
As an independent variable, the calendar month in
which the cases occurred was correlated with the inci-
dence of malaria, which indicated that there was a
seasonal distribution in occurrence of the disease.

Cross-correlations among the independent variables
were also conducted (Table 2). There were high cor-
relations between monthly mean maximum and mini-
mum temperatures. Because the correlation coefficient
for the association between these two independent
variables was larger than 0.6, these two variables were

Figure 1. Annual incidence of malaria in Shuchen County, China, 1980–1991
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Figure 2. Monthly distribution of the incidence of malaria in Shuchen County, China, 1980–1991

Table 1. Correlation between climatic variables
and monthly incidence of malaria in
Shuchen County, 1980–1991

Monthly incidence
of malaria p-value

Season 0.382 �0.0001
MaxT P1 0.444 �0.0001
MinT P1 0.467 �0.0001
Rain P1 0.347 �0.0001
2 p.m. RH P1 0.313 �0.0001
8 a.m. RH P1 0.376 �0.0001

P1 = prior month

MaxT = monthly mean maximum temperature

MinT = monthly mean minimum temperature

Rain = total monthly rainfall

2 p.m. RH = monthly mean relative humidity at 2 p.m.

8 a.m. RH = monthly mean relative humidity at 8 a.m.

analyzed in separate regression models to reduce
multicollinearity.

Climatic variables and monthly incidence of malaria
Monthly mean minimum temperature and total
monthly rainfall, with a one-month lagged effect, were
significant climatic variables in the transmission of
malaria in Shuchen County (Table 3). This combina-
tion of variables yielded the best R2, compared with
other combinations of monthly mean maximum tem-
perature and precipitation. When seasonality was in-
cluded in the analysis, differences were found between
autumn and both spring and winter (autumn was
treated as the reference in the analysis), but there was
no significant difference between summer and autumn.
This supports our prior expectations of the seasonal
distribution of cases (more cases in autumn and sum-
mer) and the impact of seasonality on transmission.
Also “year” was a significant variable in the regression
model, reflecting the secular decline in the number of
cases.
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DISCUSSION

The transmission of malaria is determined by many
factors, such as the vector-abundance of the Anopheles
mosquito species, the propensity and frequency of the
mosquitoes to bite human beings, its susceptibility to
the parasite, the longevity of mosquitoes, the rate at
which the parasite develops in mosquitoes, human
behavior, population immunity, and the existence of
the malaria parasite, as well as social factors such as
housing conditions and mosquito control measures.
Climate variability that impacts on the incubation rate
of Plasmodium and the breeding activity of Anopheles is
considered one of the important environmental con-
tributors to malaria transmission.9

Table 2. Correlation among climatic variables in Shuchen County, 1980–1991

MaxT MinT 2 p.m. RH 8 a.m. RH Rain SOI

MaxT 1.00
MinT 0.98 1.00
2 p.m. RH 0.35 0.49 1.00
8 a.m. RH �0.11 �0.09 0.50 1.00
Rain 0.51 0.47 0.60 0.04 1.00
SOI 0.07 0.07 �0.03 �0.08 0.05 1.00

MaxT = monthly mean maximum temperature

MinT = monthly mean minimum temperature

2 p.m. RH = monthly mean relative humidity at 2 p.m.

8 a.m. RH = monthly mean relative humidity at 8 a.m.

Rain = total monthly rainfall

SOI = Southern Oscillation Index

Table 3. Association of climatic variables with
logarithmic transformation of monthly incidence of
malaria in Shuchen County, 1980–1991

Variable b SE b p-value

MinT P1 0.037 0.011 0.009
Lgrain P1* 0.241 0.106 0.025
Year �0.173 0.016 �0.001
Spring �0.278 0.136 0.041
Winter �0.121 0.211 0.032
Summer �0.195 0.193 0.313
Constant 1.954 0.211 �0.001

NOTE: R 2 = 0.53; DW = 2.02

SEb = standard error of regression coefficient

MinT = monthly mean minimum temperature

Lgrain = log-transformed total monthly rainfall

Temperature rise is expected to increase transmis-
sion and prevalence of malaria by reducing the inter-
val between mosquitoes’ blood meals, thus decreasing
the time to produce new generations, and by shorten-
ing the incubation period of the parasite in mosqui-
toes. Temperatures of 20oC to 30oC and humidity
greater than 60% are optimal for Anopheles to survive
long enough to acquire and transmit the parasite.9

The extrinsic incubation period of the parasite short-
ens dramatically at temperatures in the range of 20oC
to 27oC.10 Temperatures lower than 16oC or higher
than 30oC have a negative impact on the growth of the
mosquitoes; also, at these temperatures the propaga-
tion rate of Plasmodium is reduced in the body of the
mosquitoes. In endemic areas, therefore, malaria gen-
erally extends to the 16oC winter isotherm.11

This study in Shuchen County found positive corre-
lations between monthly incidence of malaria and
monthly mean maximum and minimum temperatures,
with a one-month lag effect. The correlation coeffi-
cient for the association between monthly mean mini-
mum temperature and monthly incidence of malaria
was greater than that for the association between
monthly mean maximum temperature and the inci-
dence. This indicates that minimum temperature seems
to play a more important role in the transmission of
the disease than maximum temperature does. A rise
of temperature, especially minimum temperature,
would, in some locations, enhance the survival chances
of Plasmodium and Anopheles during winter and thus
accelerate the transmission dynamics of malaria and
spread it into populations that are currently malaria-
free and immunologically naïve.4 A spatial shift may
occur in both tropical and temperate regions if global
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climate change continues. The results of a similar study
conducted in Rwanda suggest that monthly malaria
incidence in high-altitude regions is related to changes
in minimum temperature, while in low-altitude zones,
rainfall and mean temperature are the most signifi-
cant climatic factor.4

Rainfall plays an important role in malaria epide-
miology because water not only provides the medium
for the aquatic stages of the mosquito’s life cycle but
also increases the relative humidity and then the lon-
gevity of the adult mosquito.9 In The Gambia, for
example, malaria transmission is restricted largely to
the rainy season.12 However, the impact of rainfall on
the transmission of malaria is very complicated, vary-
ing with the circumstances of particular geographic
regions and depending on the local habits of mosqui-
toes. Rain may prove beneficial to mosquito breeding
if moderate, but it may destroy breeding sites and
flush out the mosquito larvae when it is excessive.9

This study indicates that total monthly rainfall was
associated with the incidence of the disease in Shuchen
County, with a one-month lag effect. The same results
can also be found in observations of The Gambia12

and in the intermediate rainfall zone of Sri Lanka.13

Both the correlation and regression analyses sug-
gest that temperatures and rainfall act on malaria with
a lag of one month. Because most of the malaria cases
in Shuchen County were associated with Plasmodium
vivax, such delays are consistent with the estimated
minimum temperature generation time of a case of
Plasmodium vivax—11–25 days (approximately eight
days in the exoerythrocytic stage, two days in the eryth-
rocytic stage, and nine days in the body of the
mosquito).

“Seasonality” and “year” (time trend) played a role
in the transmission of malaria in the County. Many
factors may be responsible for secular and seasonal
changes, e.g., climatic variables, ecological and envi-
ronmental factors, host and vector characteristics, and
social and economic determinants such as changes in
health care infrastructure.

The range of vector-borne disease is not solely de-
termined by climate variability.14 Social, biological, and
economic factors such as population immunity, hous-
ing conditions, mosquito control measures, local eco-
logical environment (vegetation, introduction of irri-
gation schemes), and drug resistance also have a
significant impact on the transmission of malaria.9

Unfortunately, data on many of these conditions were
unavailable in Shuchen County during the study pe-
riod, although they might be very important in the
transmission of malaria there. Figure 1 shows that the

incidence of the disease declined over the period 1980–
1991. The “reform and opening policy” in China start-
ing in the early 1980s may have been an important
contributor. This policy has improved the social and
economic conditions in China and heralded a period
of better health education and health promotion.
These changes need to be addressed in further stud-
ies, although they have been treated as a secular inde-
pendent variable (year) in this study.

Climatic variables that predict the presence or ab-
sence of malaria are likely to be best suited for fore-
casting the distribution of this disease at the edges of
its range. However, the transmission of malaria is very
complicated, and detailed ecologic and epidemiologic
studies are still needed to assess the true local risk.
Generally, these questions should be answered: How
might local species of mosquitoes extend their breed-
ing ranges in response to altered climate? What is
their susceptibility to the malaria parasite? What spe-
cies interactions—with competitors, predators, and
parasites—might influence mosquito abundance? How
might changes in abundance affect transmission rates?
How do temperature, rainfall, and humidity affect the
behavior and longevity of adult mosquitoes? What is
the potential for malaria to be imported through hu-
man migration?14

Multidisciplinary cooperative research involving
researchers from the fields of epidemiology, parasitol-
ogy, botany, microbiology, and climatology is necessary.

REFERENCES

1. Roll Back Malaria: a global partnership [cited 2002 Dec
19]. Available from: URL: http://www.rbm.who.int

2. Martin PH, Lifebvre MG. Malaria and climate: sensitiv-
ity of malaria potential transmission to climate. AMBIO
1995;25:200-7.

3. Wang GJ. Malaria in China. In: Xu ZY, Chen XB, Xu LH,
editors. Vector-borne diseases. Yingchun: Ningxia
People’s Publishing House; 1990. p. 37-60.

4. Loevinsohn ME. Climatic warming and increased ma-
laria incidence in Rwanda. Lancet 1994;343:714-8.

5. Ye WZ. The rise of temperature in China in next cen-
tury. People’s Daily (Overseas Edition) 1999 Jan 14;3.

6. Houghton JT, Meira Filho LG, Callander BA. Climate
change 1995: the science of climate change. Cambridge
(UK): Cambridge University Press; 1996.

7. Coakes SJ, Steed LG. SPSS for Windows, version 6.0.
Brisbane (Australia): John Wiley & Sons; 1996.

8. Box GEP, Jenkins GW. Time-series analysis: forecasting
and control. San Francisco: Holden-Day; 1976.

9. McMichael AJ, Martens WJM. The health impacts of
global climate change: grasping with scenarios, predic-



Climate Variability and Malaria, Shuchen County, China, 1980–1991 � 71

Public Health Reports / January–February 2003 / Volume 118

tive models, and multiple uncertainties. Ecosystem
Health 1995;1:23-33.

10. Patz JA, Epstein PR, Burke TA, Balbus JM. Global cli-
mate change and emerging infectious diseases. JAMA
1996;275:217-23.

11. World Health Organization. World malaria situation in
1990. World Health Stat Q 1992;45:257-66.

12. Greenwood BM, Pickering H. A malaria control trial
using insecticide-treated bed nets and targeted chemo-

prophylaxis in a rural area of The Gambia, West Africa.
Trans R Soc Trop Med Hyg 1993;87(Suppl 2):3-11.

13. Ramasamy R, Ramasamy MS, Wijesundera DA, Wijesun-
dera AP, Dewit I, Ranasinghe C, et al. High seasonal
malaria transmission rates in the intermediate rainfall
zone of Sri Lanka. Ann Trop Med Parasitol 1992;86:591-
600.

14. Dye C, Reiter P. Temperatures without fevers? Science
2000;289:1697-8.


