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Summary

In this mini-dissertation we utilize population mobility data and COVID-19 case data in a variety of

formats, from a variety of sources, in order to formulate a model for the spatial spread of COVID-19. The

study region for this mini-dissertation is the Western Cape province of South Africa. Appropriate spatial

structures are formulated using both standard and novel approaches, and the effect of these different

conceptualisations of spatial association are illustrated, compared and discussed.

The spatial spread of COVID-19 is modelled using a susceptible-exposed-infectious-removed (SEIR) model

that describes the progression of the disease. The model is stochastic in nature in order to incorporate

the inherent uncertainty present in pandemic parameters. The stochastic nature of the model allows

for greater inferential capabilities than deterministic models. Pandemic characteristics such as the spa-

tial autocorrelation of COVID-19 cases and the reproductive number of the disease are determined and

discussed.

Model fitting and inference are achieved through the use of approximate Bayesian computation (ABC)

techniques for likelihood-free inference. This computational framework extends naturally to stochastic

pandemic models, since the potentially complex disease system results in computationally infeasible like-

lihood expressions. The use of artificial neural networks for the purpose of improving the computational

efficiency of this computational framework is evaluated and discussed.
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Chapter 1

Introduction

The onset of the COVID-19 pandemic at the start of 2020 had a profound effect on every country in the

world. COVID-19, which refers to the Coronavirus disease of 2019, is an infectious respiratory disease1

caused by the SARS-CoV-2 virus. Most individuals infected with the disease develop mild flu-like symp-

toms, however there have been many cases where infected individuals become seriously ill and die unless

they receive specialized treatment. In some cases, those that recover from the disease exhibit symptoms

months after recovery. The disease is transmitted through small liquid particles from an infectious individ-

ual’s nose and/or mouth2. Other potential means of transmission include physical contact with surfaces

contaminated with the virus, however the probability of this occuring is considered to be low3.

The disease was first identified in the city of Wuhan within the Hubei province of China on 31 December

20194. This followed a string of cases initially believed to be viral pneumonia of unknown cause. On

9 January 2020 it was confirmed that these cases were not pneumonia but rather caused by a novel

coronavirus. The first death due to the disease caused by this virus was documented shortly thereafter.

Over the course of the next two months, cases of the disease were identified across the globe. The

first confirmed case in South Africa was confirmed on 5 March 20205. With the spread of the disease

proving difficult to control, governments around the globe instilled non-pharmaceutical interventions.

These interventions aim to limit the spread of the disease by limiting the mobility and interaction of the

population. Due to their restrictive nature, these interventions are often referred to as “lockdowns”.
1WHO COVID-19 characteristics: https://www.who.int/health-topics/coronavirus#tab=tab_1 (Accessed October 2021)
2WHO COVID-19 transmission: https://1e.to/f2NA6v (Accessed October 2021)
3Centers for Disease Control and Prevention: https://1e.to/HI7YyG (Accessed October 2021)
4WHO COVID-19 timeline: https://www.who.int/news/item/29-06-2020-covidtimeline (Accessed October 2021)
5NICD report on first case in South Africa: https://1e.to/eJlHBd (Accessed October 2021)
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CHAPTER 1. INTRODUCTION 13

The South African government implemented one of the most stringent lockdowns in the world starting on

the 27th of March 2020. This lockdown strategy revolves around five different “levels” of lockdown, with

level 1 and 5 being the least and most stringent levels respectively. The various levels as well as the dates

for which they were active (during 2020) are given in Table 1.1. Note that for this mini-dissertation we

only consider the lockdown until the end of September 2020 due to data availability only extending over

this period6. As of 1 October 2021, South Africa is operating under an adjusted version of the level 1

lockdown regulations7.

As is the case with almost every single country in the world, South Africa has seen a rather large amount

of research published studying COVID-19 in a very short time. The primary focus of the majority of

these studies is on the economic impact of the imposed lockdown regulations [9, 10, 123, 89, 115] while

others discuss the impact of COVID-19 on education in the country in particular [85, 69]. While studies

discussing the economic and social impact of COVID-19 assist in providing context for the pandemic in

South Africa, they lack any quantitative means of predicting the future impact and spread of the virus.

In order to meet this demand some authors have proposed mathematical models for modelling the spread

of the disease across the country [49, 141, 87, 79, 118, 59, 90]. By reviewing the available literature we

will aim to identify regions where additional contributions can be made to the mathematical modelling of

COVID-19 within the South African setting.

The mathematical modelling and prediction of infectious diseases represents an important aspect of epi-

demiology. Epidemiological models assist researchers and policymakers in understanding and planning

for the presence, spread and negative effects of disease outbreaks. The development of a mathematical

framework for modelling such diseases originated in the first half of the 20th century (as early as 1915)

due to the work of researchers such as Ross [108, 109], McKendrick [86] and Kermack [62], Bartlett [12]

and Kendall [61]. The result of these early ventures into disease modelling was a family of compartmental

disease models that would proceed to be adjusted and modified to see a large degree of popularity over

the course of the next century. These compartmental models, known as susceptible-exposed-infectious-

removed (SEIR) models, operate by segregating the study population into various compartments based

on the progression of the disease being studied [108, 109, 86, 62, 12].

The original formulation of SEIR models as proposed by Ross [108, 109] as well as Kermack and McK-

endrick [86, 62] were deterministic in nature, containing no stochastic element or allowance for uncertainty.

Subsequent adaptations of SEIR models would rectify this to include stochastic components in order to
6For further details regarding lockdown levels: https://1e.to/9xbQIo
7Further details on South Africa’s adjusted alert level 1: https://1e.to/Rb7ARt

https://1e.to/9xbQIo
https://1e.to/Rb7ARt
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Table 1.1: South African lockdown levels and dates [100].

Level Date Restrictions

Business as usual 1 March 2020 -
26 March 2020

No restrictions.

Level 5 27 March 2020 -
30 April 2020

All individuals confined to place of resi-
dence aside from essential services. No inter-
provincial movement, except for transporta-
tion of goods and exceptional circumstances
e.g. funerals. Public and private transport
restricted to certain times of the day, with
limitations on vehicle capacity.

Level 4 1 May 2020 -
31 May 2020

More sectors permitted to operate with re-
strictions, including mining, and partial e-
Commerce. Public spaces and the tourism
sector remain closed and gatherings prohib-
ited. All confined to place of residence from
8pm-5am. No local or inter-provincial move-
ment of people, except for permitted reasons.
All borders remain closed except for desig-
nated ports of entry for restricted home affairs
operations and for the transportation of fuel,
cargo and goods. Public and private trans-
port may operate at all times of the day, with
limitations on vehicle capacity.

Level 3 1 June 2020 -
17 August 2020

More sectors permitted to operate including
take away restaurants, e-commerce and de-
livery services and global business services.
Public spaces and tourism opened. Gather-
ings and sporting activities permitted subject
to restrictions. All confined to place of res-
idence from 11pm-4am. No inter-provincial
movement of people, except for transporta-
tion of goods, exceptional circumstances and
other permitted reasons. Public and private
transport may operate at all times of the day,
with limitations on vehicle capacity.

Level 2 18 August 2020 -
20 September 2020

More sectors permitted to operate including
all retail, construction, cleaning and manu-
facturing as well as government services. All
confined to place of residence from 11pm-
4am. Domestic travel permitted.

Level 1 21 September 2020 -
28 December 2020

Most restrictions lifted. All sectors permit-
ted to operate. All confined to place of resi-
dence from 12pm-4am. Inter-provincial travel
permitted with restrictions on international
travel.
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account for the large degree of uncertainty and randomness that can often be associated with the spread

of infectious diseases [86, 12, 61]. Both deterministic as well as stochastic SEIR models have been uti-

lized to study the spread of a variety of infectious diseases across the world including Ebola [72, 93],

influenza [54, 32, 34] as well as prior outbreaks of severe acute respiratory syndrome (SARS) [33] during

the 2000’s. Following the outbreak of COVID-19 in 2020 there has been a significant increase in use for

such models, having been used to model the spread of COVID-19 in various countries such as Belgium

[1], Chile [26], China [74], Japan [67] and Italy [97]. The goals of such analysis range from early phase

pandemic estimation [1, 97], peak prediction [67], ICU bed capacity prediction [26] and evaluation of

containment strategies [74]. In South Africa these models have been utilized to determine the impact of

non-pharmaceutical interventions [49, 141, 118], to evaluate vaccine roll-out strategies [87], evaluate the

viability of alternative medical responses [59, 90] and predicting future COVID-19 cases [49, 141, 87, 79].

To the best of our knowledge there is currently only one SEIR model developed in South Africa that is

stochastic in nature (see [80]). The potential contribution of a stochastic SEIR model within the South

African context is thus evident.

Infectious diseases such as COVID-19 are transmitted primarily through close contact with infectious

individuals. The benefit to be gained from the inclusion of spatial elements that approximate population

mobility patterns in the modelling process is thus immediately apparent. In order to facilitate the inclusion

of spatial components, numerous authors have proposed and utilized spatial variations of SEIR models.

These spatial models allow the spread of a disease within a particular region to be affected by the state of

the epidemic in neighbouring regions [24]. Spatial SEIR models saw a noteworthy increase in popularity

throughout the 2010’s, being used to model the spatial spread of infectious diseases such as cholera [44, 18],

dengue [36, 138], Ebola [98, 24, 25], foot and mouth disease [122, 37, 75, 31] and malaria [111, 137]. A major

simplifying assumption that is often used in these models is that both the latent and infectious periods of

the disease being studied are distributed exponentially (see e.g. [34, 32]). While this assumption simplifies

analysis it also implies that the probability of becoming infectious or recovering from an infection is the

same for each point in time due to the memory-less property of the exponential distribution [24]. The

path-specific SEIR model removes this restriction and allows for these times to be distributed according to

any general distribution [98, 24, 25]. This allows for greater flexibility and realistic modelling capabilities

compared to previous spatial SEIR models. Spatial models have also been used to model the spread of

COVID-19 in countries such as Italy [134], Argentina [125], China [56], England [113] and Spain [8]. The

clear advantage of utilizing spatial SEIR models lies in allowing policymakers to identify regions more

adversely affected by the spread of a disease in order to aid in formulating an appropriate allocation of
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resources. Reviewing the current literature it is clear that there is a significant deficit of spatial SEIR

models being applied to study COVID-19 in South Africa. Most previously applied SEIR models have

studied the disease at a country [49, 141, 87, 79] or provincial [118, 59, 90] level and thus disregard spatial

components [49, 141, 87, 79]. To the best of our knowledge there is currently only one paper ([42]) that

strives to address this need. There is thus significant novelty in the application of a spatial SEIR model

within a South African setting for the purpose of modelling COVID-19.

The inclusion of spatial components within epidemiological models represents an opportunity for re-

searchers to study the spatial spread of a disease within and between affected regions. However the

inclusion of a spatial component also represents a non-trivial problem, that being the specification of

some structure that accurately describes the spatial association between the study regions. Spatial asso-

ciations are typically included through the use of a spatial weight matrix, the specification of which has

been an open problem in the field of Econometrics and general spatial modelling for some time [6, 13, 40].

Previous attempts at formulating spatial weight matrices were based on study region properties such

as contiguity, distance and geostatistical data [3, 29]. These methods can often be very simplistic and

rarely offer a realistic representation of the true spatial association within the study region [6, 13, 40].

Furthermore the chosen forms in spatial epidemiology models is often motivated by a need for simplicity

rather than accuracy and thus the formulation of a proper spatial component in spatial epidemiology still

represents an open problem. Within the field of epidemiological modelling mobile network data has seen

an increase in use as a proxy for human mobility, being used for modelling diseases such as cholera [44, 18],

dengue [36, 138] and malaria [111, 137]. Most recently mobile network data has been gathered in numer-

ous countries across the world to aid in the understanding of human mobility for the purpose of informing

non-pharmaceutical interventions against COVID-19 [41, 132, 91, 95]. There are several concerns with

regards to the use of mobile network data for this purpose, including data availability, computational cost

and user privacy [91, 53]. Currently there is no existing literature that utilizes mobile network data for

the modelling of COVID-19 within the South African context, although some preliminary attempts have

been presented (see [42, 100].)

The inclusion of spatial components as well as general distributions for transition times can lead to the

number of unknown parameter(s) within the model becoming rather large. This can lead to cases where

the full likelihood function for the data becomes either intractable or too computationally expensive

to evaluate [130, 124, 83, 25]. In 1984 Rubin proposed that statisticians utilizing Bayesian inference

should not be limited to cases where the likelihood function is wholly tractable [110]. This lead to the

conceptualization of an approximate Bayesian technique that is used to simulate observations from a
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desired posterior distribution without the need to evaluate the full likelihood function. This method,

termed approximate Bayesian computation, can be utilized to fit complex epidemiology models such as

the spatial SEIR models where factors such as computational cost and the curse of dimensionality are a

noteworthy barrier to use [130, 124, 83, 25]. The basic idea of the algorithm is to propose a parameter

value from the prior, which is then used to simulate an artificial dataset [101, 130, 15]. The proposed

parameter value is then only accepted if the simulated dataset is sufficiently similar to the observed dataset

[101, 130, 15]. Thus we do not need to evaluate the full likelihood function. Over the following decades

numerous variations of ABC were proposed, with each aiming to compensate for an area wherein previous

attempts were lacking. The first formal rejection algorithm was proposed by Tavaré in 1997 [127]. This

sparked a renewed interest in ABC and prompted researchers such as Fu and Li [46], Weiss and von

Haesler [136] and Pritchard et al. [101] to propose their own variations on the initial ABC algorithm over

the proceeding years with the current definition of the rejection ABC algorithm as the result.

In order to improve the accuracy and efficiency of the ABC rejection algorithm Beaumont et al. [17]

as well as Blum and Francois [21] proposed adjustments using linear regression and feed-forward neural

networks (FFNN’s) in 2002 and 2010 respectively. Chief among the improvements made upon the rejection

algorithm however are two new algorithms that incorporate popular Bayesian inference techniques into

an approximate calculation framework. In 2003 Marjoram et al. [77] proposed the Markov chain Monte

Carlo ABC (MCMC ABC) algorithm, which utilizes elements of Metropolis-Hastings sampling to improve

upon the efficiency of the rejection algorithm [77, 120, 130]. In 2007 Sisson et al. [120] proposed the

sequential Monte Carlo ABC (SMC ABC) algorithm which improves upon several of the shortcomings of

both previous versions of ABC [120, 130, 76, 83, 15]. Approximate Bayesian inference was first proposed

for use within the field of genetics, where high-dimensionality can often result in the likelihood function

being intractable or computationally infeasible [60, 21, 14, 76, 107]. However such techniques have seen

increasing use within the field of epidemiology, being used for modelling diseases such as tuberculosis,

HIV, Ebola, influenza and smallpox over the last 15 years [126, 117, 130, 81, 104, 82, 68, 83, 25]. To the

best of our knowledge, ABC techniques have not been utilized for inference on COVID-19 at the time of

writing.

The ABC family of algorithms base the decision of whether to retain or discard candidate parameter

values on whether the data that is simulated using these candidates is sufficiently similar to the observed

data [101, 130, 15]. In order to increase the acceptance rate and decrease the computational cost of

these algorithms it has become standard to compare selected summary statistics calculated for both the

simulated and observed data rather than to compare the entire datasets [60, 130, 81, 124, 15]. Sufficient



CHAPTER 1. INTRODUCTION 18

summary statistics would be the ideal choice for this purpose however they are most often unavailable

[107, 124, 15]. The choice of summary statistic is more often than not restricted to a set of expertly crafted

candidate summary statistics for which the performance is evaluated and compared [60]. This however

introduces additional bias and uncertainty and thus there has been a growing interest in the development

of methods for automatically constructing summary statistics [126, 83, 15].

Recent studies have proposed the use of artificial neural networks (ANN) for summary statistic con-

struction [43, 58, 28, 78, 2]. In 2012 Fearnhead and Prangle [43] proposed a semi-automatic method

for summary statistic selection involving non-linear regression techniques. A major contribution of their

work was showing that the mean of the true posterior can serve as a sufficient summary statistic [43, 58].

Building upon this idea and motivated by a desire for greater representative power, in 2017 Jiang et

al. [58] proposed using a deep neural network (DNN) to automatically learn summary statistics. In

their application they trained a DNN to estimate the mean of the true posterior that would serve as the

summary statistic in an ABC algorithm [58]. In 2018 and 2019 two more applications of ANN’s were

utilized in the field of genetics by Chan et al. [28] and Wiqvist et al. [78] respectively. These applications

utilized exchangeable and partially exchangeable networks (ENN and PEN respectively) to incorporate

the exchangeability of population data into the estimation process [28, 78]. Finally, in 2020 Kesson et

al. [2] compared the performance of a convolution neural network (CNN), an ENN and a PEN for the

purpose of summary statistic selection. They found that while all three models perform generally well,

the CNN outperformed the other models in some scenarios [2]. All of the above-mentioned applications

were focused either on the field of genetics for which ABC was initially formulated [28, 2] or utilized

simplistic models such as moving average processes to maintain simplicity [58, 2]. At the time of writing,

no attempt has been made to incorporate neural networks into an approximate Bayesian inference for the

purpose of compartmental epidemiological modelling.

By considering the above-mentioned history and literature we have determined several opportunities to

contribute to the existing literature of COVID-19 in a South African setting that will be addressed in

this mini-dissertation. All of the currently available literature set within South Africa that studies the

spread of COVID-19 [49, 141, 118, 87, 59, 90, 49, 141, 87, 79] does so without the explicit inclusion of a

spatial component. The model(s) utilized in this mini-dissertation will be constructed at a higher spatial

resolution than country or provincial level and will explicitly make allowance for the spatial association

between the different sub-regions in South Africa. Furthermore, all models developed thus far in South

Africa have been deterministic in nature which discounts the inherent uncertainty present in disease

modelling [49, 141, 87, 79]. The model(s) utilized in this mini-dissertation will be stochastic in nature,
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allowing for greater uncertainty to be included in the estimation process. The use of mobile network

data as a proxy for human mobility and the general uncertainty present in the construction of spatial

association structures within the South African context is also underdeveloped. We will utilize two types

of population mobility data in order to derive comparisons between data from different sources and the

implications of using different constructions for spatial association structures. Finally, by employing deep

learning to facilitate the use of an approximate Bayesian inference technique for model fitting we will add

to the currently limited literature on this application of neural networks. We will do all of this against

the backdrop of the early phases of the COVID-19 pandemic in the Western Cape, South Africa. The

primary objectives of this mini-dissertation are thus as follows:

• Study the spatial association structure in South Africa using two sources of population mobility

data and develop spatial weight matrices that express these underlying spatial structures.

• Employ a stochastic spatial SEIR model to model the spatial spread of COVID-19 in South Africa

utilizing various resources for COVID-19 data.

• Utilize and compare the performance of different algorithms for approximate Bayesian computation

to fit the selected model(s).

• Study the effect of using artificial neural networks to aid in the fitting of the selected model(s)

during the approximate Bayesian step by condensing pandemic data down to a lower dimensionality

representation.

The rest of this mini-dissertation is structured as follows. In Chapter 2 we discuss the various data

that were utilized for analysis in this mini-dissertation and the means through which certain data were

obtained. In Chapter 3 we discuss the development of spatial structures that approximate the spatial

autocorrelation of COVID-19 present within South Africa. Chapter 4 is dedicated to the discussion and

development of the compartmental epidemiological models used for modelling the spread of COVID-

19. In Chapter 5 we discuss approximate Bayesian computation as a method for fitting and evaluating

stochastic compartmental models. Chapter 6 then delves into the background and properties of artificial

neural networks and their potential use in conjunction with approximate Bayesian computation (ABC)

techniques. Chapter 7 discusses the application of all the statistical principles discussed in this mini-

dissertation and Chapter 8 presents the results. Chapter 9 then offers a discussion of these results followed

by a conclusion provided in Chapter 10.



Chapter 2

Data

The data utilized for this mini-dissertation were collected using a variety of sources and means. Given

the complex nature of the phenomena under study it proved impossible to identify a single source of data

with sufficient information. Additionally, it was noted that different data sources each exhibited their own

merits (such as high spatial resolution, good data range, availability etc.) as well as shortcomings (such

as low spatial resolution, high computational cost, lack of availability etc.) and thus it was decided to use

multiple data sources in order to discuss and compare the insight that can be gathered from each source.

In this chapter we outline the data sources used for this mini-dissertation and offer a brief description of

the data.

2.1 Western Cape COVID-19 data

Since the initial outbreak of the COVID-19 pandemic, governments all over the world have been heavily

criticized for the high level of secrecy exhibited with regards to data pertaining to the pandemic1. Case

numbers that are made available to the general public are typically of very low spatial resolution (for ex-

ample, in South Africa the case numbers are most often only published at a provincial level). This makes

modelling the pandemic very difficult for researchers who are not affiliated with government institutions

with direct access. Furthermore, most data made available through other sources are also highly aggre-

gated and in many cases inaccurate2. This is almost certainly the result of a lack of the infrastructure
1For example: Case numbers (https://1e.to/LSxp3C), government correspondence (https://1e.to/oYeTqO), vaccine roll-

out plan (https://1e.to/U1OnIV) and government restrictions (https://1e.to/ibCzGV).
2Global.health: https://global.health/

20

https://1e.to/LSxp3C
https://1e.to/oYeTqO
https://1e.to/U1OnIV
https://1e.to/U1OnIV
https://1e.to/ibCzGV
https://global.health/
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and expertise required to capture and record case data in a timely and accurate manner3.

In South Africa, the only party that has succeeded in consistently providing COVID-19 case number

data to the public at a high spatial resolution and in a timely manner is the Western Cape government.

Since the 28th of March 2020, the premier of the Western Cape, Alan Winde, has publicly disclosed the

number of infections confirmed within each local municipality of this province through press releases4. A

further initiative was undertaken to improve the ease with which these figures could be accessed and so

the Western Cape government launched a COVID-19 dashboard5, shown in Figure 2.1, which contained

various forms of data relating to COVID-19 in the Western Cape from as early as the 10th of March 2020.

It is indicated on the wesbite where the dashboard is presented that the dashboard is estimated to have

a data completeness and data accuracy of 93% and 84% respectively.

Figure 2.1: Western Cape COVID-19 dashboard (screenshot taken 15 April 2021)

As can be seen in Figure 2.1, at the time the screenshot was taken, the information contained on the

dashboard included the total number of cases for each local municipality as well as the recoveries, deaths

and tests conducted in the entire province. The total number of cases and deaths by age group were

also available. Thanks to the inclusion of date sliders all this information was available over time as well,

rendering the dashboard an extremely valuable tool for research purposes. Initially it was planned to

utilize this dashboard to obtain case data for the Western Cape province for the purpose of modelling
3Health-e news: https://1e.to/JGVS92
4Press release 4 July 2020: https://www.gov.za/speeches/update-coronavirus-premier-alan-winde-4-jul-2020-0000
5COVID-19 dashboard: https://coronavirus.westerncape.gov.za/covid-19-dashboard

https://1e.to/JGVS92
https://www.gov.za/speeches/update-coronavirus-premier-alan-winde-4-jul-2020-0000
https://coronavirus.westerncape.gov.za/covid-19-dashboard
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the spread of COVID-19. Unfortunately the dashboard was altered at some point in time to no longer

provide the same information. The currently available version of the dashboard at the time of writing is

shown in Figure 2.2.

Figure 2.2: Western Cape COVID-19 dashboard (screenshot taken 17 August 2021)

Note how this new version does not contain the same highly sought-after data such as the total number of

cases across numerous points in time but is instead restricted to displaying the number of active cases for

each local municipality over time. Additionally, the dashboard’s terms and conditions state the following:

“This website and its contents, including all mapping, data, and analysis are provided to the public strictly

for public health and educational purposes. The Western Cape Department of Health hereby disclaims

any and all representations and warranties with respect to the website, including accuracy, fitness for

use, reliability, and non-infringement. Reliance on the website for medical guidance, research or use of

the website in commerce is strictly prohibited.”. In addition to the dubiously implied distinction between

“education” and “research”, these terms and conditions forbid the use of the dashboard for research projects.

It is unclear whether these terms and conditions were set at the creation of the dashboard or some later

point in time. Either way, this prevents us from utilizing the dashboard directly for our intended purposes.

In order to gain access to the data presented on the dashboard it will thus prove necessary to obtain the

information from the original source: The daily press releases made by the Western Cape premier.
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2.1.1 Web scraping

As mentioned previously, the premier of the Western Cape, Alan Winde, publishes daily press releases

wherein the number of COVID-19 cases in the province are given at a local municipality level. In theory, it

would be possible for a human user to peruse every press release over a desired time period and write down

all numbers of interest. Aside from being very time-consuming, this process would almost certainly be

unreliable due to human error. Aside from the previously discussed dashboard, there is also no repository

available from which the case data itself can be downloaded in a usable format for further analysis. Most

often, websites will provide an application programming interface (API) that allows users to download

desired data, however when an API is not provided to download otherwise publicly available data (such

as with these press releases) then it becomes necessary to use web scraping [23]. Web scraping allows

us to automate the previously described process of browsing the internet and writing data down. Web

scraping (sometimes called “web harvesting”, “web data extraction”, “web data mining” etc.) is a tool that

allows researchers to automate the process of extracting and organizing data available on the internet

[23, 65, 66, 140].

The history of web scraping as a means of collecting data on the internet is essentially the history of

the internet itself. Shortly after the creation of the world wide web (WWW) in 1989, the first web

robot, Wanderer, was created in 1993. The purpose of Wanderer was to scan and measure the size of

the internet in order to create an index of web pages [116]. Interestingly, this actually predates the first

search engine, W3Catalog (granted only by a few months) [116]. A web robot (or simply ‘bot’) is any

program or software that utilizes scripts to automate the process of interacting with the WWW without

human supervision [116]. A web scraper is thus just a type of web robot, one with the explicit goal of data

extraction and organization. Fast forward to today and the largest search engine in the world, Google, has

made a multi-billion dollar business out of crawling the web for information [23]. Web scraping has seen

tremendous growth in many scientific disciplines such as computer science [66, 65], data science [66, 65, 23]

and epidemiology [106] as well as industry fields such as journalism, property investment and the financial

sector [65].

The typical workflow of a web scraper is as follows: website analysis, website crawling and data organi-

zation (see Figure 2.3). Web scraping requires at least a basic understanding of the way in which web

pages are built [23, 65]. Important features of a web page for web scraping are hypertext markup lan-

guage (HTML), cascading style sheets (CSS) and extensible markup language (XML). Most web pages

are created and formatted using HTML, which is a markup language that allows web designers to specify
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how web pages are supposed to be structured [23, 140]. While HTML is used to form the basic structure

of a web page, CSS is another programming language that allows web designers to exert more control

over how a web page should look (properties such as colour, shading, fonts etc.) [23]. Finally, XML is yet

another programming language of which HTML is merely an implementation. The reason for considering

HTML and XML separately will be made clear shortly.

Figure 2.3: Web scraping workflow [65]

After analysing the way in which a web page is structured we can proceed to write a script to extract

the key elements from a page using a popular data science programming language such as R or Python

[23, 65, 140, 66]. Web scraping in R is primarily achieved through the rvest package while in Python the

two most popular packages are BeautifulSoup and Selenium [140, 23, 65, 66]. The popular data science

package pandas also contains some useful functions for web scraping. In this mini-dissertation Python

was used to web scrape the press releases through the use of the Selenium and pandas packages.

The first step in web scraping requires opening a chromium based web browser window using Selenium

and then navigating to the desired web page using its uniform resource locator (URL). Dashboards like

the one in Figure 2.1 are very convenient since they only require a single web page to be opened. However

when scraping something like press releases there is the issue that the URL for the press releases can be

very different, making it difficult or impossible to write a concise peace of code to iterate through the

addresses without writing down a full list of URLs. In order to circumvent this issue we utilize the South

African government media statements repository6 shown in Figure 2.4. This repository allows us to enter

a desired keyword for a media statement as well as a start and end date to consider.
6Media statement repository: https://www.gov.za/media-statements

https://www.gov.za/media-statements
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Figure 2.4: South African government media statements repository

Using this repository we can first create a list of URLs that we will then use to web scrape the data

presented in the Western Cape premier’s press releases. This is achieved by setting up our script to find

and interact with the appropriate elements of the repository [23]. In order to find the press release made

by premier Alan Winde on a given day the only criteria that generally needs to be supplied is the keyword

‘Alan’ and the date of the press release. We will thus need to set up our script to find and enter text

into the “Keyword”, “Start date” and “End date” text boxes. We accomplish this by finding a unique

identifier that will allow the web scraper to find each element. These unique identifiers can be formed

using either HTML, CSS or XML. This is where the technical difference between XML and HTML comes

into play, since in some situations it might be easier to use XML than HTML, even though HTML is just

an implementation of XML [23]. The best identifier to use will vary from project to project (i.e. from web

page to web page) [23]. Given that CSS selectors are quite comprehensive with regards to their syntax,

they allow users to easily form a unique identifier for a particular element and were used throughout in

the web scraping for this mini-dissertation [23]. The Python code to draw up the press releases made by

the premier for the 9th of April 2020 (as an example) is shown in Figure 2.5.
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Figure 2.5: Python code to make the web scraper display a desired press release

Once the desired press release is displayed on the page it only becomes necessary to extract the embedded

web address. By repeating this process for each date in a desired range we can obtain a list of URLs to

use for the second step in the web scraping: extracting the data. Fortunately the pandas package is able

to extract all tables from a web page after being supplied with only the URL. Once all the data has been

extracted and concatenated together, the final step (Data Organization) is to extract the data and store

it in a usable format such as an Excel or CSV file [65].

2.1.2 The legality of web scraping

A subject that is often overlooked in web scraping projects is the topic of legality and ethics [66, 65].

It has happened numerous times in recent years that web scraping became the topic of heavy debate

and legal disputes [66, 65, 23]. These disputes most often occur when the purpose of web scraping is for

commercial gain, however it has happened that researchers attempted to scrape data that was not allowed

and were subsequently berated for it through legal action [66, 65, 23]. We now briefly discuss the legality

and ethics of web scraping.

In a recent study, Krotov et al. [65] showed that the literature on the legality of web scraping is severely

lacking. In a search of five research databases for articles discussing web scraping they showed that only

5% of papers discussing web scraping explicitly discuss the legality of this practice [65]. This shows that

many researchers neglect to even consider the legality of web scraping. While it is the case that web

scraping exists in a “grey area” in the legal system, since there is no legislature that directly addresses it,
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it is still highly recommended that individuals interested in web scraping consider the legal repercussions

of their actions beforehand [66, 66]. Legal disputes over web scraping have primarily occurred in the

United States of America and the European Union and thus the discussion that follows will be set against

the backdrop of these legal systems [66, 66, 23]. While these legal systems are not necessarily identical to

that of South Africa, the principles are still applicable.

Arguably the most well known example of a legal dispute erupting because of web scraping is the case

of LinkedIn vs. hiQ Labs [23, 65]. In 2017, a relatively young American startup called hiQ Labs was

issued a cease and desist by LinkedIn when it was discovered that the former had been web scraping large

amounts of data from the latter’s website [65, 23]. LinkedIn also took further steps to prevent hiQ Labs’

bots from being able to access their site, including banning their IP address [23]. The matter was taken to

court, where LinkedIn argued that hiQ had violated the Computer Fraud and Abuse Act (CFAA) which

prohibits “the intentional unauthorized access of a computer or access that exceeds authorization” [65].

The CFAA is often brought up in cases regarding web scraping [23]. The judge ruled in favor of hiQ Labs,

ruling that the way in which the data was accessed was not illegal since it was made publicly available

[23, 65]. When LinkedIn appealed the ruling in 2019 the court once again ruled in favor of hiQ Labs [65].

This example serves to show that even if the owner of a web site expresses explicitly that they do not

allow web scraping, the law does not prohibit it. Many powerful companies have been involved in legal

battles over web scraping, such as Facebook, Google and Craigslist [23]. Other legal and ethical concerns

that are often referenced when with regards to the legality of web scraping include (but are not limited

to):

• Breach of contract: Some sites insert clauses in their terms of use that prevent web scraping.

However even if a user is then proven guilty of web scraping they are able to argue that they were

not explicitly made aware of these terms of use [65, 23, 66]. For example the previously discussed

COVID-19 dashboard could still be web scraped if the party scraping it simply defended their actions

by explaining that they never saw the terms and conditions (it is necessary to click on a somewhat

inconspicuous icon to bring them up). This is most likely the reason why the data displayed on the

dashboard was changed as well. In order to claim breach of contract website owners also have to be

able to prove damages [65].

• Copyright infringement: This legal issue arises when data is scraped and republished (usually with

financial gain in mind) while that data is copyrighted by the website owner. However in such cases

it then becomes dubious whether the website actually owns the data on its own site. For example,
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user data on Facebook does not actually (legally) belong to Facebook due to the fact that it is user

created [65]. Furthermore, copyright infringement does not explicitly prevent the collection of data

itself [65].

• Trespass to chattels: This legal term dictates that if a web scraper causes damage to the target server

that it is scraping from, then the owner of the server can claim damages [65, 23, 66]. However, given

that the damage must be material and easy to prove in court, this principle is rarely used in web

scraping cases [65].

• Trade secrets: If web scraping is used to learn confidential business operation strategies then legal

action can be taken against the web scraping party [65, 66, 23]. Uber has previously been accused

of using web scraping to investigate the business practices of competitors [65].

Other topics are often mentioned in web scraping cases are privacy (both individual and organizational),

impact on decision-making and diminishing value for the organization being scraped [65]. It is clear that

the law has yet to be sufficiently updated to accommodate the novel approach to data collection that

is web scraping. Despite this, there are some commonly accepted practices that web scrapers are urged

to abide by to limit the risk of potential legal action being taken against them. As outlined by vanden

Broucke and Baesens [23], these practices are:

• First check if there is an API - If the website provides an API for downloading the data, do not

resort to using a web scraper. Only then use a web scraper if the API is lacking in some capacity

(such as a pay-wall or throttled download quantities).

• Do not overload the server - Be considerate of the server that you are attempting to scrape data

from. Include a waiting time between successive requests for new information so as to not overload

(or potentially damage) the server.

• CAPTCHA - If data can only be accessed by completing a ‘Completely Automated Public Turing

test to tell Computers and Humans Apart (CAPTCHA)’ (usually a simple test where users are

asked to identify images containing a specific item) then it is safe to assume that the data should

not be scraped. There are however offers available for software that automatically overcome these

hindrances as well.

• Robots Exclusion Protocol - While this has limited legal value, it is an industry standard to have a

“robot.txt” file embedded in websites. This file is meant to instruct web scrapers on which directories

of the website they are allowed to scrape (and which ones they are not). In order to find this file
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for any website, simply append “/robots.txt” to the web address of the root directory (i.e. the main

address of the website, usually ending in .com or .co.za). For the “robots.txt” file for the South

African government media statements repository please refer to Appendix A.

Krotov et al. [65] have compiled a list of questions that are meant to guide researchers in determining

whether their prospective web scraping projects are legal and ethical in nature (however this is under no

circumstances intended to serve as legal advice). After reviewing all the available information regarding

the legality of web scraping we have determined that there is no legal reason to avoid scraping and utilizing

the data that is available through the Western Cape premier’s press releases.

2.1.3 NICD COVID-19 data

Upon successfully web scraping the COVID-19 case data using the Western Cape premier’s press releases

it was discovered that there was another viable source of COVID-19 case data for the Western Cape

province. The national institute for communicable disease (NICD) has also made available COVID-19

case data at a district municipality level for each of the nine provinces of South Africa7. This introduces

an interesting opportunity for additional analysis to be performed. Specifically, comparing the insights

and modelling performance when utilizing two reputable datasets for the same study region and time

period. We will thus conduct all the analysis in this mini-dissertation using both sources of COVID-19

data and determine whether there is any significant difference present in the results.

2.2 Population mobility data

Due to the manner in which COVID-19 is transmitted, the use of mobility data in spatial modelling is

essential to capture the intrinsic spread through the population. A common source is mobile network

location data, which has been utilized previously for epidemiological modelling [44, 18, 36, 138, 111, 137].

However, this data is difficult to obtain due to increasing privacy concerns. In addition, there are most

often a number of network providers in a region, each with certain market share. Without data access

from all, or at least the largest proportion of providers, representativeness and mobile device penetration

will be limited and should be used with caution at high spatial resolutions. It is thus worthwhile to

determine to what extent different sources of mobility data convey the same message of mobility within

a region.

In this section we discuss previous applications of mobile network data to epidemiological modelling, with
7NICD COVID-19 database: https://1e.to/IS0xv2 (Accessed August 2021)

https://1e.to/IS0xv2
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a focus on its application to the modelling of COVID-19. We then discuss the potential shortcomings of

using mobile network data for epidemiological modelling both in general as well as in the South African

context. Finally, we discuss the mobile network data utilized in this mini-dissertation.

2.2.1 Epidemiological modelling

The growing popularity and widespread use of mobile devices has led to massive amounts of data being

produced at any given point in time all around the world. Mobile network data can be collected either

passively by mobile services providers or through the use of mobile applications. The ease with which

such large quantities of data can be gathered makes it very attractive for researchers.

Mobile network data has been used numerous times in the field of spatial epidemiology to model the spread

of various diseases, including cholera [44, 18], dengue [36, 138] and malaria [111, 137]. Following the out-

break of the COVID-19 pandemic, the governments of various countries across the world began collecting

mobile device user data in an attempt to aid the conception and implementation of non-pharmaceutical in-

terventions [41, 132, 91, 95]. This data has since been used by researchers to clearly establish a correlation

between population mobility and COVID-19 case numbers [95, 48, 57, 142].

Limitations of mobile network data exist. First and foremost of these is the issue of user privacy. Mobile

device data could potentially be misused to identify specific individuals and thus network providers are

often hesitant to provide researchers with such data [91, 53]. Such data is often aggregated to a low spatial

resolution to prevent this as well as reduce noise, but this comes at the cost of some data specificity.

Another potential drawback of mobile network data is high computational cost. Due to very high mobile

device penetration rates, mobile network data may consist of a number of entries in the order of billions.

The computational cost of processing such datasets is prohibitive, potentially preventing analysis.

2.2.2 Facebook Data for Good

Facebook Data for Good is a program that strives to provide tools and insight using privacy-protected

data collected through various means such as Facebook and satellite imagery. The program describes their

approach as follows: “We build privacy-preserving data products to help solve some of the world’s biggest

problems”. Towards that end, they have made various forms of data that could be potentially useful to

researchers interested in the COVID-19 pandemic publicly available to use8. This includes data such as

population density maps, electrical distribution grid maps and measures such as “social connectedness”

which quantifies to what degree two regions are connected through social connections on Facebook.
8This data may be accessed at: https://dataforgood.facebook.com/dfg/covid-19 (Accessed May 2021)

https://dataforgood.facebook.com/dfg/covid-19
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It is however difficult to obtain this data at a reasonably useful spatial resolution for South Africa. One

source of their data that is made available at a district municipality level is the so-called “Movement

Range maps”. The data indicates the change in mobility, F (t)
i ∈ (−1, 1) (as a percentage), for district

municipality i on a given day t over the period 1 March 2020 - 28 February 2021 relative to a one-week

baseline calculated in February 2020. The daily values for each district municipality were calculated by

determining the number of so-called “Bing tiles”9 that each inhabitant visited on a given day (place of

residence being determined by the location where users most often spend their nights). After incorporating

some degree of noise, the average number of tiles visited by the inhabitants was determined and expressed

relative to the baseline. The full description of how these values were calculated is as follows.

Let u represent a single individual and Ut,i represent the total number of individuals within district

municipality i at time t. The total number of Bing tiles visited by inhabitants of district municipality i

is then

total_tiles(Ut,i) =
∑
u∈Ut,i

min (tiles(u), 200) .

Note that the maximum number of Bing tiles visited that a single individual can contribute is restricted

to 200 in order to prevent high active users from skewing the data. In order to preserve user privacy, an

error term was included by drawing from a Laplace distribution with parameters 0 and F
ε where F =

sensitivity parameter and ε = noise parameter as follows

total_tiles′(Ut,i) = total_tiles(Ut,i) + Laplace
(

0,
F

ε

)
.

The average number of tiles per district municipality was then calculated as

avg_tiles′(Ut,i) =
total_tiles′(Ut,i)

|Ut,i|
.

The mobility value for each district municipality and for each day was then finally expressed with respect

to the baseline as

F
(t)
i =

avg_tiles(Ut,i)− baseline_avg_tiles′(i, day_of_the_week(t))

baseline_avg_tiles′(i, day_of_the_week(t))
.

9Bing tiles definition: https://docs.microsoft.com/en-us/bingmaps/articles/bing-maps-tile-system (Accessed May 2021)

https://docs.microsoft.com/en-us/bingmaps/articles/bing-maps-tile-system
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For further details regarding this data see https://1e.to/b9ihCD.

This data, which we will refer to simply as the “Facebook data” for the remainder of this mini-dissertation,

is plotted in Figure 2.6. It is immediately clear how the transition to level 5 lockdown in late March 2020

heavily impacted the mobility of the general public, with the average district municipality experiencing

50% less population mobility.

Table 2.1: South Africa administrative boundaries

Administrative level Spatial unit name Number of spatial units

0 Country 1

1 Province 9

2 District municipality 52

3 Local municipality 213

4 Ward 4392

The administrative divisions of South Africa are summarised in Table 2.1. In order of increasing spatial

resolution these are country, province, district municipality, local municipality, and ward, labelled as

administrative levels 0 through 4 respectively. The Facebook data is available at district municipality

level (i.e. administrative level 2) which is of relatively low spatial resolution.

Figure 2.6: “Facebook for good” movement range maps data (1 March 2020 - 28 February 2021) relative
to a baseline calculated in a week of February 2020.

https://1e.to/b9ihCD


CHAPTER 2. DATA 33

2.2.3 Mobile network data

For this mini-dissertation, anonymised mobile network data was obtained from a local mobile network

provider. The data was made available to a team of researchers from various institutions including the

Department of Statistics at the University of Pretoria, the Foundation of Human Rights, the Council

for Scientific and Industrial Research, the Medical Research Council, the Department of Statistics and

Actuarial Science at the University of Witwatersrand as well as IBM Research, in order to aid in the fight

against COVID-19. The work that follows is published in [100].

In South Africa, the mobile device penetration level is estimated to be as high as 95%10. The mobile

network provider utilized in this mini-dissertation is one of the largest providers in the country, with an

estimated market share of 42%.

Mobile devices operate by sending and receiving information from cell towers. When interacting with a

cell tower we say that a device has “pinged” off a cell tower. A mobile device may ping off a cell tower by

sending or receiving any kind of information, be it a phone call, text message or application notification.

The mobile network data obtained for this research is obtained using the number of users whose mobile

devices pinged off a cell tower within one ward (administrative level 4) on a given day and then later that

day pinged off a cell tower in a different ward.

Formally, the data provides the number of mobile device users m(t)
ij that travelled to ward j from ward i

on day t for the period 2 March - 12 May 2020 (thus spanning from before the lockdown was started up till

level 3). The data is at administrative level 4, which is the highest spatial resolution reasonably possible

while preserving some level of privacy of exact user location. To compare insights gained from this data

and the Facebook data in Section 2.2.2, it would first be necessary to aggregate the mobile network data

to the same spatial resolution which is administrative level 2. In South Africa, each ward has a unique

8-digit ID code. The first three digits of this code indicates the district municipality that the ward is a

part of. For example, the ward ID 9344007 indicates that the ward is part of the district municipality with

code 934. In order to aggregate the data to district municipality level, one could replace the ward IDs of

the observations with their district municipality codes (i.e. only the first 3 digits), whereupon rows with

identical origin and destination codes would be discarded. The mobile network data at administrative

level 2 is thus given by

M
(t)
I,J =

∑
i∈I,j∈J

m
(t)
ij ,

10See https://www.geopoll.com/blog/mobile-penetration-south-africa/ and https://www.icasa.org.za/uploads/files/State-
of-the-ICT-Sector-Report-March-2020.pdf (Accessed May 2021)

https://www.geopoll.com/blog/mobile-penetration-south-africa/
https://www.icasa.org.za/uploads/files/State-of-the-ICT-Sector-Report-March-2020.pdf
https://www.icasa.org.za/uploads/files/State-of-the-ICT-Sector-Report-March-2020.pdf
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where I and J are district municipalities and i and j are wards as previously indicated. Transitions

contained within a single district municipality are thus discarded. Analysis revealed that this caused an

average of 26% of daily observations to be discarded. More refined methods for aggregating to a lower

spatial resolution may be produce better results. Future research could be conducted on how to aggregate

spatial data to a higher resolution instead of a lower one, perhaps using methods akin to small area

estimation or spatial micro-simulation (see e.g. [11, 96]).

The retained data is displayed in Figure 2.7. The representation differs to that of Figure 2.6 as the data

provides transitions between regions in this case. We once again notice a sharp decline in population

mobility in late March. The population of South Africa (mid-2021) is approximately 60.14 million11, and

Figure 2.7: Mobile network data (2 March 2020 - 12 May 2020)

yet the highest total number of inter-district municipality transitions on any given day was approximately

10 million (seen in Figure 2.7). It should be noted that the same individual can be responsible for multiple

transitions and that some individuals could potentially possess multiple mobile devices. Literature does

exist on the use of mobile network data to estimate population numbers, see e.g. [112]. Doing so is not

within the scope of the research presented here but would be of value in testing mobile network data

representativeness.

Despite the quality of available hardware12, this process proved highly computationally expensive due to

the number of comparisons that need to be run on billions of lines of data in order to create a spatial

weight matrix for each day in the time period. This run-time would almost certainly improve upon proper
11Mid-2021 Statistics South Africa Population Report http://www.statssa.gov.za/publications/P0302/P03022021.pdf (Ac-

cessed August 2021)
12All analysis presented here was performed on a desktop computer running Intel Core i7 with a clock speed of 3.40GHz,

a 64-bit operating system and 64 GB of installed memory.
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parallelization or distributed computing due the data and relevant operations being able to be performed

in parallel.

2.3 Conclusion

In this chapter we have discussed the various data that will be utilized in this mini-dissertation as well

as how they were obtained. Modelling a complex phenomenon such as the spatial spread of COVID-19

requires the use of various types of data. This introduces numerous issues that must be considered such

as missing values, how to compare data at different resolutions and scales, computational cost as well as

a lack of willingness of certain parties to make data publicly accessible. While most of these represent

issues that are essentially part of the ordinary research workflow, the last of these concerns is generally

left completely out of researchers’ hands.

Data acquisition for this mini-dissertation proved to be far more difficult than initially anticipated. This

is rather disappointing given the emphasis that has been placed in academia and media on delivering more

COVID-19 research. It is understood that data capturing, cleaning and storage can represent a challenge

in a developing country with limited technology and resources such as South Africa. However, the lack of

any transparency on the behalf of government bodies with regards to COVID-19 case data renders such

research highly restrictive for any parties not affiliated with these organizations.

Most local governments appear to make no attempt at sharing data at high spatial resolution with the

public. It could be the case that some of these parties simply do not have the means or the expertise to

gather the required data in a timely and accurate manner. However others clearly have access to such

data but refuse to make it publicly available for research purposes for largely unspecified reasons (see

Section 2.1). A flawed compromise can often be observed where government institutions generally prefer

to provide information through infographics13 instead of machine-readable text that may be used for

analysis. While such means of communicating information may be user-friendly and easy to understand

for a human observer, they introduce the need for increased efforts by researchers to properly utilize the

data. Such efforts have lead to the forming of collaborative groups dedicated to collecting and storing

COVID-19 data14. While such endeavours by researchers are commendable, it illustrates that COVID-19

research within South Africa is complicated by matters that are not present in other settings and may be
13Infographic (noun): a visual presentation of information in the form of a chart, graph, or other im-

age accompanied by minimal text, intended to give an easily understood overview, often of a complex subject
(https://www.dictionary.com/browse/infographic)

14For example the work of Marivate and colleagues, information available through their GitHub page
(https://github.com/dsfsi) and COVID-19 dashboard (https://dsfsi.github.io/covid19za-dash/).
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prevented through increased government transparency.

Other sources of COVID-19 data for South Africa are rare but also unreliable, either being wholly incor-

rect15, at a spatial resolution that renders it unusable16 or attempting to monetise the data for profit17.

We believe this contributes significantly to slowing the progress of research conducted in the country and

prevents insight that could otherwise have aided in combatting the pandemic.

Due to our society’s increasing reliance on instant communication and mobile devices, mobile network

providers have access to an unimaginable wealth of data that could assist tremendously in any form of

spatial research. Generally, user privacy is cited as the primary reason why such data is not made publicly

available. However we would argue that even if such data were to be published at district municipality

or even ward level that it would not pose a significant risk to any individual’s privacy as it would not be

possible to identify any single individual. It is a fact that epidemiological research endeavours such as

those concerning COVID-19 benefit greatly from the inclusion of a spatial component, it being deemed

essential in some cases. In this mini-dissertation we were able to obtain data from one mobile network

provider at a restricted range of observed dates and without a majority representation of the population

under study. While greater quantities of mobile network data would represent an increased need for better

hardware and improved coding practices, it would also dramatically increase the accuracy and credibility

of any analysis.

It is our hope that future research endeavours can benefit from revised regulations and policies. Preferably

those that encourage organizations with invaluable data, both public and privately owned, to be more

forthcoming and transparent with their data in a true show of support for the scientific community and

data-driven research at large.

15Global.health: https://global.health/ (Accessed September 2021)
16Wikipedia: https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/COVID-19_pandemic_in_South_Africa (Accessed September 2021)
17statista: https://www.statista.com/statistics/1108670/coronavirus-cumulative-cases-in-south-africa/ (Accessed Septem-

ber 2021)

https://global.health/
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/COVID-19_pandemic_in_South_Africa
https://www.statista.com/statistics/1108670/coronavirus-cumulative-cases-in-south-africa/
https://www.statista.com/statistics/1108670/coronavirus-cumulative-cases-in-south-africa/


Chapter 3

Mobility

The guiding principle within the field of spatial statistics is that “everything is related to everything else,

but near things are more related than distant things” [129]. This expresses the fact that observations

made across a geographical space often exhibit some form of dependence related to the distance between

the locations where these observations were made. We refer to this as “spatial dependence”. This idea

that all observations share some form of dependency diverges from the assumption of independence that

is often made in other sub-fields of statistics.

When a particular phenomena exhibits evidence of spatial dependency, researchers are tasked with em-

ploying techniques that take this dependency into consideration or run the risk of producing biased results

[121, 40]. In the 1850’s, crude spatial analysis was able to show that the spread of cholera through a neigh-

bourhood in Soho, London, was caused by a water-borne virus (instead of it spreading through the air

as previously believed) [27]. Within the context of COVID-19, not considering the spatial dependency

between different regions could lead to inaccurate conclusions regarding the causes of the spread of the

virus. A region could experience a surge in new cases, not due to the behaviour of its own inhabitants,

but those from other regions such as migrant workers and tourists. When the spatial dependency between

observation locations is not taken into consideration, conclusions could be that the observations are ran-

dom when truly there is a distinguishable pattern [40]. In the case of an infectious disease that is spread

through physical contact it is clear that regions that are closer together (or rather the inhabitants of these

regions) will play a larger role in determining their respective infection rates than regions that are farther

apart.

37
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In this chapter we outline the methodology used to incorporate spatial dependencies into the modelling

process. We first discuss standard approaches used in previous studies. We then propose new approaches

used to represent spatial dependency within the study region using the previously mentioned population

mobility data as published in [100].

3.1 Spatial weight matrices

To incorporate spatial dependencies, models with a spatial element allow spatial units to be more strongly

(or weakly) correlated with one another based on some select criteria that is deemed suitable for the

phenomenon being modelled. This is achieved through the use of a spatial weight matrix (sometimes

called a “spatial mobility matrix” or “distance matrix”) usually denoted byW [121, 50, 6, 13, 40, 3].

Definition 1 (Spatial weight matrix). Consider a system S of n spatial units, labeled i = {1, 2, . . . , n}

within the study region. A spatial weight matrix is an n× n matrix W = [wij ] satisfying

1. wij ≥ 0

2.
∑n
j=1 wij = 1 ∀ i ∈ S.

This matrix formally defines an expression of spatial dependency between spatial units [121, 50, 6, 13].

Simply put, the spatial weight matrix is constructed in such a way so that entry wij quantifies the amount

of spatial influence that spatial unit i exerts on spatial unit j [121, 50, 6, 13]. Spatial weight matrices

are often used in the field of econometrics [6]. Examples of two popular spatial models that incorporate

a spatial weight matrix are the spatial lag and spatial error models (Equations 3.1 and 3.2 respectively)

[121].

y = ρWy +Xβ + ε (3.1)

y = Xβ + ε

ε = λWε+ u

(3.2)

In Equations 3.1 and 3.2 we have that y and X represent spatially dependent outcome and explanatory

variables respectively [121]. Furthermore, W is a spatial weight matrix and ρ, λ and β all represent

model coefficients. Finally, ε and u represent error terms [121]. Here, the spatial weight matrix allows

the dependent variable to be a function of “spatially lagged” values for other measurements of the same

variable or error terms [121]. These spatial lagged effects will be determined by the way in which the
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spatial weight matrix is constructed.

Such matrices are frequently restricted to being symmetrical to simplify estimation [121]. However sym-

metry is not necessarily required and can result in a less realistic representation of spatial dependency

[13]. Another convention frequently utilized is that wii = 0 for all i to exclude the possibility of so-called

“self-influence” [121]. Once again however this is not required in order for W to be considered a valid

spatial weight matrix, however this assumption is made in the vast majority of spatial regression work

and often simplifies estimation and/or interpretation [13]. Non-zero diagonal entries can be interpreted

as quantifying the resistance that each spatial unit has against influence from the other spatial units

[13, 71].

Performing row-standardisation on the matrix allows the connectivity of different spatial units to be

compared [50, 13, 121]. By row-standardizing we can interpret each wij as the fraction of total spatial

influence on spatial unit i that can be attributed to spatial unit j [50, 71]. By column-standardizing we

can also quantify the proportion of its total spatial influence exerted by spatial unit j on each of the

other spatial units [71]. However there exists some debate as to whether or not this is advisable. On one

hand this could render the matrix asymmetrical and can result in too much spatial dependency being

attributed to very small regions [6, 45]. On the other hand it also simplifies the interpretation of the

weights [50].

Before continuing it is worth briefly clarifying how spatial matrices will be utilized in this mini-dissertation

as we will not be utilizing the spatial weight matrices in the regression functions given at (3.1) and (3.2),

which is how they are most often applied. The main function of spatial weight matrices within our chosen

SEIR modelling framework is to allow the risk of exposure to an infectious disease within a spatial region

to be influenced by relevant factors within other regions [24]. This will be discussed in further detail in a

later chapter, however the basic form of their use in this mini-dissertation is given by the following:

π
(SE)
ij = 1− exp

[{
− ηij −

Z∑
z=1

ρz (Dzηik)

}hi

k 6=j

]
, (3.3)

where Dz is a spatial weight matrix (also sometimes known as a “distance matrix” hence the choice of

notation [24]). The interpretation of this functional form is that the probability of exposure to COVID-

19 within spatial region j at time i, π(SE)
ij , follows an exponential distribution. The parameter of this

exponential distribution is determined by the exposure process within spatial region j, ηij , as well as a

proportion of the exposure process within other spatial regions ηik, k 6= j. The proportion of the exposure

process that is “shared” by other spatial regions is indicated by the spatial autocorrelation parameter ρz
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and is determined by the spatial weight matrix Dz (note that the functional form also allows for multiple

expressions of spatial dependence, i.e. spatial weight matrices, to be included). Finally, the term hi is a

temporal offset, indicating the frequency of observations (usually set to 1 day).

Therefore, since we are not utilizing the functional forms specified at (3.1) or (3.2) or any modification

thereof we do not have easy access to the rich theoretical framework that’s been established to improve

the estimation and complexity of spatial weight matrices (see e.g. [70, 102, 84]) as they were derived

with a very specific structure in mind. Rather, in this mini-dissertation the methods utilized to derive

and structure the spatial weight matrices will be guided by factors known to contribute to the spread of

infectious diseases as well as information pertaining to the study region.

Spatial weight matrices can be constructed using numerous definitions and conventions, some of which

are fairly simple and others which are more complex. The construction of these matrices has been a

matter of debate essentially since their creation and there is still no universally accepted method to

construct them or to know beforehand which one will produce the best fit [6, 13, 40]. Generally, spatial

weight matrices are created through the use of distance measures, the concept of contiguity or empirically

derived using geostatistical data [3, 29]. We now discuss various methods of creating spatial weights

matrices in increasing order of complexity.

3.1.1 Contiguity

Spatial data is generated by a very dynamic set of activities. In principle, any type of data may be

regarded as spatial in nature if observed at various locations that are recorded. Let a spatial process in d

dimensions be generally defined as {
Z(s) : s ∈ D ⊂ Rd

}
(3.4)

where Z denotes the variable observed at coordinates s : d × 1 and D indicates the domain or study

region [114]. There are primarily three types of spatial data most often encountered and discussed in

literature: point patterns, lattices and geostatistical data [114]. We can distinguish between these data

types by the characteristics of the domain D [114]. In cases where the domain D is fixed and discrete we

refer to the spatial data as lattice data [114]. This is the case when our study region is sub-divided into

smaller regions based on attributes such as postal code, census tract or administrative boundaries [114].

This means that any data collected at a ward, provincial or even country level can be considered lattice

data.

Consider a scenario where only lattice data (sometimes referred to as areal data [114]) for a particular
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phenomenon is available, that is to say, we have observations for sub-regions of our study region but not

exact geographic coordinates for observations. Let each sub-region within the study region be considered

a spatial unit. If there is reason to suspect that a spatial unit’s neighbours (i.e. those spatial units that

it shares a boundary with) are the only spatial units that exert any kind of spatial influence then we

may proceed to assign weights to each of these neighbours and no weight to any other spatial units. In

order to do this however we first require an appropriate definition of what it means for spatial units to be

neighbours. Let bnd(i) indicate the boundary of spatial unit i, we can then declare spatial units i and j

neighbours if,

bnd(i) ∩ bnd(j) 6= ∅

i.e. if there is an intersection between their respective boundaries [6]. If two spatial units have a common

boundary they are known as contiguous [6]. By evaluating the contiguity for every pair of spatial units

we can derive a binary contiguity matrix, where

wij =


1 if bnd(i) ∩ bnd(j) 6= ∅

0 if bnd(i) ∩ bnd(j) = ∅.
(3.5)

This particular form of contiguity if referred to as queen contiguity. Using this structure, any spatial units

that have connecting boundaries will be designated as neighbours and subsequently assigned a value of 1

in the contiguity matrix. A potential improvement can be made however by requiring that spatial units

share a minimum length of boundaries before being classified as neighbours. If we let lij be the length of

shared boundary between spatial units i and j, then we can define rook contiguity as

wij =


1 if lij > 0

0 if lij = 0.

(3.6)

The concept of contiguity weight matrices (as well as how they differ) can be easier understood through a

visual aid. Consider a simplified case where we have 9 spatial units arranged in a grid as in Figure 3.1(a)

where each cell represents a spatial unit. We proceed to evaluate the contiguity for the black cell (i.e.

spatial unit 5 if counting along the rows) using different definitions. In the other sub-figures of Figure

3.1 we have the grid replicated 3 times, each time the cells that are classified as neighbours of the black

cell according to a different contiguity definition are coloured grey. In Figure 3.1(b) we see that under

queen contiguity all cells that make contact with cell 5 are considered to be its neighbours regardless of
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(a) Simplified grid of spatial units (b) Queen contiguity

(c) Rook contiguity (d) Bishop contiguity
Figure 3.1: Neighbours under different contiguity structures

the degree to which they make contact with the black cell. In this case we would have each entry in the

fifth row of W equal to 1 (aside from the fifth entry which we set to 0 by convention [50]). After row

standardizing the fifth row of W is given by:

w5· =

[
1

8
,

1

8
,

1

8
,

1

8
, 0,

1

8
,

1

8
,

1

8
,

1

8

]
.

For rook contiguity (shown in Figure 3.1(c)) we note that only cells that share a boundary with cell 5

are considered its neighbours. Cells that only connect to cell 5 at its corners are not considered to be

neighbours as their boundaries intersect at only a single point. More generally, under rook contiguity only

spatial units in the 4 cardinal directions are defined to be neighbours [50]. In this case the fifth row ofW

is given by:

w5· =

[
0,

1

4
, 0,

1

4
, 0,

1

4
, 0,

1

4
, 0

]
.

Lastly, with bishop contiguity (shown in Figure 3.1(d)) only those cells that share a common vertex with

cell 5 are considered to be neighbors [6]. We can note that the set of neighbours under bishop contiguity is

merely the set difference between the set of neighbours under queen contiguity and rook contiguity.

These basic ideas can also be applied to more complex polygons with ease. In Figure 3.2(a) and (b) we

depict the neighbours of an area of Columbus, Ohio under queen and rook contiguity. Observe how the

spatial units that lie diagonally of the spatial unit of interest are not considered neighbours under rook

contiguity. The contiguity we have thus far been concerned with is simply first-order contiguity, whereby
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we only consider the immediate neighbours of a given spatial unit or first-order neighbours [73]. We

can easily extend this concept to second-order contiguity where the immediate neighbours of first-order

neighbours are considered to be neighbours [73, 7]. An example of this is shown in Figure 3.2(c) and

(d). Note that now, the first-order neighbours are no longer neighbours of our region of interest. Rather,

the first-order neighbours of the first-order neighbours are considered to be neighbours of the region of

interest. While not relevant specifically to the analysis in this mini-dissertation, these techniques can be

(a) Queen contiguity (first-order) (b) Rook contiguity (first-order)

(c) Queen contiguity (second-order) (d) Rook contiguity (second-order)
Figure 3.2: Queen and rook contiguity of section of Columbus, Ohio

applied in a similar fashion to spatial locations defined on a network [29, 30, 94]. For a discussion on such

techniques please refer to Appendix B.

3.1.2 Distance

Instead of (or perhaps in addition to) simply considering the bordering spatial units as having a spatial

influence, we can also allow the spatial influence of unit i on unit j be some function of the distance
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between them dij [50, 6]. The distance between spatial units can be defined with respect to any valid

measure such as Euclidean, Manhattan Block, general Minskowski or geodesic distance [6, 25]. Using

this method allows for a wide variety of functional forms to be implemented, some of the more simplistic

variants follow as they are given in [6].

1. Radial distance. Every spatial unit within a distance of dc from spatial unit i is assigned a weight of

1 while all other spatial units receive a weight of 0. This is equivalent to drawing a circle of radius

dc at the centroid of a given spatial unit and considering any other spatial units with centroids

contained within the circle as neighbours. This choice is however biased with regards to the location

of centroids [40].

wij =


1 if dij < dc

0 if dij > dc.

(3.7)

2. Power distance. This functional form allows the spatial influence of a spatial unit to decline as the

distance between the relevant spatial units increases. The power of the function determines how

rapid this decline occurs,

wij = d−αij , α > 0. (3.8)

3. Exponential. Similarly to the power function, this form allows the spatial influence of spatial units

to decline at a desired rate as distance between spatial units increases, however here the maximum

weight that can be allocated to any spatial unit is restricted to 1,

wij = exp(−α · dij) , α > 0. (3.9)

4. Double power. An example of a function that affords a greater degree of flexibility. It allows spatial

influence to diminish at a varying rate as distance increases due to its bell shape,

wij =


[
1−

(
dij
dc

)k]k
if 0 ≤ dij ≤ dc

0 if dij > dc

(3.10)

for some value k.

In addition to the basic functions mentioned above, researchers in the field have suggested a plethora of

functional forms utilizing the distance between spatial units [6]. These models are often set up with a very
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clear goal in mind and are thus very specific. For example, in [71] Leenders discusses a model variation

applicable to the social sciences where the amount of political resources that spatial unit i shares with j

is incorporated. Weights can also be scaled by attributes such as spatial unit area to restrict the spatial

weights for smaller regions. A particular model that is often employed in studies concerning economic

activity is the gravity model which takes into consideration the sizes of spatial unit samples [25, 4, 71].

The gravity model is given as,

wij =

√
ni · nj
δ2ij

(3.11)

where ni and nj indicate number of observations in spatial units i and j respectively and δij is the geodesic

distance between spatial units i and j.

Evidently there is a large degree of freedom available when specifying these types of weights and any

non-increasing function of distance can be utilized at the discretion of the researcher [71]. Most studies

utilize a weight matrix comprised of both distance and contiguity relationships [6].

3.1.3 Geostatistical

The spatial weight matrices defined thus far were all solely dependent on the topological layout of a

study region and did not involve any actual observations for the phenomena being studied. Spatial weight

matrices can however be estimated through the use of geostatistical data [3, 50]. Consider a scenario where

we have n georeferenced observations on some variable of interest Z (i.e. each observation has attached to

it some method of indicating the location where the observation was made). The geostatistical variogram

is defined as half the average squared difference between observations made a distance d apart [50, 133]

and can be estimated as

γ̂(d) =
1

2N

∑{
Z(u)− Z(v)

}2

(3.12)

where Z(u) and Z(v) are the observations made at spatial locations u and v respectively, there are N

pairs of observations made a distance of d apart and the sum is taken over all these pairs. High (low)

values for γ̂(d) indicate that observations made at a distance of d tend to exhibit large (small) variation in

their values for Z [50]. A necessary assumption for the variogram to exist is that of intrinsic stationarity

[50, 133]. As a special case, when the Z values are all independent we expect γ(d) = σ2 for all d 6= 0

[133]. A measure of autocorrelation between the observations at different locations can then be formed

as,

ρ(d) = 1− γ̂(d)

σ2
. (3.13)
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This value will range between 0 and 1, as the distance d increases the variation between observations will

also increase until it roughly approximates the variation in the data as a whole [50]. Therefore ρ(d)→ 0

as d→∞. Using this, we can construct our spatial matrix as

wij = ρ(dij). (3.14)

So that for each pair of spatial units we assign a quantity of spatial influence equal to their estimated

correlation based on how far apart they are in space [50]. In 1995, Ord and Getis developed the G∗i local

statistic that can be used to test for evidence of clustering and hot-spot analysis [92]. The test statistic

is given as

G∗i (d) =

∑N
j=1 I(dij ≤ d) · (xj − x̄)

S

√
1

N−1 ·
[
N
(∑N

j=1 I (dij ≤ d)
2
)
−
(∑N

j=1 I (dij ≤ d)
)2] (3.15)

with

S =

√∑N
j=1 x

2
j

N
− (x̄)2 (3.16)

where xj indicate observations of a particular phenomenon. Under the null hypothesis of no spatial

autocorrelation at a distance of d the test statistic has a normal distribution with mean zero and variance

1 [3]. Significantly positive (negative) values of the G∗i statistic indicate evidence of positive (negative)

clustering at region i. If the statistic is not significant then there is no evidence of clustering at region i [51].

In 2004 Getis and Aldstadt derived a method of creating a spatial weight matrix by utilizing this statistic

[50]. For each region of interest i we evaluate the G∗i statistic for a series of distances d1 < d2 < d3 . . .

until a distance dc is found for which the statistic does not increase absolutely [50]. This distance is then

considered to be the distance at which no further evidence of clustering exists for that spatial region (i.e.

where the diameter of the cluster ends) [50]. Let dNN1 denote the distance between a spatial unit and its

nearest neighbour, then we have the following cases.

When dc > dNN1,

wij =


|G∗

i (dc)−G
∗
i (dij)|

|G∗
i (dc)−G∗

i (0)|
∀ j where dij ≤ dc

0 otherwise.
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When dc = dNN1

wij =


1 ∀ j where dij = dc

0 otherwise.

When dc = 0

wij = 0 ∀ j.

In 2006 Aldstadt and Getis [3] expanded upon the use of the G∗i statistic as a means of constructing

spatial weight matrices and cluster identification by deriving “A Multidirectional Optimum Ecotope-

Based Algorithm” or simply AMOEBA for short. Similarly to the previously mentioned use for G∗i [50],

this algorithm relies on calculating the test statistic for a series of distances for each spatial unit until

the test statistic fails to increase absolutely [3]. This equation however differs in that rather than simply

evaluating a series of distances for spatial unit i, we consider each combination of neighbouring spatial

units that result in G∗i increasing absolutely and take the most homogeneous of these [3]. For the full

algorithm please refer to [3]. For both of these two methods there exists a non-zero probability of obtaining

rows of all 0 in W [3, 50]. If a spatial weight matrix such as this were to be used for some other purpose

(such as being included in a spatial epidemiological model) special consideration would have to be made

regarding how to handle such cases.

As evident by the variogram and G∗i examples above, using geostatistical methods effectively simplifies

to using clustering techniques or high spatial autocorrelation to decide upon the appropriate weights in

W . This method could be seen as more appropriate for most endeavors requiring the construction of a

spatial weight matrix since it does not make any a priori assumptions regarding the structure of spatial

influence [3].

In a recent paper Ejigo and Wencheko proposed a spatial weight matrix that allows for the incorporation

of covariates into the calculation of weights [40]. The reasoning behind this method is to not only consider

geographical proximity but also covariate based proximity (i.e. similarity) when calculating weights in

order to account for non-stationary spatial risk factors [40]. For example, in this study it was found

that soil samples taken close together tended not to be highly correlated, however soil samples taken the

same distance away from the local river were found to indeed exhibit high correlation. Therefore the

distance between the observation sites and the river were included into the weights, which were calculated
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as follows

wij = exp(−(α · ue + (1− α) · dij)) (3.17)

where ei is the covariate information for spatial unit i, ue = |ei − ej | is the absolute difference between

the covariate measurements for the two spatial units and α ∈ [0, 1] indicates how much weight is allocated

to the distance and covariate proximity respectively.

Note that if α = 0 then the weights simply reduce to those calculated using the exponential distances

as given by Equation (3.9). Note that in this case the covariate that was included was exogenous and

formed part of the topological features of the study region. Given that this study is quite new, it has

yet to be shown whether this method will be viable for more “human” problems such as the focus of

this mini-dissertation. This method could offer a chance to incorporate covariates such as average local

income, demographic composition or local unemployment rates into the estimation of spatial weights.

There are two caveats however. The resulting spatial weight matrix does not serve as a measure of how

spatial units influence one another but rather how similar they are [40]. It will thus be necessary to adapt

this idea somewhat. Furthermore, it will however be necessary to first establish that whatever variables

we use do indeed have an impact on the outcome being modelled [40]. The author mentions in particular

that future study might focus on incorporating multiple covariates.

3.2 New methodology

In this section we will present and discuss methodology for constructing spatial weight matrices that will

be utilized in this mini-dissertation. We discuss both standard approaches utilized often in literature

as well as present new methodology as published by Potgieter et al. [100]. We present the theory and

application simultaneously.

As stated previously, when modelling a spatially dependent phenomenon it is imperative that an accurate

representation of spatial dependence be formulated. However, there is no established and undisputed

methodology for the construction and evaluation of spatial weight matrices [6]. We must thus rely on the

interpretation and comparison of alternative spatial weight matrix definitions in order to select anything

resembling an “optimal” construction. In this section we outline the construction of four alternative

spatial weight matrices as provided in [100]. With the exception of one, these spatial weight matrices

were constructed using the previously discussed population mobility data (obtained from a local mobile

network provider and Facebook).
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The results will be presented at a district municipality level following prior discussion regarding the spatial

resolution of the data. Figure 3.3 illustrates the 52 district municipalities of South Africa. The four largest

cities in the country are Tshwane, Johannesburg, Durban and Cape Town, situated in the City of Tshwane,

City of Johannesburg, eThekwini and City of Cape Town district municipalities respectively as indicated

in colour in Figure 3.3. These four cities are the focal points of economic activity and travel in the country,

and it is thus logical that they would play a substantially larger role in the transmission of the virus than

other municipalities.

Figure 3.3: South African district municipalities (locations of four largest cities indicated in colour)

3.2.1 Method 1 - Exponential distance

The exponential distance definition of a spatial mobility matrix is used frequently in studies involving

spatial autocorrelation, and is a popular choice in spatial econometrics [121, 6, 40, 3]. This matrix is

included here to draw comparisons between it and more data-driven models. The entries of the spatial

weight matrix are given by Equation (3.9) with the optional parameter α determining the rate at which

spatial associations decline as distance increases. For simplicity we let α = 1 in this mini-dissertation.

The entries of this matrix are thus given by

wij = exp(−dij) (3.18)

where dij is the Euclidean distance between the centroids of district municipality i and j. Under this

model, district municipalities are most strongly spatially correlated with the districts that are closest to

them geographically. The entries of this matrix are illustrated over a map of South Africa in Figure 3.4.

Note that in order to improve ease of readability, spatial weights smaller than 5% will not be shown for
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any of the results presented in this section. Since spatial weight matrices are calculated at a daily basis, all

illustrations of this kind throughout this section illustrate the average daily spatial weight matrix (either

over the entire study period or during different stages of lockdown). Note that since this method depends

only on geographical distance no temporal component can be incorporated and thus the spatial weight

matrix is constant.

Figure 3.4: Method 1 spatial weights (weights ≤ 5% not shown)

We note that there are no significantly large spatial associations within this matrix. Instead, each district

municipality appears to have a set of neighbours, each of which it has an approximately equally strong

spatial association. This representation is thus very simple and easy to understand but is not very realistic.

It unfortunately offers no insight into the spatial autocorrelation within the study region and is instead

only used for simplicity.

3.2.2 Method 2 - Mobile network data

The mobile network data indicates the number of individuals that travelled from district municipality

I to district municipality J on day t. These entries are used to construct a spatial weight matrix as

follows,

w
(t)
ij = M

(t)
IJ . (3.19)

After which the rows of the matrix are row-standardized. This model expresses spatial weights as a func-

tion of the amount of flux (both inwards and outwards) occurring at a spatial region, and is sometimes

referred to as a spatial interaction matrix [13]. District municipalities where more (fewer) individuals

travelled to other district municipalities will thus have a larger (smaller) effect on other district munici-
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palities.

Since this data was initially made available at a ward level it is worth calculating the spatial weight

matrix at various spatial resolutions in order to study the interpretations that can be made at various

administrative levels. For this reason we first determine the spatial weight matrices at a local municipality

level before proceeding towards a district municipality level.

Figure 3.5 illustrates the resulting spatial weight matrix for every level of lockdown that the mobile

network data spans at a local municipality level. This spatial weight matrix identifies very strong spatial

associations over relatively shorter distances (indicated by the yellow lines). We note that many strong

spatial associations appear to be clustered around the four largest cities in the country (see Figure 3.3)

however there are many strong spatial associations spread across other parts of the country as well. In

particular, we note strong associations in the North-Western region of the country as well as some spatial

associations that span across Lesotho (a neighbouring country that is landlocked by South Africa, shown

in Figure 3.5(d)).

(a) (b)

(c) (d)
Figure 3.5: Method 2 spatial weight matrix entries (weights ≤ 5% not shown) (a) Business as usual, (b)
Level 5, (c) Level 4, and (d) South Africa at Administrative level 3 (neighboring country Lesotho in green)
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The spatial weight matrices for the mobile network data were also aggregated to administrative level 21,

shown in Figure 3.6, in order to be comparable with the other candidate methodologies. While some

strong spatial associations can still be identified around the country’s borders, many previously identified

associations (including several significant associations previously spanning across the neighbouring country

of Lesotho) are now negligible. It is clear that while this lower spatial resolution does capture some of

the spatial associations present in the data, much information is lost when aggregating between spatial

resolutions.

(a) (b)

(c)
Figure 3.6: Method 2 spatial weight matrix entries (weights ≤ 5% not shown) (a) Business as usual, (b)
Level 5, (c) Level 4, and (d) South Africa at Administrative level 2

3.2.3 Method 3 - Weighted Facebook data method

In order to create a spatial mobility matrix using the Facebook data, we employ the same approach as

Ejigu et al. [40]. Similar to Equation (3.17), the entries of this matrix take into account proximity as well

as spatial region covariate information. The entries of the spatial weight matrix are given by

w
(t)
ij = exp

(
−
(
α ·
∣∣∣F (t)
i − F

(t)
j

∣∣∣+ (1− α) · dij
))

(3.20)

1Please see Section 2.2.3 for a full discussion on how the data was aggregated.
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where F (t)
i is the mobility of district municipality i at time t (indicated by the Facebook data discussed

in Section 2.2.2) scaled by population size, dij is the Euclidean distance between the centroids of district

municipality i and j, and α ∈ (0, 1) is a control parameter indicating the amount of weight that should

be given to the covariate term [40].

In [100] the authors set α to 0.6. This value was selected in order to allow the covariate data to play a

slightly more prominent role in the estimation process without disregarding the importance of distance.

The parameter incorporates the fact that we are making an assumption that the Facebook data can be

used to capture transitions between regions even though it is isolated region data. The value of 0.6 gives

the weighted calculation a slight nudge towards the Facebook data. Note that if α = 0 then this matrix

simplifies to that of Method 1.

In order to preserve user privacy, the Facebook mobility data was highly censored and aggregated (see

Chapter 2). This resulted in the data exhibiting relatively little variation over much of its time span (see

Figure 2.6). In order to induce a greater amount of variation in the data, the mobility measures were

scaled by district municipality population size. This also serves to account for the fact that increased

mobility in a given district municipality should have a greater (lesser) affect on neighboring wards if the

population size in that district municipality is large (small).

Figure 3.7 shows the resulting matrix for each considered level of lockdown. By incorporating both

mobility and population size into this matrix, the strong spatial association between the four largest

cities in South Africa is brought to light, despite the large geographical distance between them. If only

Euclidean distance had been taken into account, this association would not have been identified, as was

the case with Method 1.

3.2.4 Method 4 - Scaled Facebook data method

An additional spatial weight matrix was constructed based on further variation of the exponential distance

model. For this matrix, the rows of the exponential distance matrix are scaled using the (unscaled)

Facebook mobility data. For example, if for a given day t,the mobility within district municipality i was

20% lower than the baseline, i.e. F (t)
i = 0.8, then the entire row i is multiplied by 0.8. Each entry in the

exponential distance matrix is thus scaled by some number within the interval (0,2). The entries in the

matrix are given by

w
(t)
ij =

(
1 + F

(t)
i

)
· exp(−dij). (3.21)
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(a) (b)

(c) (d)
Figure 3.7: Method 3 spatial weight matrix entries (weights ≤ 5% not shown) (a) Business as usual, (b)
Level 5, (c) Level 4, and (d) Level 3
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This construction allows the exponential distance matrix to be scaled such that the spatial influence

of more (less) mobile district municipalities is increased (decreased). This also renders the exponential

distance matrix non-symmetric, which should offer a more realistic representation of spatial influence.

Methods 3 and 4 are novel approaches to constructing spatial weight matrices using the Facebook mobility

data.

This spatial weight matrix was constructed as a potentially more realistic alternative to the exponential

distance matrix. Despite containing a temporal element (in the form of daily mobility measurements

retrieved from the Facebook data), the results for this matrix do not show any significant change across

the various levels of lockdown. Figure 3.8 shows the elements of the spatial weight matrix.

Figure 3.8: Method 4 spatial weights (weights ≤ 5% not shown)

3.3 Discussion

We now discuss the various interpretations that can be derived from the spatial weight matrices discussed

within this section. Method 1 employed the exponential distance model which is often used in econometric

modelling where a spatial component is included. In Figure 3.4 we note that there are no significantly large

spatial associations present when utilizing this method. Instead, all spatial associations are very weak

and relatively equal. This model is clearly too simple to serve as a representation of spatial association

when modelling a phenomenon as intricate as the spread of COVID-19.

Method 2 was perhaps the most simplistic in terms of conceptualization, since the entries of the spatial

weight matrix are simply the proportion of individuals who transitioned between particular pairs of
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locations. Despite this, it offers one of the most interesting representations of spatial associations for

locations within the study region. This is almost certainly due to the mobile network data being of a

particularly high quality and spatial resolution. In Figures 3.5 and 3.6 we note that this method introduces

a much larger amount of variation in the spatial weight matrix entries compared to Method 1.

Recall that this data was originally obtained at ward level (administrative level 4). When aggregated to

local municipality level (i.e. administrative level 3) as shown in Figure 3.5 we note that there are many

strong spatial associations (indicated in yellow) clustered around the previously indicated focal points

of activity (see Figure 3.3) as well as a few selected locations spread out across the country. However

when aggregated to district municipality level (i.e. administrative level 2) as shown in Figure 3.6 we note

that many of the previously identified strong spatial associations are no longer present. This illustrates

that while the lower spatial resolution is necessary for computational reasons as well as to facilitate the

comparison of the different methods, it results in the loss of a great deal of information. Furthermore, while

this data is of exceptionally high quality, the high spatial resolution proved to be somewhat preventative

to analysis due to great computational costs. Converting between the various levels of spatial resolution

took a very long time (upwards of a month) to complete.

While the strong spatial associations observed around the four major cities are quite intuitive, the other

associations spread across the country are worth additional discussion. The relatively mild associations

that criss-cross over Lesotho in Figure 3.5 as well as the strong associations across parts of the country

could potentially be attributed to migrant workers travelling for work. This seems reasonable given the

size of South Africa’s mining industry and the fact that many individuals need to travel for work. The fact

that these spatial associations appear to be stronger during level 5 lockdown could perhaps be attributed

to the fact that while other individuals remain at home these individuals still travel to earn a living and

thus make up a larger proportion of the travel in and out of district municipalities. Regardless of the

level of lockdown such individuals need to travel for work and are thus potential means for the disease to

spread that require further monitoring.

Method 3 is based on a somewhat recent paper and so is somewhat more “innovative” than the other

candidate models. It allows us to strike a balance between the importance of distance and other region

attributes that could affect the phenomenon being studied. When studying Figure 3.7 we find that

including the Facebook mobility data (as well as population size) as auxiliary information allows us to

create spatial weight matrices that identify strong spatial associations between the four focal points of

activity in the country despite these locations being relatively far apart in geographical space (see Figure



CHAPTER 3. MOBILITY 57

3.3). Given that these locations would intuitively play a larger role in the spread of an infectious disease

such as COVID-19 it stands to reason that this matrix’s inclusion is warranted.

We acknowledge that Ejigu et al. [40] stated that their spatial weight matrix construction did not indicate

the degree to which spatial regions influenced one another but rather how similar they are. However that

was within the context of soil samples and how their proximity to a local river could be correlated to

similar measurements of minerals. Within our context we are considering the effect of human mobility

between different regions. We thus believe that it is not unrealistic to utilize this spatial weight matrix as

a proxy for spatial influence since it is only logical that cities with larger populations and similar mobility

patterns will naturally have a greater effect on one another. This is especially true given that the identified

regions are hubs of human activity and thus will impact one another greatly. This should hold true even

during a pandemic (if not more so).

Method 4 was proposed as a means of benefiting from the simplistic nature of Method 1 but expanding on

the representativeness of the resulting matrix. It was hoped that by incorporating the Facebook mobility

data we could drive the spatial associations away from the approximately uniform distribution that we

observed in Figure 3.4. By incorporating the Facebook data it was also believed that the spatial weight

matrix would exhibit some form of temporal variation to express changes in spatial association over time.

Unfortunately this was not the case, instead of introducing stronger spatial associations such as those seen

with Methods 2 and 3, this method resulted in some spatial associations being reduced and others only

marginally increasing. This resulted in spatial associations either being very weak (as with the majority

of the spatial associations) or only moderately strong (indicated by the blue lines we see in Figure 3.8).

When comparing the results for Methods 3 and 4 (Figures 3.7 and 3.8 respectively) we note that the latter

resembles the former but with the strong spatial associations between the four largest cities removed. We

thus speculate that the great deal of censoring that the Facebook underwent has some part to play in the

rather lackluster results for Method 4. Method 3 had the benefit of artificially induced variation due to

the inclusion of population sizes, but this was not possible for Method 4 given its functional form (see

Equation (3.21)). While the importance of user privacy is abundantly clear, we feel that it is evident from

these results that the level of censorship that is applied to publicly available data is somewhat restrictive

in practice.

The various methodologies employed to create these spatial weight matrices were conceptually simple

but resulted in representations of spatial association that were vastly different. For three of the chosen

methodologies (specifically Methods 1, 3 and 4) the distance between locations played a pivotal role in
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the estimation process. Despite this similarity in construction, the implied spatial associations of these

methods are vastly different. Method 1 is based purely on the distance between locations and as a result all

spatial associations are relatively equal (and thus very weak). Method 3 incorporated Facebook mobility

data as well as population size and as a result is able to identify strong spatial associations between the

four largest cities in the country over long distances. Lastly, method 4 is a somewhat “smoothed” version

of Method 1 but ultimately fails to offer any new insights or temporal variation in estimation. Method 2

delivered perhaps the most interesting and diverse representation of spatial association but this was most

probably only due to the high quality of the data used in its construction.

When considering these candidate models for the epidemiological modelling of COVID-19 the choice of

which methodology to use will depend on the scale and scope of the model. If one aims to model the

spread of COVID-19 over the entire country then a combination of both Methods 2 and 3 would be ideal,

given that their strengths are somewhat complimentary. However if modelling the spread of the virus over

a smaller region (such as a single province) then Method 2 would be the ideal choice given that it is based

on high quality mobile network data and requires no assumption regarding the mobility of the population

to be made. If the user wishes to ensure that the role of geographic distance is considered (which can be

ideal over shorter distances) then the inclusion of either Method 1 or 4 can also be justified.

3.4 Conclusion

In this chapter we presented and discussed the results of various constructions for spatial weight matrices

designed to represent the spatial association between different regions. We started with a review and

discussion of methods that are most often employed in literature before introducing and discussing the

methods evaluated for use in this mini-dissertation. Given the discussion above we have decided to

utilize both the spatial weight matrices for Method 2 and Method 3 in the modelling that will form the

focus of the discussion in the next chapter. These two methods were chosen for their complementary

representations of spatial association as well as their increased significant results compared to the other

considered methods.

In this mini-dissertation we found it necessary to aggregate the spatial resolution of certain data sources

down in order to facilitate the comparison of the various candidate methodologies. This resulted in the

loss of a great deal of data. Future research could be focused on developing some methodology that can be

used to increase the spatial resolution of data sources, such as small area estimation or micro-simulation

(see e.g. [11, 96]).



Chapter 4

Compartmental disease models

A topic that has seen a significant increase in relevance and popularity in recent times due to the outbreak

of the COVID-19 pandemic is the use of epidemiological models to aid in the understanding and prediction

of the way in which the disease spreads. Such models aid policymakers in deciding on control measures

to help prevent the spread of the disease in order to save lives and effectively allocate medical resources.

In order to understand the spread of the disease we need to understand the way in which it affects those

it infects.

The natural progression that the infected experience can be broken up into several stages. Initially all

individuals are susceptible to infection. It is a known fact that there is no possibility of immunity without

prior exposure and recovery for diseases such as COVID-19. Upon exposure to the virus an individual

undergoes a period where they can be confirmed to be infected but do not display symptoms or the ability

transmit the disease to other hosts. This time period is known as the latent or incubation period1. The

latent period for COVID-19 is estimated to be 5 days on average2, however some estimates state that

it could be as few as 2 days. The onset of symptoms commences either after or shortly before the end

of the latent period. At this time the infected individual becomes capable of transmitting the virus to

other susceptible individuals. The infected individual is then classified as infectious. After some time,

the infected individual either recovers from the infection or succumbs to their symptoms and passes away.

The recovery time for COVID-19 is estimated at 10 days, but has been observed to vary greatly by case

severity3.
1World Health Organization: https://1e.to/1xdmEP (Accessed September 2021)
2World Health Organization: https://1e.to/CJlDBu (Accessed September 2021)
3Discovery: https://1e.to/2p971X(Accessed September 2021)
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When modelling a pandemic we are thus actually interested in the number of individuals who are expe-

riencing the various stages of infection at any particular point in time. We thus want to estimate the

number of individuals that are: susceptible to infection, exposed to the disease, infectious and able to

spread the disease, recovered and deceased. By modelling these numbers we can estimate quantities such

as the recovery and mortality rate and predict the time and span of peaks in infections.

Compartmental disease models enable us to model these desired quantities. First proposed by various

researchers throughout the early 1900’s [108, 109, 86, 62, 12] these models operate by dividing the popula-

tion being studied into different compartments describing the different stages associated with the disease.

When these models were first proposed they consisted of the following compartments:

• Susceptible (S): Those individuals that have yet to be infected by the disease being studied but are

capable of being infected.

• Infectious (I): Those individuals who have been exposed to the disease and are capable of infecting

other individuals through physical contact or close proximity.

• Removed (R): Individuals that have been removed from the system, either through recovery and

the development of immunity or death.

These models are appropriately referred to as Susceptible-Infectious-Removed models (or simply SIR

models). Over time these models have been adapted and expanded in many ways in order to model

particular disease features or answer desired modelling questions. These included the introduction of a

wide array of new components to the base model such as

• Dead (D): Those individuals that die as a result of the disease. This allows modelers to explicitly

distinguish between cases that result in recovery and those that result in death and allow for the

estimation of a mortality rate [72, 93].

• Exposed (E): Individuals that have been exposed to a disease and can be confirmed as infected

but are not yet infectious [24, 25, 72, 98, 99]. This compartment is used in order to take into

consideration the latent period exhibited by diseases.

• Diagnosed and hospitalized (often denoted by J): Individuals that have been confirmed as being

infected and have been admitted to hospital care. These individuals are often assumed either less

likely or incapable of infecting other individuals due to isolation [32, 33, 34].

• Asymptomatic (A): Individuals who are infected but do not display any symptoms of the disease.
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Often such individuals are assumed to have a lower probability of infecting other individuals [32, 34].

Any combination of these various compartments as well as new ones defined specifically for a given case

study is, in theory, possible. By the naming convention of the SIR model it should be clear that these

types of models are usually named after the compartments they contain in the order of flow from one

state to another. For example, SEIJRD indicates a model where individuals are initially susceptible

to infection, hence in the “Susceptible (S)” compartment. Upon becoming infected individuals proceed

through the compartments “Exposed (E)” and “Infectious (I)” before either proceeding to “Recovered (R)”,

“Diagnosed and hospitalized (J)” (which will also flow into the recovered compartment) or “Dead (D)”

[33]. The compartments that will be used for a particular model will depend on the modelling objective

and the features of the particular disease being studied.

When utilizing such models we have two variants at our disposal, one of which is largely deterministic and

another which is stochastic in nature. We now discuss both these alternatives in turn, however greater

emphasis will be placed on the latter.

4.1 Deterministic compartmental models

Perhaps the more frequently utilized version of compartmental epidemiological models are those models

that are deterministic in nature. This is most likely due to the fact that the stochastic alternative

requires making several assumptions including the distribution of a disease’s parameters, which requires

information that is not always available in practice [25].

Consider the ‘SIR’ model as initially defined by Kermack and McKendrick [62]. Assume that the disease is

transmitted at a constant rate of β. This value is known as the transmission rate and expresses the rate at

which infected individuals interact with susceptible individuals [33, 63]. Given this value, we calculate the

rate at which individuals become infected as the product of the transmission rate and the proportion of

the population that are infected, thus yielding βI
N . We then also assume that infected individuals recover

at a constant rate of γ. In Figure 4.1 is depicted a state transition diagram representing the process of

such a model.

Figure 4.1: Diagram of standard SIR model
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The core methodology used to estimate the model parameters requires solving a series of (non-linear)

ordinary differential equations. Using the compartments and state transition in Figure 4.1 as an example,

the system can be described via the following system of ordinary differential equations [62]:

dS(t)

dt
= −β · S(t) · I(t)

N
dI(t)

dt
=
β · S(t) · I(t)

N
− γI(t)

dR(t)

dt
= γ · I(t),

where N is the total size of the population under study and S(t), I(t), R(t) indicate the number of

individuals in each compartment at time t. This model is built upon the following assumptions:

• N remains constant, i.e. the model does not account for births or deaths.

• All individuals in the population are susceptible to infection, i.e. the model does not account for

forms of natural-born immunity or differing susceptibility.

• There is no latent period. This is evident by the lack of an “Exposed” compartment. The model

therefore does not distinguish between “infected” and “infectious” and individuals are assumed ca-

pable of infecting others immediately upon exposure to the disease.

• Once an individual recovers or dies from the disease under investigation they cannot become infected

again for the remaining study time.

These assumptions are rather restrictive and in many cases can be found to be unrealistic for application to

real-world data. There exists several calibrations that can be made to this model to make it more realistic.

Births and deaths (from reasons other than the disease) can be incorporated [32]. The susceptibility of

individuals can also be allowed to vary [33] and through the use of an ‘SIRS’ model we can also account

for the possibility of individuals becoming infected more than once (hence being able to transition back to

the “Susceptible” compartment upon recovering) [55]. Furthermore infection and recovery rates can also

be allowed to vary with time, which is more often the case than not when using stochastic compartmental

models [24, 55, 98].

These models can naturally be extended as discussed before to include a larger number of compartments.

If we wish to also model the number of individuals exposed but not yet infectious as well as distinguish

between deaths and recoveries we can utilize a model such as the one depicted by Figure 4.2. The

inclusion of the “Exposed” compartment is a popular inclusion to allow for the modeling of the latent
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period [24, 98]. This diagram is similar to the one we had for the system depicted in Figure 4.1, except

now we have included an additional rate, σ, that expresses the rate at which exposed individuals become

infectious. We also now split the rate of transition out of the infectious compartment using what is known

as the case fatality ratio [63], assuming that 100α% of infectious individuals recover while the remaining

100(1 − α)% pass away due to the disease being studied. This allows for the modelling of the mortality

rate of a pandemic.

Figure 4.2: Diagram of SEIRD model

When using this compartmental model we have a different set of differential equations than before, given

by Korolev in [63] as

dS(t)

dt
= −β · S(t) · I(t)

N
dE(t)

dt
=
β · S(t) · I(t)

N
− σ · E(t)

dI(t)

dt
= σ · E(t)− γ · I(t)

dR(t)

dt
= (1− α) · γ · I(t)

dD(t)

dt
= α · γ · I(t).

These models are deterministic due to the fact that they only rely on solving a set of differential equations

at each time step. Variability can be artificially introduced into these models by estimating the model

parameter numerous times for different (random) initial values for the parameters that need to be esti-

mated [32, 63]. Alternatively one could utilize parametric bootstrap to derive confidence intervals for the

model parameters [34, 105].

4.2 The basic reproductive number

Before discussing the stochastic analogue of compartmental models we introduce a term that is almost

synonymous with these types of models, namely the basic reproductive number, most commonly denoted
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as R0 [24]. The basic reproductive number is defined as the expected number of secondary infections

produced by a single infected individual in a population consisting entirely of susceptible individuals [24].

For example, if R0 = 2 then we expect every infectious individual to infect 2 more susceptible individuals

during their infectious period. The basic reproductive number quantifies the transmission potential of

a disease. This term is often confused with the effective reproductive number, which is similar to the

former but for a population with some form of public intervention i.e. where not all individuals are equally

susceptible to infection [24, 32, 72]. The effective reproductive number is less than or equal to the basic

reproductive number since any non-pharmaceutical intervention is assumed to decrease the susceptibility

of a portion of the population.

For a basic ‘SIR’ model as depicted in Figure 4.1 we have it that the basic reproductive number is

given by the product of the average transmission rate and the average infectious period, i.e. ‘number

of people infected per time spent infectious’ [24, 32, 34, 63]. Earlier we denoted the transmission rate

by β. Furthermore, the average infectious period is the inverse of the rate at which individuals leave

the “Infectious” compartment, i.e. 1
γ according to our former notation We therefore have that for this

model,

R0 =
β

γ
. (4.1)

Note that for the ‘SEIRD’ model as defined earlier the expression for the basic reproductive number is

the same due to the fact that the transmission rate is unchanged and the total rate of flow out of the

“Infectious” compartment is still is just γ. If however we consider a slightly more complicated model,

such as the one used by Chowell et al. [33] to model the outbreak of SARS in various countries between

2002-2003 [33] we arrive at a slightly more involved expression for R0. This particular model uses two

susceptible compartments to distinguish between individuals who are more (less) susceptible to infection

as well as some of the previously defined compartments such as “Exposed (E)”, “Hospitalized (J)” and

“Dead (D)”4. This model is illustrated in Figure 4.3.

For a full discussion of the rates of transition between the different compartments as shown in Figure 4.3

refer to [33]. Note that unlike before the rate of flow both in and out of the infected compartment cannot

be easily expressed by single parameters. Rather, by the use of what is referred to as the second generator
4Note: The compartment “Comparison (C)” was included only to compare the model estimates with officially published

records.
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Figure 4.3: Diagram of a more complex deterministic model

approach (see [33]) it can be shown that the expression for R0 is given as

R0 = {β [ρ+ p(1− p)]} ·
{
q

k
+

1

α+ γ1 + δ
+

α · l
(α+ γ1 + δ)(γ2 + δ)

}
. (4.2)

This example serves to illustrate that while the definition for the basic reproductive number is rather

straight forward, the expression for it will depend on the compartments included in the model as well as

the interaction between them.

The basic reproductive number quantifies the power of an infectious disease with regards to how quickly

and potentially uncontrollably it can spread [32]. A useful property of this quantity is its threshold values.

If R0 ≤ 1 then we can expect a disease to die out, since each infectious individual is either infecting 1 or

no individuals. However if R0 > 1 then the disease will continue to spread and the pandemic will grow

since every infected individual is infecting at least one more person [47, 72]. Naturally this value is also

restricted to be strictly positive since the rate of transmission instinctively must be strictly positive as is

the rate of recovery.

When attempting to investigate the variability of R0 when using a deterministic model we can once again

induce variability in our results by estimating the R0 numerous times for different initial values [32, 63].

Alternatively one could utilize parametric bootstrap to derive confidence intervals [34, 105]. The basic

reproductive number is an essential result of compartmental models and serves as a valuable summary of

the effects of an infectious disease. We will revisit this quantity with respect to stochastic compartmental

models in a later section.
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4.3 Stochastic compartmental models

Thus far we have restricted our discussion of compartmental epidemiological models to those models that

were fully deterministic in nature. While these models are quite popular and can be relatively simple to

understand, we can achieve a greater degree of variability in our results by employing models that are

inherently stochastic. The random nature of these models allow for greater analysis of pandemic features

as well as a more realistic representation of the real-world mechanics of the disease.

Unlike their deterministic counterparts, which are all very similar in terms of construction, stochastic

models allow for a greater amount of flexibility and freedom in terms of how they are set up. Consequently

the literature has numerous examples of models that are all quite distinct from one another. This is because

these models are often derived intuitively using statistical concepts and intuition rather than a set formula

that can be modified slightly.

In this mini-dissertation we will focus on one such model. We specifically discuss a model developed by

Porter et al. [98, 99] with later modifications being made by Brown et al. [24, 25]. Once again consider

the SEIR model with transitions illustrated by Figure 4.4. Recall that the number of individuals within

each compartment at time t is given by S(t), E(t), I(t), and R(t) respectively, which represent the number

of individuals who are susceptible, exposed, infectious and removed from the system [72].

Figure 4.4: Diagrams of transitions in SEIR model

Now let, E∗(t), I∗(t) and R∗(t) represent the number of individuals that transition into the “Exposed

(E)”, “Infectious (I)” and “Removed (R)” compartments at time t respectively [72]. It is then true that for

a time interval (t, t+ h] we have the following:

S(t+ h) = S(t)− E∗(t)

E(t+ h) = E(t) + E∗(t)− I∗(t)

I(t+ h) = I(t) + I∗(t)− P ∗(t)

R(t+ h) = R(t) +R∗(t)

N(t) = S(t) + E(t) + I(t) +R(t),
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where N(t) is the total size of the population which we once again assume remains constant [72]. These

equations express that the number of individuals within each compartment at the end of a time interval is

equal to the number of individuals at the end of the previous time interval, plus the number of individuals

who transitioned into the compartment, minus the number of individuals that transitioned out of the

compartment. The interval between successive observations is denoted here by h and is known as the

temporal offset [72]. In most studies this is simply taken to be 1 day [24, 25, 72].

We can model the event of an individual transitioning from one compartment to another using a Bernoulli

distribution. Therefore to model the event of a large number of independent individuals transitioning

between states we utilize a binomial distribution as follows:

E∗(t) ∼ Bin
(
S(t), π(SE)

)
I∗(t) ∼ Bin

(
E(t), π(EI)

)
R∗(t) ∼ Bin

(
I(t), π(IR)

)

with the respective probabilities given by

π(SE) = 1− exp

[
−β(t)

N
· I(t) · h

]
π(EI) = 1− exp(−γEI · h)

π(IR) = 1− exp(−γIR · h).

It is clear to see how these equations relate to those of the deterministic version previously discussed. Just

as before β(t) is the (now time-dependent) transmission rate [72]. Here we have it that 1/γEI and 1/γIR

are the mean latent and infectious times, therefore the rate of transition from “Exposed (E)” to “Infectious

(I)” and from “Infectious (I)” to “Removed (R)” is given by γEI and γIR respectively [72].

By inspecting the functional forms of the probabilities above we can deduce that the model assumes

that the transition time between compartments follows an exponential distribution with rate parameter

identical to those in the deterministic model (times the temporal offset which is usually set to 1). The

exponential distribution is often an unrealistic representation of the actual dynamics of a pandemic,

primarily due to the memory-less property implying that the time spent in a compartment does not effect

the probability of transitioning out of that compartment. This is in contrast to reality, where individuals

experiencing symptoms become more likely to either recover or die as time passes. Despite this, the
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exponential distribution is often chosen for ease of computation [72, 98].

In fact, when using this model and assuming that the transmission rate remains constant over time, i.e.

β(t) = β ∀ t, the basic reproductive number is given by the exact same expression as before, i.e. that given

by (4.1). This is due to the fact that, despite now using a different model structure, the transmission and

recovery rate remain unchanged. However this would not be the case if we allow our transmission rate to

vary as a function of time to incorporate the effects of, say, public health interventions. For example, we

could have the transmission rate be given by the following

β(t) =


β, for t < t∗

β · e−q(t−t∗), for t ≥ t∗.

Here t∗ is chosen as the date since the commencement of the pandemic that some preventative intervention

was brought into effect that (it is assumed) caused the transmission rate to decline with an exponential

rate of decay [72]. Using this functional form we see that the transmission rate will decay at an exponential

rate of q > 0 as time passes past the commencement of the intervention. Recall that in the presence of

public health interventions we instead have an effective reproductive number, since we assume that the

entire population is not completely susceptible. Our effective reproductive number is now given by

R0(t) =


β
γIR

for t < t∗

β·e−q(t−t∗)

γIR
for t > t∗.

Note that the effective reproduction number (indicated simply as R0(t) due its time-varying nature) is thus

less than or equal to the basic reproduction number (indicated by R0). We can thus clearly see the effect

that the public intervention has on the reproduction number when incorporated into the transmission

rate in the model. For any reasonably defined intervention function we should observe that R0(t) ≤ R0

for all t. This example serves to show that while these systems can appear to vary significantly from their

deterministic counterparts, they utilize similar logic with regards to how they conceptualize and model

the spread of a disease.

As previously mentioned, the assumption of exponentially distributed latent and infectious time periods

is not always appropriate, primarily due to the memory-less property of the exponential distribution

[98]. This is due to the fact that it implies that the probability of an individual transitioning between

compartments remains constant over time regardless of how long an individual has been in a particular

state, naturally this is highly unrealistic. Ideally we would like to relax this assumption in order to allow



CHAPTER 4. COMPARTMENTAL DISEASE MODELS 69

for the use of general distributions based on prior information regarding the latent and infectious times

[98]. Due to the fact that, by their very nature, the spread of infectious diseases occurs spatially, models

that take account of spatial dependencies can be extremely informative. It would thus also be ideal to

develop a modelling framework that allows for the inclusion of spatial components. To achieve both these

desired properties, we discuss the spatial SEIR model [25], initially referred to as the path-specific SEIR

model by Porter & Oleson [98] before being adapted into its current form by Brown et al. [24, 25].

We establish the following notation. Let ti : i = 1, 2, . . . , T be the index representing the amount of time

that has passed since the initial outbreak of the pandemic, with T being the maximum length of the

investigation. Next, assume we have n distinct spatial locations, each indicated by sj : j = 1, 2, . . . , n.

Then, let l be the index representing the amount of time an individual has spent in a particular state

[25, 98]. Lastly, assume that the maximum amount of time an individual can occupy the latent and

infectious state is M1 and M2 respectively [25, 98]. We then define the 3-dimensional arrays E and I,

with dimension T ×n×M1 and T ×n×M2 respectively. Each cell (i, j, l) represents a point in time since

the onset of the pandemic, a spatial region and an amount of time spent in either the latent or infectious

state. The actual number in the cell then indicates the number of individuals for whom this is true.

Finally, we make the following assumptions [98]:

1. Individuals who become exposed to the pathogen are guaranteed to become infectious and cannot

transition back to being susceptible.

2. Individuals who are in the infectious compartment are constantly infectious (their ability to infect

susceptible individuals does not vary over time).

3. The event of an individual transitioning from the exposed to the infectious compartment and an

individual transitioning from the infectious to the removed compartment are independent.

4. All individuals have the same latent and infectious time distributions.

The core mechanics of the path-specific SEIR model are then given by (please refer to the original

manuscript of [24] for the full derivation):

I∗ij ∼
m1∑
l=1

Bin (Eijl, P (Z1 ≤ l + h|Z1 > l)) (4.3)

R∗ij ∼
m2∑
l=1

Bin (Iijl, P (Z2 ≤ l + h|Z2 > l)) . (4.4)
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Recall that E∗(t), I∗(t) and R∗(t) were previously used to indicate the number of individuals that tran-

sition into the exposed, infectious and removed compartments. We maintain this notation, defining the

matrices S∗, E∗, I∗ and R∗ , with identical interpretation and some added properties. I∗ijl indicates

the number of individuals that transition into the infectious compartment ti time units after the initial

outbreak of the pandemic, in spatial region sj after spending l time units in the exposed compartment.

I∗ij is then the total number of such individuals, summed across the third dimension (i.e. disregarding

how much time they spent in the previous compartment). The definition of R∗ij follows in the exact same

way.

These distributions explain that the number of individuals that transition from exposed to infectious

(or infectious to removed) after spending an amount of time l in the former compartment is distributed

binomial with first parameter given by the number of such individuals and probability given by the general

distribution we have specified for the latent (or infectious) time period (once again please refer to the

original manuscript of [24] for the full derivation).

As explained in [98], the individuals that do not transition between states are handled via diagonalization.

Therefore, we define the following

Xijl ∼ Bin (Eijl, P (Z1 ≤ l + h|Z1 > l))

Yijl ∼ Bin (Iijl, P (Z2 ≤ l + h|Z2 > l)) .

We then have the following

Ei+1,j,l+1 = Eijl −Xijl

Ii+1,j,l+1 = Iijl − Yijl.

Essentially, those individuals that do not transition at a particular point in time are merely passed

diagonally down the first and third dimension of our 3-dimensional arrays (recall that the second dimension

represents the region and thus remains unchanged). The core improvement this model has over previous

models lies in the fact that it allows general distributions to be specified for the latent and infectious time

distributions, this is given by the random variables Z1 and Z2 respectively [98]. It now remains to define

how individuals transition from the susceptible to the exposed state. We will utilize the improvements

made to this model by Brown et al. [24, 25].
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Firstly, we assume that the intensity process (which determines the exposure probability at any given

time) for spatial region sj at time ti is given by θij [24]. It is not possible to identify every θij ∀ sj , ti

and so instead we incorporate these values into a linear predictor. The {θij} values are arranged into a

T × n matrix. We then assume that the intensity process for all spatial regions is determined by a set of

P independent covariates (and is determine in the same way). We indicate the parameter values for these

covariates as β [25]. These covariates could be region attributes such as population health susceptibility,

government restrictions, weather data or simply a function that varies over time in some pre-selected

manner.

Let Xj : T × P be the design matrix for spatial region sj where each row represents a different point in

time and each column a different covariate, then the intensity process for spatial region sj is an T × 1

column given by

θj = Xjβ. (4.5)

By appending the design matrix for every spatial region row-wise, we can derive the matrix X : TN ×P .

The expression θ = Xβ simply evaluates to a Tn × 1 vector, where every set of T consecutive values

indicates the intensity process of a different spatial region [24].

Furthermore, assume the following with regards to contact between individuals [24].

• The probability of a susceptible individual becoming infected upon contact with an infectious indi-

vidual is given by p.

• The number of epidemiological significant contacts between individuals within spatial unit sj at

time ti is distributed Poi(λij).

• The intensity process depends on the previous two (unidentifiable) quantities through a log-link

function, specifically θij = log(λijp).

• When an individual travels from one spatial region to another, their contact behaviour is accurately

modeled by the contact distribution for that spatial region.

• There exists some known function f that describes the spatial correlation between spatial locations

and accepts as an argument some distance metric dj1,j2 for spatial locations sj1 and sj2 .

The last assumption requires some measure of distance or “closeness” between spatial locations. To

fulfill this role, we readily rely on the previously defined concept of a spatial weight matrix to serve as this

measure. In order to increase flexibility we can also choose to use more than a single spatial weight matrix
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if we wish to account for varying forms of spatial dependence [24]. Define the set {Dz : z = 1, 2, . . . , Z} as

a collection of Z different spatial weight matrices (alternatively referred to as ‘spatial distance matrices’

hence the chosen notation) [24]. The probability of a new infection at time ti in spatial region sj is then

given by,

π
(SE)
ij = 1− exp

[{
− ηij −

Z∑
z=1

ρz (Dzηik)

}hi

k 6=j

]
, (4.6)

where ηij = δije
θij is the exposure process of spatial region sj at time ti and δij is the proportion of

inhabitants of spatial region sj that are infected at time ti [24]. The exposure process, which is a function

of the intensity process, serves as the parameter for the exposure probability.

As stated previously, the interpretation of this functional form is that the probability of exposure to

COVID-19 within spatial region sj at time ti, π
(SE)
ij , follows an exponential distribution. The parameter

of this exponential distribution is determined by the exposure process within spatial region sj , ηij , as

well as a proportion of the exposure process within other spatial locations ηik, k 6= j. The proportion of

the exposure process that is “shared” by other spatial locations is indicated by the spatial autocorrelation

parameter ρz and is determined by the spatial weight matrixDz (note that the functional form also allows

for multiple expressions of spatial dependence, i.e. spatial weight matrices, to be included). Finally, the

term hi is a temporal offset, indicating the frequency of observations.

It is also possible to extend this model to include the possibility for individuals to become susceptible

once again after they’ve recovered from infection [25], however due to the relatively short study period

we will not investigate this further in this mini-dissertation.

4.4 The empirically adjusted reproductive number

We now resume our discussion on the reproductive number. Recall that the basic reproductive number,

most commonly indicated as R0, is a single measure that quantifies the transmission potential of a disease.

It is informally defined as the expected number of secondary infections per infectious individual [24]. As

was seen earlier in Figure 4.3, the calculation of R0 can become quite involved as it is often dependent on

the parametric formulation of the particular model used. When first developing the spatial SEIR model,

Brown et al. [24] devised a measure that is similar to R0, having similar threshold and interpretation but

with some notable differences. This quantity is known as the empirically adjusted reproductive number

and will be denoted as R(EA)(t) [24]. The key differences between these two quantities of interest are
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outlined in Table 4.1.

The first difference between these measures is that while R0 is time-invariant and represents the expected

number of secondary infections over the entire study period, R(EA)(t) varies as a function of time by

incorporating the time-variant intensity process discussed earlier. Secondly, while the basic reproductive

number assumes an entirely susceptible population, the empirically adjusted reproductive number consid-

ers that the risk of exposure to the disease varies over time and thus susceptibility is not constant. As was

shown earlier (Section 4.2), the expression for the basic reproductive number is heavily dependent on the

parametric form of the model. In contrast, the empirically adjusted reproductive number is determined

by directly inspecting the sizes of the various compartments that make up the model being used. Granted

the simple parametric form of the basic reproductive number may be preferred to the infinite summation

involved when utilizing the empirically adjusted version.

Table 4.1: Differences between R0 and R(EA)(t)

Basic reproductive number Empirically adjusted reproductive num-
ber

1 A single value for the entire study period.
Measure is time-invariant.

Varies over time as the intensity process
changes over the study period.

2 Assumes an entirely susceptible population. Considers the time-varying intensity process
that drives the spread of the disease.

3 Dependent on parametric form of model. Calculated using compartment population
sizes.

4 Closed parametric form for most models. Involves infinite summation with sum realisti-
cally tending to zero.

The empirically adjusted reproductive number commences by calculating the expected number of sec-

ondary infected individuals per infectious individual [24]. Let the indicator variable Ik(ti, sj , sl) indicate

the event that a susceptible individual k originally from spatial region sj becomes infected at time ti due

to epidemiological contact established in spatial region sl. The expected number of time such infections

will occur is given by

E

Ni,j∑
k=0

(Ik(ti, sj , sl))

 = Sij · P (Ik(ti, sj , sl|k ∈ S)) (4.7)

where the summation is taken over the population size of spatial region sj at time ti, indicated by Ni,j .

The average number of such infections per infectious individual is then simply (4.7) divided by the number

of infectious individuals in the same spatial unit and at the same time, therefore

Sij · P (Ik(ti, sj , sl|k ∈ S))

Ii,j
. (4.8)
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Recall that we can incorporate more than one form of spatial dependency through the use of multiple

spatial weight matrices [24]. If we opt to only use one spatial weight matrix then it holds that

P (Ik(ti, sj , sl|k ∈ S)) = 1− exp (−f(djl) · ηil) (4.9)

where d is a chosen measure of distance between spatial locations sj and sl and f is the function used to

determine the spatial weight matrix value for these two spatial locations. If we use more than one spatial

weight matrix this equation is replaced by

P (Ik(ti, sj , sl|k ∈ S)) = 1− exp

(
−

Z∑
z=1

ρz{Dz}jl · ηil

)
(4.10)

where once again ηil = δile
θil . Note that the absence of the first term in the exponent seen in Equation

(4.6) is due to the fact that we assume j 6= l (i.e. we are calculating the probability for two distinct spatial

units). For the case where j = l we merely have

P (Ik(ti, sj , sl|k ∈ S)) = 1− exp (−ηil) (4.11)

since the distance metric is not relevant in this case. A full derivation of these expressions can be found

in the original doctoral thesis by Brown [24].

The values calculated using Equation (4.8) for all spatial locations sj and sk at a time ti can be arranged

into a matrix G(ti) : n × n which serves as an analogue of a ‘next generation matrix’ [24]. The concept

of a next generation matrix was first employed by Allen and van den Dreissche to calculate the basic

reproductive number [24]. The important feature of these matrices is that each row sum of a matrix

calculated for a particular point in time ti indicates the average number of infections caused by individuals

in a particular spatial region [24].

We can therefore calculate the average number of secondary infections per infectious individual per spatial

region at any single point in time. We can then generalize this to the entire study period by taking the

sum of all these matrices, weighted by the probability that an individual who becomes infectious at time

ti will still be infectious at every point in time in the remainder of the study period [24]. We therefore

have the following equation

R(EA)(ti) =

∞∑
t=ti

G(t) ·

[
t∏

k=ti

(
1− π(IR)

k

)]
. (4.12)
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Naturally the weighting sum will quickly approach zero, since the probability of an individual remaining

infectious over a long period of time will quickly approach zero for most active pathogens (including

COVID-19) [24].

The empirically adjusted reproductive number is far more flexible than the basic reproductive number.

This is due to the fact that it can be readily applied to any stochastic discrete-time compartmental model

and is not dependent on the parametric form of the model. It can also be shown that the basic reproductive

number is a special case of the empirically adjusted reproductive number, provided some assumptions are

satisfied (see [24] for proof).

4.5 Conclusion

In this chapter we discussed the history and theory of compartmental epidemiological models. After an

overview of their initial conceptualization and development over the last century, we discussed their various

possible constructions and the assumptions made in order to model the spread of infectious diseases. It

is evident that there is a large degree of freedom that can be achieved when using these models, with it

being possible to modify existing models to suit any particular disease under study.

We devoted some special consideration to the reproductive number, a quantity that expresses the expected

number of secondary infections of a disease. This quantity is highly important to epidemiological research

and policymakers as it expresses the potential of a disease to spread. The empirically adjusted variant

appears to have several attractive features that render it potentially more useful and will be utilized later

in this mini-dissertation.

It is clear from the discussion in this chapter that compartmental models can easily become quite complex

in terms of fitting and evaluating candidate models (despite being relatively straight forward to interpret).

This could potentially represent a problem with regards to the fitting and evaluation of such models

and perhaps could affect stochastic models more adversely due to the uncertainty attributed to model

parameters. In the following chapter we discuss a method for effectively fitting such potentially complex

stochastic models.



Chapter 5

Approximate Bayesian Computation

In this chapter we review the theoretical background relating specifically to the techniques that will be

employed to fit and analyze the spatial epidemiological model(s) used in this mini-dissertation. We start

with a review of traditional Bayesian inference before proceeding to discuss a family of approximate

Bayesian computation methods that are particularly useful in the field of epidemiology. For the analysis

performed in this mini-dissertation, the approximate Bayesian computation (ABC) rejection algorithm

(Section 5.1) and the sequential Monte Carlo ABC algorithm (Section 5.3) will be the most relevant

topics of discussion in this chapter. We also discuss the history and limitations of approximate Bayesian

techniques to fully conceptualize these techniques.

The world of statistical inference is primarily divided into two schools of thought, those being Bayesian and

frequentist [135]. The former considers probability as a numeric expression of the beliefs or uncertainty

of events. In contrast, the latter considers probability as simply a limiting frequency of an event [135].

While the frequentist approach can be considered more rigid and objective, the Bayesian approach allows

for more freedom with regards to the information that can be incorporated in the estimation process

[135, 81]. The core principle of Bayesian statistics is that parameters of interest are random variables

rather than fixed but unknown quantities [81]. This is particularly useful within the context of stochastic

compartmental models, since all model parameters are assumed to be random variables in order to express

the uncertainty present in the model [81].

In addition to allowing for uncertainty in model parameters, the Bayesian framework also allows for the

incorporation of prior information or beliefs regarding the model parameters [81]. Given that it is often the

76
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case that there exists a wealth of literature that can offer researchers some idea of parameter distribution,

being able to take such information into account is very desirable [25]. In the case of COVID-19 for

example, there has thus far been a wealth of research done on the virus in a relatively short amount of

time (e.g. [1, 97]) that can offer prior information for key parameters.

We briefly recap the basis of Bayesian inference for the sake of completeness before proceeding to discuss

the methods that are of particular interest in this mini-dissertation. For further information, please refer

to [88, 135]. We commence by deriving the core theorem required for Bayesian inference, Bayes’ theorem

[135]. Consider two events A and B and assume that P (B) > 0, by applying the law of conditional

probability twice in immediate succession we then have the following

P (A|B) =
P (A ∩B)

P (B)

=
P (B|A) · P (A)

P (B)
. (5.1)

Equation 5.1 is known as Bayes’ theorem [135]. Bayes’ theorem allows us to use observed information

to update our prior beliefs to improve our parameter estimates. For example, suppose we have the prior

belief that some parameter θ has a distribution given by π(θ). Suppose we then observe data, X, which

is dependent on θ through the likelihood function f(X|θ) and has an unconditional probability f(X).

We can use this observed data, in conjunction with Bayes’ theorem, to update our beliefs about the

distribution of θ. Using Equation 5.1 we thus have

f(θ|X) =
f(X|θ) · π(θ)

f(X)
.

A slight simplification occurs when noting that the denominator in this expression is simply a normalizing

constant [131, 77]. We can thus simplify this expression as follows

f(θ|X) ∝ f(X|θ) · π(θ). (5.2)

The term f(θ|X) is referred to as the posterior distribution of θ given X as it describes our new beliefs

about θ after having observed X. This result can be used in a multitude of ways to perform inference on

the posterior distribution.

Approximate Bayesian computation (ABC) is a method that can be used to simulate values from a

target posterior distribution without the need to evaluate the likelihood function [101, 130, 15]. This is
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of particular interest in cases involving highly complex systems or data with high dimensionality where

the likelihood function, f(X|θ), can often be found to either be wholly intractable or computationally

expensive to evaluate [130, 124, 83, 25]. This issue is especially common in the field of genetics [60, 21,

14, 76, 107].

5.1 ABC rejection sampler

In the early 1980’s Rubin [110] expressed that users of Bayesian inference ought not be limited to cases

where the likelihood is strictly tractable. He consequently conceptualized an algorithm through which

samples could be generated from a desired posterior distribution without needing the likelihood function

to be evaluated. Over the course of the next two decades numerous attempts were made at formulating

an algorithm that could achieve this goal. In 1997 Tavaré et al. [127] first proposed a rejection algorithm

whereby a summary statistic was calculated for the available data. Samples for the parameter of interest

were then drawn from the prior distribution, after which they were accepted with probability proportional

to that of the calculated summary statistic value given the proposed parameter value. Following this,

numerous advancements were proposed by various researchers. Fu and Li [46] extended the idea by

simulating an artificial dataset using the proposed parameter value and comparing the summary statistic

value derived for the original and artificial datasets. Weiss and von Haesler [136] then extended this idea

to allow for numerous summary statistics and allowed proposed values of the parameter of interest to be

accepted with some level of tolerance. Specifically, proposed values for the parameter of interest were

accepted if ||s′− s|| ≤ ε for a chosen distance metric || · || and tolerance level ε ≥ 0 where s′ and s are the

chosen summary statistic(s) calculated for the simulated and observed dataset respectively [17]. Finally,

in 1999 Pritchard et al. [101] formalized what is now commonly referred to as the ABC rejection algorithm

[101]. The full ABC rejection algorithm, as presented by Toni et al. [130], is given in Algorithm 1.

Algorithm 1 The ABC rejection algorithm
1: N = number of desired samples from the posterior distribution.
2: ε = tolerance level.
3: ρ = distance metric.
4: Initialize i = 1.
5: while i < N do
6: Simulate θ∗ from π(θ).
7: Simulate a dataset X̂ from f(X|θ∗).
8: if ρ

(
X, X̂

)
≤ ε then

9: Accept θ∗.
10: i = i+ 1.
11: else
12: Reject θ∗.
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The intuition behind the rejection algorithm is rather straight forward. We start by sampling a proposed

value for θ from its prior distribution. We then use this value in our statistical model to simulate an

artificial dataset X̂. We then compare this simulated dataset to the observed data, X. If the simulated

data is sufficiently similar to the observed data then we accept the proposed value for θ. We determine

the similarity between the two datasets using a distance metric ρ and a positive tolerance level ε. We

repeat this process as many times as required to obtain the desired sample size. Note how Algorithm 1

does not require the likelihood function to be explicitly evaluated, however it does require that the user

be able to simulate from it.

In the original conceptualization by Rubin the tolerance level ε would be set to zero [110]. By using a

tolerance of zero it restricts the accepted parameter values to those that produced artificial datasets that

matched the actual data exactly [110, 124, 25]. However, a tolerance of zero also causes a larger proportion

of proposed parameter values to be rejected and thus increases computational cost [126, 117, 25]. When

using a non-zero tolerance however we observe that we do not end up simulating from the true posterior

distribution [16, 107, 124]. Recall that we wish to derive the posterior distribution of the parameter

of interest θ given by f (θ|X) which (if using Equation (5.2)) requires the evaluation of the likelihood

f (X|θ). However due to the intractability or computational infeasibility of the likelihood, we instead

evaluate fθ
(
ρ
(
X, X̂

)
≤ ε
)

i.e., the distribution of parameter values that produce simulated datasets

(X̂) that sufficiently approximates the observed data (X) for some selected distance metric ρ (·, ·) and

tolerance level ε [35, 124]. We are thus not evaluating Equation (5.2) but rather

f
(
θ
∣∣∣ρ(X, X̂) ≤ ε) ∝ fθ (ρ(X, X̂) ≤ ε) · π(θ). (5.3)

It has been shown that as ε → 0, Equation (5.3) does approximate the true posterior distribution [130,

107, 124, 15]. The inference performed using this method is thus not exact but rather an approximation

and hence we have the naming convention referring to the method as an approximate computation method

[25]. There are many model parameters, including the tolerance level and distance metric, which play a

role in the quality of this approximation which will be discussed later in this chapter. Most often users will

not directly compare the simulated and actual datasets due to the acceptance rate being very low when

comparing high dimensional data [130]. Instead, the comparison is made between a selected summary

statistic(s), S, calculated for both the observed and simulated data [17, 77, 130, 35]. We therefore replace

the calculation within the “if” statement in line 8 of Algorithm 1 with ρ
(
S
(
X
)
, S
(
X̂
))
≤ ε. The

selection of appropriate summary statistics is a long-standing open problem in the field of approximate

Bayesian computation and will also be discussed later in this chapter.
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Numerous adjustments have been proposed to improve the efficiency and accuracy of the rejection algo-

rithm. One such adjustment is regression-adjustments [17, 117, 15]. Beaumont et al. [17] proposed to

improve the computational and statistical efficiency of the algorithm by performing local linear regression

to weaken the effect of discrepancies between the actual and simulated summary statistics. They also

proposed smoothing the proposed parameter values for the linear regression step as well as when estimat-

ing the posterior distribution [17]. Blum and Francois proposed a similar solution whereby a one-layer

feed-forward neural network (FFNN) was utilized to perform non-linear regression on proposed parameter

values [21]. While adjustments of this nature have proven to increase the overall computational efficiency

and accuracy of the basic ABC rejection algorithm [17, 21, 15] it has also been shown that such adjust-

ments can potentially produce more misleading and biased results when the observations are not well

explained by the model [15].

The ABC rejection algorithm can be highly inefficient when the prior distribution is diffuse with respect to

the posterior distribution [120, 81, 130, 25, 15]. Chief among the many algorithms proposed to overcome

this drawback are two that take the basic methodology of the ABC rejection algorithm and supplement

it with elements of Metropolis-Hastings MCMC [77] and Sequential Monte Carlo routines [120, 16, 130],

respectively. We now discuss the development and characteristics of these two algorithms.

5.2 Markov Chain Monte Carlo ABC

Approximate Bayesian computation is focused on posterior inference that circumvents the need to evaluate

the likelihood function. In a similar fashion, Markov Chain Monte Carlo (MCMC) methods can be

utilized to study a desired posterior distribution without the need of a full expression for the posterior

[131, 77]. MCMC allows us to study a distribution by directly sampling observations from it using the

prior distribution and likelihood function and using a Markov chain, thus circumventing the requirement

for a closed form expression [77].

One of the most commonly used forms of MCMC is known as the Metropolis-Hastings algorithm [131, 77].

The full algorithm, known as Metropolis-Hastings, is given in Algorithm 2.

The proposal distribution q serves to add noise to new proposal values (this prevents us from repeatedly

sampling the exact same observations) [131]. In the original formulation of the algorithm by Metropolis

this distribution was restricted to being symmetrical [5]. Hastings later generalized the result to non-

symmetrical proposal distributions [5]. If q is symmetrical then the calculation of α at line 6 in Algorithm

2 simplifies to comparing the posterior densities for the two proposed values. It has been shown that
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Algorithm 2 The Metropolis-Hastings algorithm
1: Initialize θ0 as some feasible starting value.
2: q = proposal distribution.
3: N = number of desired samples from posterior.
4: for i = 1 to N do
5: Sample θi from q(θi|θi−1).
6: Compute α = min

(
1, q(θi−1|θi)·f(θi|X)

q(θi|θi−1)·f(θi−1|X)

)
.

7: Accept θi = θi with probability α, otherwise set θi = θi−1.

under suitable conditions the stationary and limiting distribution of the chain is the desired posterior

distribution [77].

The intuition behind MCMC is rather straight forward. We start at an initial value for the parameter

of interest. We then propose a new parameter value and either accept this new proposal if it results in

a higher posterior probability or randomly decide whether to accept it if it results in a lower posterior

probability. The reason for the latter decision is to allow the process to occasionally transition to lower

density regions of the parameter space. Other versions of MCMC exist that are more suited to deal with

correlated parameters, such as Gibbs sampling or difference evolution MCMC [131].

In 2003, Marjoram et al. [77] proposed an algorithm through which samples could be drawn from a

desired posterior distribution without evaluating the likelihood function by incorporating elements of the

basic ABC rejection algorithm as well as the Metropolis-Hastings MCMC algorithm. This was deemed

a necessary improvement over the ABC rejection algorithm since sampling from the prior when using

the latter could lead to parameter values from low probability regions being accepted [76]. Subsequently

known as the Monte Carlo Markov Chain ABC (MCMC ABC) algorithm, the full procedure is given in

Algorithm 3 [77].

Algorithm 3 The Markov Chain Monte Carlo ABC algorithm
1: N = number of desired samples from the posterior distribution.
2: ε = tolerance level.
3: ρ = distance metric.
4: q = proposal distribution.
5: Initialize i = 1.
6: Initialize θ0.
7: for i = 1 for N do
8: Propose a value for θ∗ using a proposal distribution q(θ|θi−1).
9: Simulate a dataset X̂ from f(X|θ∗).

10: if ρ
(
X, X̂

)
≤ ε then

11: Set θi = θ∗ with probability α = min
(

1, π(θ∗)q(θi|θ∗)
π(θi−1)q(θ∗|θi−1)

)
12: and θi = θi−1 with probability 1− α.
13: else
14: Set θi = θi−1
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Note how Algorithm 3 differs from Algorithm 1 in that we now simulate proposed values for θ∗ using

a proposal distribution q. Furthermore, if the artificial dataset simulated using θ∗ is adequately similar

to the observed dataset (as once again determined through the use of some distance metric ρ) then it

is not necessarily accepted. Rather, the proposed parameter value is accepted with some probability α,

calculated in line 11 of Algorithm 3 in the same way as for the Metropolis-Hastings algorithm.

It has been shown that the chain defined in Algorithm 3 is guaranteed to have a limiting and stationary

distribution equal to the true posterior distribution [77, 130]. By embedding the Metropolis-Hastings

MCMC procedure within the ABC framework we derive several benefits. This algorithm displays a higher

degree of efficiency when compared to the ABC rejection algorithm due to acceptance rates being far

higher [77, 120, 130]. In cases where the proposal distribution is symmetric (i.e., q(θi|θ∗) = q(θ∗|θi)), α is

only dependent on the prior distribution [130]. Finally, MCMC ABC can also be used with flat improper

priors [15]. There are however many potential drawbacks to using MCMC ABC. These drawbacks include

poor mixing in the tails of the posterior distribution (see e.g. [22, 103] for proposed solutions), correlated

samples and the possibility that low tolerance levels can result in the chain getting ‘stuck’ in regions of

low probability for long periods of time [120, 130].

5.3 Sequential Monte Carlo ABC

Some of the drawbacks of MCMC ABC include correlated samples as well as the Markov chain occupying

low probability spaces for long periods of time [120, 130]. These drawbacks can be rectified using Sequential

Monte Carlo (SMC) methods [120, 130, 81]. SMC methods operate by sampling an initial set of parameter

values,
{
θ
(i)
t−1

}
, from the prior distribution [39]. The next set of parameter values is then redrawn from

this initial sample [39]. Up to some number of populations T , each set of N parameter values is drawn

from the set of parameter values obtained in the previous step (using a proposal distribution q) [39]. The

sampling probabilities at each step are determined by a set of weights w(t)
i which are either assumed

equal (for initial sample) or determined as the normalized prior probability of each parameter value. The

normalization of the weights is achieved through the use of a perturbation kernel, Kt. An example of a

SMC algorithm (adapted from [39]) is shown in Algorithm 4.

First proposed by Sisson et al. [120], the Sequential Monte Carlo ABC (SMC ABC) algorithm improves

several of the drawbacks experienced with the MCMC ABC algorithm [120, 130, 76, 83, 15]. Algorithms

falling into this class of ABC can be grouped together into two categories that are typically used [76,

15]. The first category can be considered a population Monte Carlo variation of ABC [120, 130, 16]
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Algorithm 4 A sequential Monte Carlo algorithm
1: N = number of desired samples from the posterior distribution.
2: T = number of parameter populations to simulate.
3: q = proposal distribution.
4: Kt = perturbation kernel.
5: Initialize the population indicator t = 1.
6: Initialize the particle indicator i = 1.
7:
8: if t = 1 then
9: Sample θ(1)i independently from π(θ).

10: else
11: Sample θ∗i from the previous population of accepted parameter values

{
θ
(i)
t−1

}
with weights wt−1.

12: Generate θ(t)i from q
(
θ
(t)
i |θ∗i

)
.

13:
14: Calculate the weight for particle θ(i)t ,
15: if t = 1 then
16: w

(t)
i = 1

N
17: else

18: w
(t)
i =

π
(
θ
(t)
i

)
∑N

j=1 w
(t−1)
j Kt

(
τ−1
t

(
θ
(t)
i −θ

(t−1)
j

))
19:
20: if i < N then
21: Set i = i+ 1.
22: Return to step 8.
23:
24: if t < T then
25: Set t = t+ 1.
26: Return to step 6.

while the second category is more akin to particle-fitting algorithms [38]. In this mini-dissertation we

restrict our focus to the former class as these are more generally applied in literature and to the field of

epidemiological modelling in particular [83, 25]. This class of algorithms has been developed independently

and simultaneously by numerous researchers [81] and thus there are multiple versions of the procedure

with only slight variations. In Algorithm 5 we present the relatively simple implementation of SMC ABC

presented by Beaumont et al. [16] but acknowledge that there exist slight differences in implementation

in the available literature (see e.g. [120, 130]).

In the SMC ABC algorithm, an initial simulated set of parameter values
{
θ(1), θ(2), . . . , θ(N)

}
(referred

to as “particles” [120, 130, 16]) is sampled from the prior distribution. Future proposals for parameter

values are then re-sampled from these parameter values and assigned weights at each iteration of the

procedure [120, 130, 16, 76]. The weights are incorporated as a means of importance sampling and to

ensure convergence of the accepted parameter values [16]. Note that Beaumont et al. chose to utilize the

normal distribution kernel, N , as the proposal distribution [16]. As before, a perturbation kernel, Kt, is
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Algorithm 5 The sequential Monte Carlo ABC algorithm
1: N = number of desired samples from the posterior distribution.
2: T = number of parameter populations to simulate.
3: {ε1, ε2, . . . , εT } a decreasing sequence of tolerance levels.
4: ρ = distance metric.
5: Kt = perturbation kernel.
6: Initialize the population indicator t = 1.
7: Initialize the particle indicator i = 1.
8:
9: if t = 1 then

10: Sample θ(1)i independently from π(θ).
11: else
12: Sample θ∗i from the previous population of accepted parameter values

{
θ
(i)
t−1

}
with weights wt−1.

13: Sample θ(t)i |θ∗i ∼ N (θ∗i , τ
2
t ) where τ2t is twice the empirical variance of

{
θ
(i)
t−1

}
.

14:
15: Simulate a dataset X̂ from f(X|θ(t)i ).
16:
17: if ρ

(
X, X̂

)
> ε then

18: Return to step 9.
19: else
20: Calculate the weight for particle θ(i)t ,
21: if t = 1 then
22: w

(t)
i = 1

N
23: else

24: w
(t)
i =

π
(
θ
(t)
i

)
∑N

j=1 w
(t−1)
j Kt

(
τ−1
t

(
θ
(t)
i −θ

(t−1)
j

))
25:
26: if i < N then
27: Set i = i+ 1.
28: Return to step 9.
29:
30: if t < T then
31: Set t = t+ 1.
32: Return to step 7.

used to normalize the weights at each iteration. The kernel can either be a pre-selected function such

as the uniform or Gaussian density function [130, 16] or can be modified at each iteration (see [16] for a

discussion on why this would be preferred). The multivariate Gaussian density function has been shown

to be an ideal choice [16, 14]. As opposed to the SMC algorithm given in Algorithm 4, in Algorithm 5

proposed parameter values are only accepted if their resulting simulated dataset, X̂, is sufficiently similar

to the observed dataset, X. A decreasing sequence of tolerance levels is used to ensure that the accepted

parameter values tend towards the desired posterior distribution [130]. The values for the tolerance ε can

either be determined via some deterministic decreasing sequence or using quantiles from prior iterations

[17, 16, 25].
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The SMC ABC algorithm offers significant improvements over both the ABC rejection and MCMC ABC

algorithms. It avoids the problem of becoming “stuck” in areas of low probability present in the MCMC

ABC algorithm [120, 130]. Samples drawn using SMC ABC are uncorrelated as opposed to highly corre-

lated as they are when drawn using the MCMC ABC algorithm [120, 130]. Particle values that do not serve

as good samples from the posterior distribution are discarded at later iterations [120]. Due to the proce-

dure being based on population samples and the ability to set initial tolerances to be higher it is possible

to explore complex distributions (for example multimodal distributions) more efficiently [120, 119, 83].

By allowing a different sampling distribution and tolerance level at each iteration it enables us to study

the affect of the choices made for each iteration individually [120]. Note that in the special case where

T = 1, Algorithm 5 simplifies to Algorithm 1, i.e. the ABC rejection algorithm [130]. This is true since it

means we only simulate a set of parameter values, simulate an artificial dataset and determine whether or

not to retain the sample based on similarity with the observed data. We then merely repeat this process

until we have a sample of N retained parameter values, just as is done in Algorithm 1.

5.4 Model comparison

An essential part of Bayesian inference is comparing various candidate models to determine whether

there is evidence to suggest that a particular model describes the data better than the other(s) [130, 35].

Fortunately, the Bayesian inference framework allows different models to be compared using the Bayes

factor [35, 124] and this value can readily be calculated for models fitted using approximate Bayesian

methods [101, 130, 124, 25]. Let m1 and m2 be two candidate models, the Bayes factor is then defined

as

B12 =
P (m1|X)/P (m2|X)

π(m1)/π(m2)
(5.4)

where π(mi) and P (mi|X) are the prior and posterior distribution for model mi, i = 1, 2 [130, 14, 124].

If we assume that the prior distribution of each model is uniform then this simplifies to

B12 =
P (m1|X)

P (m2|X)
. (5.5)

This value can then be calculated for each combination of candidate models m1,m2, . . . ,mK [14, 15]. The

intuition behind these expressions is that we are comparing the probability of the two candidate models

being a good fit for the observed data. In other words, given the observed data, how much more likely are

we to select model 1 as a better fit than model 2? In order to determine this, we determine the ratio of the

marginal distributions for each model, given the observed data. If the ratio of the marginal distribution
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of model 1 to that of model 2 is very large, then we can conclude that model 1 provides a better fit for

the observed data. There are numerous ways to interpret the values obtained for the Bayes factor. An

example of this (as given in [130]) is given in Table 5.1.

Table 5.1: Interpretation of Bayes factor for model comparison

B12 Evidence against m2

1 - 3 Very weak

3 - 20 Positive

20 - 150 Strong

> 150 Very strong

In order to calculate the Bayes factor, we need to derive the posterior probability of each fitted model.

To derive this, we can utilize another approximate technique known as the model choice algorithm which

is given in Algorithm 6 [107, 124, 15].

Algorithm 6 The ABC model choice algorithm
1: N = number of desired samples from the posterior distribution.
2: ε = tolerance level.
3: ρ = distance metric.
4: Initialize i = 1.
5: while i < N do
6: Simulate m from model prior π(m).
7: Simulate θm from the prior πm(θ).
8: Simulate a dataset X̂ from fm(X|θm).
9: if ρ

(
X, X̂

)
≤ ε then

10: Set m(i) = m.
11: Set θ(i) = θm.
12: Set i = i+ 1.
13: else
14: Return to step 6.

Models that produce accepted parameter values with greater frequency can be concluded to offer a better

description of the data. We can thus approximate the posterior probability of each model by its associated

acceptance rate [76, 124]. Note that there are many similarities between Algorithm 6 and Algorithm 1.

The model choice algorithm is simply the ABC rejection algorithm but applied to the task of model

comparison instead of simulation [107, 124, 15]. It is naturally also possible to derive MCMC and SMC

equivalents of Algorithm 6 [130, 14]. The output of Algorithm 6 is two vectors, one indicating the candidate

model that was accepted at each iteration of the process and another housing a set of parameter values

simulated from that model.

An advantage to utilizing Bayesian inference for model comparison as opposed to hypothesis testing is
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that candidate models need not be nested [130]. Bayesian inference also automatically penalizes models

with many parameters [130, 14]. Furthermore, measures such as the Bayes factor do not test a specific

hypothesis but rather quantify the amount of evidence in favour of a candidate model [130]. A criticism

commonly faced by model selection in Bayesian inference (and especially by ABC) is failing to evaluate

the feasibility of the entire hypothesis space [124]. Since it is not always possible to evaluate every possible

model in the hypothesis space (due to factors such as computational cost) this remains an open problem

in the field of Bayesian inference and one that researchers need to be aware of [124]. It is important

to note that the Bayes factor should not necessarily be used to seek out a single model with the “best”

descriptive power [130, 35]. Rather it is worth keeping in mind that different models can potentially

describe different parts of the data equally well [130]. Rather than discard the estimates derived from

models with less evidence in their favour, one might consider techniques such as parameter averaging to

consider the inference from all candidate models [117, 130, 35].

5.5 Simulation parameters

In order to perform any of the ABC algorithms described in this section it is necessary to specify the

following parameters:

• Distance metric, ρ

• Tolerance level, ε

• Summary statistic(s), S

In this section we discuss the importance and concerns associated with each of these parameters. The

distance metric is used to measure the discrepancy between the observed and simulated datasets [17, 130,

15]. Despite many studies emphasizing the importance and relative difficulty of selecting an appropriate

distance metric (see e.g. [126, 117, 76]), the literature is quite vague on methodologies to achieve this. In

practice the Euclidean distance is the most chosen distance metric [15]. As with the choice of summary

statistics, the choice of a distance metric is most often dependent on the phenomenon being investigated

[126, 15]. For example, in the field of epidemiology, it has been stated that the Euclidean distance is

a natural choice with several attractive features [25]. However, this is not the case in settings where

data exhibits exchangeability (a property whereby the order of observations does not affect the joint

distribution of random variables) since the Euclidean distance disregards this property [15].

The tolerance parameter is most often a matter of computational cost and efficiency [76]. When utilizing
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a non-zero tolerance all inference that is made using ABC is considered an approximation instead of an

exact calculation [119, 124, 25]. It is then natural that there would be interest in using lower tolerance

values. In fact, the MCMC ABC and SMC ABC algorithms were originally developed to allow for lower

tolerance values and subsequently higher accuracy than could realistically be achieved with the ABC

rejection algorithm [83, 15]. A particular strength of the SMC ABC algorithm is its ability to use a

decreasing sequence of tolerance values to improve accuracy [120, 119, 83]. The choice of tolerance also

represents a bias-variance trade-off [17, 124]. If the tolerance is set too high, then the estimated posterior

distribution tends towards the prior distribution and away from the actual posterior [17, 126, 117]. If

the tolerance is too low however, then the process becomes highly computationally expensive due to less

proposed parameter values being accepted [126, 117]. Surprisingly, relatively few innovations have been

proposed with regards to the tolerance level. Beaumont et al. [17] suggested setting the tolerance to

achieve a desired acceptance rate. Ratmann et al. [103] proposed a novel approach where the tolerance

level is also treated as a model parameter (and thus a random variable). Lastly, Silk et al. [119] proposed

a method through which the decreasing sequence of tolerance values in the SMC ABC algorithm can be

optimized.

In many cases the methods outlined in this chapter will be applied to high-dimensional datasets [60, 130,

124, 83, 25]. This renders it difficult and inefficient to utilize the full observed and simulated dataset(s)

when determining whether to accept proposed parameter values due to acceptance rates being very low

[130, 15]. To overcome this concern, it has become standard practice to instead compare the values

for summary statistics calculated for both the observed and simulated datasets [60, 130, 81, 124, 15].

While this addresses the concern of inefficiency it also introduces additional uncertainty regarding the

choice of summary statistic(s). Indeed, the selection of summary statistics is perhaps the most prevalent

ongoing matter of research within the field of approximate Bayesian inference [126, 83, 15]. Because only

members of the exponential family of distributions enjoy fully sufficient summary statistics [107, 124, 15],

the main concern regarding the choice of summary statistic is that an unknown amount of information

is lost when using insufficient summary statistics [35, 107, 76, 124]. It has been shown that when using

insufficient summary statistics there is a gap present in the existing literature regarding model comparison

and selection [14, 107, 124]. It is this gap in the literature that renders the debate regarding ABC-based

model choices inconclusive [76].

Numerous studies have been conducted to formulate some method through which sufficient summary

statistic(s) can be identified. Some studies suggest that increasing the number of summary statistics

utilized in the procedure may improve the amount of information that is retained in the approximation
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[35] however it has been shown that simply increasing the number of summary statistics yields diminishing

returns in terms of accuracy and increases computational cost [17, 60, 35, 124]. Joyce and Marjoram [60]

proposed a methodology whereby the inclusion of a summary statistic is dictated by the amount of

improvement in inference brought on by its inclusion (as measured by the improvement in a defined log

likelihood function). The focus of this method is then to select an optimal subset of summary statistics

[60]. This gave rise to the concept of approximate sufficiency (AS) in ABC [83, 15]. However, some

have expressed concerns regarding this method, specifically regarding the resulting correlation between

summary statistics that is never addressed in the study [76]. Furthermore, this method requires the user

to manually specify a list of candidate summary statistics and the order in which summary statistics are

evaluated changes the results [60]. Fearnhead and Prangle showed that the optimal summary statistics

are the true posterior means of the model parameters [43]. They propose calculating these quantities

through a separate implementation of ABC to determine the true posterior means which are then used

as the summary statistic in later steps of the routine [43].

Other suggested techniques include dimension reduction techniques whereby the summary statistics are

projected onto a lower dimensional plane through methods such as neural networks, partial least squares

regression or principal component analysis [21, 14, 35, 15]. Recently, several studies have proposed various

types of neural networks that strive to automatically learn the required summary statistics (see e.g.

[58, 28, 78, 2]). These techniques will be discussed further in the next chapter. Various parties have

expressed that the literature requires an automatic method for selecting summary statistics since having

to identify or test candidate summary statistics manually induces greater error in the resulting inference

[81, 124]. Most often however the choice of summary statistic is guided by the field and phenomenon

under investigation [126, 117, 81, 124].

5.6 ABC in the field of epidemiology

ABC was initially formulated for use in the field of genetics [60, 21, 14, 76, 107]. In recent years however

it has seen application in various fields, including an ever-growing utilization in the field of epidemiol-

ogy. To conclude our discussion of ABC we briefly discuss some of the previous applications of ABC to

epidemiological modelling.

Tanaka et al. [126] implemented the MCMC ABC algorithm to fit and study a variant of a linear birth-

death process for modelling the spread of tuberculosis in San Francisco. Shriner et al. [117] utilized the

model comparison capabilities of the ABC framework to evaluate candidate models for the evolution of
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intrahost-HIV and utilized parameter averaging in their final analysis [117]. Various studies have utilized

ABC in conjunction with both deterministic and stochastic SEIR models (see Chapter 4) to study the

transmission of infectious diseases including Ebola, influenza and smallpox [130, 81, 104, 82, 68, 83].

One instance that is of particular interest in this mini-dissertation is the application of the SMC ABC

algorithm to fit the spatial SEIR model discussed in Chapter 4. The full SMC ABC algorithm as proposed

by Beaumont et al. [16] is given in Algorithm 5. In fitting the spatial SEIR model Brown et al. [25]

implemented four changes to this algorithm, specifically

• A batch size N∗ ≥ N was utilized in order to run the simulations and distance comparisons in

parallel for computational efficiency.

• The first iteration was allotted a larger batch size. This allowed the authors to decrease the size of

the initial tolerance.

• Rather than specifying a full vector of tolerance levels, they had tolerance levels evolve as follows:

εt+1 = c·εt where c ∈ (0, 1). This circumvents the need for the user to manually specify the tolerance

levels.

• The perturbation kernel was generalized to a multivariate Gaussian distribution.

As stated by Brown et al. [25], the ABC framework is ideally suited for compartmental models that

incorporate spatial elements. This is due to the fact that, despite such models containing many unobserved

quantities, only a few quantities of interest are required to simulate the data [25]. For instance, for the

spatial SEIR model discussed in Section 4.3 we can partition the unknown parameters into simply

• θ =
[
β,γ(EI),γ(IR), ρ

]
and

• ζ = [S,E, I,R,E∗, I∗,R∗]

where β is the vector of covariates for the linear parameterization of the intensity process and the param-

eters γ(EI) and γ(IR) indicate the rates of transition from the “Exposed” to “Infectious” and “Infectious”

to “Removed” compartments respectively. The set of spatial autocorrelation parameters is then indicated

as ρ and S,E, I,R indicate the number of individuals within the susceptible, exposed, infectious and

removed compartments respectively at a given point in time. Finally, E∗, I∗,R∗ represent the number of

individuals transitioning into the “Exposed”, “Infectious” and “Removed” compartments at a given point

in time respectively.
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Any information relating to the pandemic can then be simulated from the conditional distribution P (ζ|θ)

[25]. Following the discussion of this chapter, the use of ABC methods for fitting the parameters of

a stochastic compartmental epidemiological model is clearly justified. ABC is easy to implement and

understand and offers a practical solution to the problem of evaluating likelihoods (i.e. models) whose

computational cost would otherwise prohibit analysis. The choice of summary statistic represents a

challenge for those implementing ABC algorithms.

5.7 Conclusion

In this chapter we discussed the history and evolution of approximate Bayesian computation as a method

for inference involving highly complex systems with potentially intractable likelihood expressions. We

discussed the initial conceptualization of these techniques and proceeded to discusses later additions to

the methodology that deliver improved results. We also discussed the use of these methods to compare

two candidate models.

We then discussed the importance of several of the parameters that must be decided upon when utilising

this approximate framework. These include chosen tolerance levels, measures of data similarity as well as

the selection of appropriate methods for summarizing data in order to improve computational efficiency.

In the next chapter we once again consider summary statistic selection and evaluate the use of artificial

neural networks to derive an automatic construction of summary statistics for use within the approximate

Bayesian computational framework.



Chapter 6

Deep learning

In the previous chapter we discussed ABC and its numerous implementations and advancements over the

last few decades. We also outlined that the accuracy and efficiency of this family of algorithms is heavily

dependent on the summary statistic(s) chosen to reduce the dimensionality of the data for more efficient

simulation evaluation. Recently, attempts have been made to develop a method through which these

summary statistics can be constructed automatically instead of requiring candidate summary statistics to

be expertly crafted. This has mostly been achieved through the application of different types of artificial

neural networks (ANN) [15], which we discuss in this chapter.

6.1 Artificial neural networks

Artificial neural networks (ANN’s) models have seen an increase in relevance in both academic and

commercial settings in recent years due to a growing interest in the field of data science. However this

family of models, or rather the ideas and principles that they are derived from, is nothing new. The

history of neural networks can be traced back all the way to the 1940’s [139]. The field saw what could

be considered its most significant growth period in the 1960’s due to the work of researchers such as

Rosenblatt and Widrow et al. [19, 20]. In this mini-dissertation we will only discuss developments

necessary for our intended application, for a more thorough review of the history of neural networks

please see [139, 19, 20, 52]. Neural networks were initially conceived as an attempt to mimic the way in

which the human brain learns to classify objects and recognize patterns (hence the naming convention of

“neural” referring to the human brain) [20]. However, given the actual complexity of the human brain it

is fair to say that some of the claims regarding the biological plausibility of neural networks are greatly

92
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exaggerated [20].

Consider a simple classification problem where we wish to classify observations as belonging to either class

C1 or C2 based on the value of a discriminant value y(x) which is a function of some data x. The simplest

choice of discriminant function is a weighted linear combination of the entries of x, such as

y(w,x) = wTx+ w0 (6.1)

with w and w0 being a vector of weights and a bias term respectively [19]. A simple decision rule can be

utilized to classify observations based on calculated function values, for example: An observation x can

be classified into class C1 if y(w,x) ≥ 0 or class C2 if y(w,x) < 0 [19]. A graphical representation of this

function is as given by Figure 6.1.

Figure 6.1: Diagram of weighted linear discriminant neural network for two classes

Even a relatively simple model (i.e. linear regression) such as this can be considered a type of neural

network. A neural network with a single layer of adaptive weights such as this is known as a single-layer

perceptron [19, 20]. It is relatively straight forward to generalize this model to more than two classes.

Consider a problem where we haveK classes, whereK > 2. We can develop a weighted linear discriminant

function yk(x) for each class Ck of the form

yk(wk,x) = wT
k x+ wk0. (6.2)
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An observation x can then be classified into class Ck if yk(x) > yj(x) for all j 6= k [19]. As with the

two-class case, we can represent this function graphically, as shown in Figure 6.2.

Figure 6.2: Diagram of weighted linear discriminant neural network for many classes

These functions can be generalized further by taking non-linear transformations of these linear combi-

nations [19]. We can achieve this by using a non-linear function h, referred to as an activation function

[19, 20, 52] as follows

y(w,x) = h
(
wTx+ w0

)
. (6.3)

By selecting different activation functions we can enable the neural network to approximate a variety of

continuous functions and models [19, 20]. For example, if we let h be the logistic sigmoid function, given

by

h(a) =
1

1 + exp(−a)
(6.4)

then the neural network simplifies to a logistic regression model [19]. The flexibility of a single-layer

perceptron can be extended even further by taking non-linear transformations of linear combinations of

functions of x known as basis functions [19, 20]. Define a series ofM basis functions given by φ1, . . . , φM ,

then a single-layer perceptron can be written as

y(w,x) = h

 M∑
j=1

wjφj(x) + w0

 . (6.5)



CHAPTER 6. DEEP LEARNING 95

We thus use the series of basis functions to transform our observations, we then assign a weight to each

basis function value and pass a linear combination of these weighted values to our activation function

which yields the desired output.

The goal of a neural network can be described as deriving a representation of some continuous function

of the data that is too complex to achieve through simpler modelling techniques such as linear regression

[19, 20]. As seen earlier, logistic regression and linear regression can both be shown to be special cases of a

neural network. In order to approximate more advanced functions however it proves necessary to include

more adaptive weights and doing so in a successive fashion, thus producing a multi-layer perceptron. Each

of the examples provided thus far has been of a single-layer perceptron model, where the input and output

values are separated only by a single layer (set) of adaptive weights. A neural network with two layers of

adaptive weights wherein there are no feedback loops is known as a feed-forward neural network (FFNN).

A graphical representation of a FFNN is shown in Figure 6.3. It has been shown that a neural network

with at least two layers of adaptive weights is known as a universal approximator, due to them being able

to approximate any continuous function [20].

Figure 6.3: Diagram of a feed-forward neural network
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In a multi-layer perceptron the output created by a layer of weights can serve as the input to the next layer.

First, we determine M weighted linear combinations of the input variables x1, x2, . . . , xn as follows

aj =

n∑
i=1

w
(1)
ji xi + w

(1)
j0 (6.6)

where j = 1, 2, . . . ,M and the superscript (1) indicates that the adaptive weights are found within the

first layer of the network. The calculated aj are known as activations [19, 20]. We then transform each

activation using an activation function to produce the output

zj = h(aj). (6.7)

These output values are not the final output of the model but rather that of the nodes between the input

and output layers that are called hidden units [19, 20, 52]. The output of these hidden units are then

used as the input values for the final output layer, as follows

ak =

M∑
j=1

w
(2)
kj zj + w

(2)
k0 (6.8)

where k = 1, 2, . . . ,K indexes the outputs of the model. These activations are then once again transformed

using a selected activation function to produce the final output of the model [20, 52]. The choice of activa-

tion function is dependent on the nature of the data being modelled or assumed underlying distributions

[20]. For quick reference on the appropriate activation function please refer to Table 6.1.

Table 6.1: Appropriate activation functions

Task Appropriate activation function Definition

Regression Identity h(x) = x

Binary classification Sigmoid or tanh h(x) = 1
1+e−x or h(x) = e2x−1

e2x+1

Multi-class problems Softmax h(x)i = exi∑K
j=1 e

zj

Multi-layer perceptrons Rectified Linear Unit (ReLU) h(x) =

{
x if x ≥ 0

0 otherwise

While there is no way to know for sure which activation function is the best fit for a given modelling

task, there are some general rules of thumb. These include that the ReLU function is used in general

for most neural networks, with sigmoid and tanh being used for recurrent neural networks1. Sigmoid
1Source: https://1e.to/xGZP5D (Accessed October 2021)

https://1e.to/xGZP5D
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activation functions have been known to perform well in neural networks that are designed as classifiers2.

Lastly, the softmax activation function is only used within the final output layer of the neural network

while the identity function is rarely ever used and only included here as a specific case of an activation

function.

We can thus write the k-th output of a multi-layer perceptron as follows

yk(w,x) = σ

 M∑
j=1

w
(2)
kj · h

(
n∑
i=1

w
(1)
ji xi + w

(1)
j0

)
+ w

(2)
k0

 (6.9)

where w now represents the vector of all weight and bias terms in the model [20]. Note that we essentially

repeated the same calculation twice, by taking a non-linear transformation of a weighted linear combina-

tion of input values, however note that the activation function need not to be the same for each layer and

hence the activation function for the second layer has been indicated by σ [20].

The first attempt at incorporating artificial neural networks into the ABC framework was proposed by

Blum and Francois [21]. Rather than constructing optimal summary statistics, the goal of their imple-

mentation was to utilize non-linear regression models (including an FFNN) in order to maximize model

efficiency [21]. They achieved this by using a FFNN to project the summary statistics to a lower dimen-

sionality representation in order to improve efficiency [21].

Before proceeding to discuss more recent advancements in the application of neural networks to ABC

we first clarify some of the terminology concerning neural networks that often becomes misconstrued.

“Artificial neural network” is merely the full name for neural networks and does not necessarily indicate

any sort of deviation from the neural networks we have discussed thus far. The term can thus be used

generally to refer to any neural network. The term “deep neural network (DNN)” however refers to a

neural network containing more than two layers of adaptive weights [20, 52]. Also note that in general

neural networks are all “feed forward” (i.e. containing no feedback loops) except in cases where a recursive

property is specifically included [20]. Lastly, with regards to the naming convention whereby neural

networks are described as “n-layer neural network”, we echo the sentiment expressed by Bishop [20] and

choose a naming convention whereby the number of layers of adaptive weights indicates the proper name

of a neural network. For example, the neural network shown in Figure 6.3 has two layers of adaptive

weights and is thus a “two-layer neural network”.

More recent attempts at automatic summary statistic construction have relied on other versions of neural
2Source: https://1e.to/CkuNlC (Accessed October 2021)

https://1e.to/CkuNlC
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networks. First of these advancements was Jiang et al. [58] who trained a DNN to approximate the mean

of the true posterior distribution of the parameter(s) of interest. This was based on the findings of a

previous paper by Fearnhead and Prangle [43] where they showed that a sufficient summary statistic for

ABC can be formulated by using the mean of the true posterior distribution, E[θ|X]. Their methodology

entailed simulating a large number of training sets
{
θ(i), X(i), 1 ≤ i ≤ N

}
by drawing samples from the

joint distribution π(θ,X) which were then used to train a DNN with X(i) as input and θ(i) as output

[58]. This circumvented the concern of sufficient data by allowing any number of training samples to be

simulated [58]. The DNN was trained by minimizing the squared error loss function given by

J(w) =
1

N

N∑
i=1

∥∥∥fw (X(i)
)
− θ(i)

∥∥∥2
2

(6.10)

where w is the vector of all DNN parameters (i.e. weights and bias terms) and the DNN is indicated by

fw [58]. They also showed that any function that minimizes (6.10) can be considered an approximation

of the posterior mean E[θ|X] [58]. The choice of using a DNN was motivated by a desire for high repre-

sentative power for high-dimensionality non-linear functions and showed an improvement over previous

implementations in terms of accuracy [58].

As previously stated, ABC algorithms were initially developed for use in the field of genetics [60, 21, 14,

76, 107]. A feature of population data is exchangeability and so far there have been two attempts made

at developing an automatic summary statistic construction that takes this property into account [28, 78].

These two methods, proposed by Chan et al. [28] and Wiqvist et al. [78], utilize a variation of neural

networks known as exchangeable neural networks (ENN). We mention these contributions here for the

sake of completeness but will not discuss them in further detail due to a lack of relevance for our practical

objective. See [28, 78] for further information.

Since their creation, neural networks have become staples in the field of image analysis [19, 20]. A

convolutional neural network (CNN) is a specific type of neural network that is adept at processing data

that can be arranged into a grid-like structure such as images or time series [52]. CNN derives its name

from the convolutional operation that is performed (at least once) within its hidden layers [20, 52]. While

not utilized in this mini-dissertation, CNN’s represent a viable tool for the purpose of summarizing time-

series data and a full discussion on these models is included in Appendix C. Kesson et al. [2] compared

the performance of a CNN, DNN and PEN and showed that CNNs performed better in cases of high-

dimensional and increasingly complex problems for likelihood-free inference [2].
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6.2 Backpropogation and gradient descent

We now discuss how neural networks are trained on existing data through two distinct stages, those being

backpropagation (or sometimes simply backprop) as well as gradient descent [20, 52]. A fully connected

neural network with multiple layers of adaptive weights can have a staggering amount of weight and bias

parameters that need to be estimated. As with other machine learning regression techniques, the primary

idea behind fitting a neural network lies in the minimization of some loss function such as the sum of

squared residuals [20]. By evaluating the loss function at each iteration we can adjust parameter values

such that the loss function value becomes smaller [20]. The ideal choice of loss function will be determined

by the modelling objective3, with some general guidelines given in Table 6.2.

Table 6.2: Appropriate loss functions

Modelling problem Loss function(s) Function

Regression Mean Squared Error (MSE) 1
n

∑n
i=1

(
Yi − Ŷi

)2
Binary or multi-
class classification

Cross-entropy 1
n

∑n
i=1

[
Yi · log(Ŷi) + (1− Yi) · log(1− Ŷi)

]

The process of improving upon a desired loss function requires us to first determine the derivative of

the loss function with regards to the weight and bias parameters [20]. Backpropogation refers to the

process of developing computationally efficient expressions that can be used to evaluate these derivatives

[52, 20].

In order to explain the process of backpropagation we utilize an example of a simple FFNN shown in

Figure 6.4. In this neural network a one-dimensional input value is passed onto two different weight-bias

pairs
(
w

(1)
11 , w

(1)
10 and w(1)

21 , w
(1)
20

)
to produce the activations a1 and a2. These activations are then used as

input to the activation function h(·) to produce the transformed activations z1 and z2. The final output

of the neural network is then a weighted sum of these values and a final bias term (note, for simplicity we

do not include another transformation function before the final output layer). This neural network was

two layers of adaptive weights and a total of 7 parameters that need to be estimated (four within the first

layer and three within the second layer).

In order to derive a set of equations with which we can evaluate the derivatives of some loss function

E(w) to the neural network parameters we use the chain rule of differentiation which we will briefly recap

[20, 52]. Let x ∈ R, and let f, g : R→ R. Suppose that y = g(x) and z = f(g(x)) = f(y). The chain rule
3Machine learning mastery: https://1e.to/gy9oif (Accessed October 2021

https://1e.to/gy9oif


CHAPTER 6. DEEP LEARNING 100

Figure 6.4: Backpropogation diagram

then states that
dz

dx
=
dz

dy
· dy
dx
. (6.11)

Suppose that x ∈ Rm, y ∈ Rn, g : Rm → Rn, f : Rn → R and y = g(x) and z = f(g(x)) = f(y), then we

can generalize this result to vectors as follows

∂z

∂xi
=
∑
j

∂z

∂yj
· ∂yj
∂xi

. (6.12)

For the example discussed in this section we will utilize the sum of squared residuals as our loss function.

Note however that all derivations can be extended arbitrarily to any scalar-valued loss function [52, 20].

Recall that the neural network depicted in Figure 6.4 is feed-forward, i.e. the data is fed forward from one

end of the neural network to the other (progressing in one direction from input to output as indicated by

the arrow) [52, 20]. When performing backpropagation however, we proceed backwards through the neural

network, starting from the output layer and ending at each desired parameter, developing an expression

for the corresponding derivative using the chain rule [52, 20]. Starting from what we previously derived

at Equation 6.9, we can simplify the calculation performed in this neural network as follows

yk(w,x) = σ

 M∑
j=1

w
(2)
kj · h

(
n∑
i=1

w
(1)
ji xi + w

(1)
j0

)
+ w

(2)
k0


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y(w,x) = σ

 M∑
j=1

w
(2)
j · h

(
n∑
i=1

w
(1)
ji xi + w

(1)
j0

)
+ w

(2)
0

 (output is 1-dimensional so k = 1)

=

M∑
j=1

w
(2)
j · h

(
n∑
i=1

w
(1)
ji xi + w

(1)
j0

)
+ w

(2)
0 (no second activation function)

=

M∑
j=1

w
(2)
j · h

(
w

(1)
j1 x+ w

(1)
j0

)
+ w

(2)
0 (data is 1-dimensional so i = 1)

= w
(2)
1 · h

(
w

(1)
11 x+ w

(1)
10

)
+ w

(2)
2 · h

(
w

(1)
21 x+ w

(1)
20

)
+ w

(2)
0 (expanding summation).

We therefore have that

ŷ = w
(2)
1 · h

(
w

(1)
11 x+ w

(1)
10

)
+ w

(2)
2 · h

(
w

(1)
21 x+ w

(1)
20

)
+ w

(2)
0 . (6.13)

We can thus express our loss function in terms of the model parameters as follows

SSR =

N∑
i=1

[yi − ŷi]2

=

N∑
i=1

[
yi −

[
w

(2)
1 · h

(
w

(1)
11 xi + w

(1)
10

)
+ w

(2)
2 · h

(
w

(1)
21 xi + w

(1)
20

)
+ w

(2)
0

]]2
where N is the total number of observations in the training dataset. We first determine the derivative of

the predicted values with regards to the model parameters,

∂ŷ

∂w
(2)
0

= 1

∂ŷ

∂w
(2)
1

= h
(
w

(1)
11 xi + w

(1)
10

)
∂ŷ

∂w
(2)
2

= h
(
w

(1)
21 xi + w

(1)
20

)
∂ŷ

∂w
(1)
10

= h′
(
w

(1)
11 xi + w

(1)
10

)
∂ŷ

∂w
(1)
20

= h′
(
w

(1)
21 xi + w

(1)
20

)
∂ŷ

∂w
(1)
11

= h′
(
w

(1)
11 xi + w

(1)
10

)
· xi (chain rule)

∂ŷ

∂w
(1)
21

= h′
(
w

(1)
21 xi + w

(1)
20

)
· xi (chain rule)

where h′ indicates the first derivative of the activation function h with respect to the activation. Using

all the derivations we’ve made thus far, we can finally derive expressions for the derivative of the loss
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function with regard to the model parameters as follows:

∂SSR

∂w
(2)
0

=
∂SSR

∂ŷi
· ∂ŷi

∂w
(2)
0

= 2

N∑
i=1

[yi − ŷi]× (−1)

= −2

N∑
i=1

[yi − ŷi]

∂SSR

∂w
(2)
1

=
∂SSR

∂ŷi
· ∂ŷi

∂w
(2)
1

= 2

N∑
i=1

[yi − ŷi]×
(
−h
(
w

(1)
11 xi + w

(1)
10

))
= −2

N∑
i=1

[yi − ŷi] · h
(
w

(1)
11 xi + w

(1)
10

)
∂SSR

∂w
(2)
2

=
∂SSR

∂ŷi
· ∂ŷi

∂w
(2)
2

= −2

N∑
i=1

[yi − ŷi] · h
(
w

(1)
21 xi + w

(1)
20

)
∂SSR

∂w
(1)
10

=
∂SSR

∂ŷi
· ∂ŷi

∂w
(1)
10

= −2

N∑
i=1

[yi − ŷi] · h′
(
w

(1)
11 xi + w

(1)
10

)
∂SSR

∂w
(1)
20

=
∂SSR

∂ŷi
· ∂ŷi

∂w
(1)
20

= −2

N∑
i=1

[yi − ŷi] · h′
(
w

(1)
21 xi + w

(1)
20

)
∂SSR

∂w
(1)
11

=
∂SSR

∂ŷi
· ∂ŷi

∂w
(1)
11

= −2

N∑
i=1

[yi − ŷi] · h′
(
w

(1)
11 xi + w

(1)
10

)
· xi

∂SSR

∂w
(1)
21

=
∂SSR

∂ŷi
· ∂ŷi

∂w
(1)
21

= −2

N∑
i=1

[yi − ŷi] · h′
(
w

(1)
21 xi + w

(1)
20

)
· xi

This concludes the application of backpropagation to this particular problem. Note how even for a

relatively simple neural network many derivations and calculations are involved in backpropagation. Note

also how the expressions for the derivatives become increasingly involved the closer a parameter is to the

input layer in the neural network, since the chain rule needs to be applied a larger number of times in
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order to evaluate the derivatives with respect to these parameters. We now proceed to explain how these

equations may be utilized for gradient descent.

We have thus far determined the derivative of the loss function with respect to the model parameters.

We wish to utilize these derivatives to guide the process of selecting parameter values that minimize the

loss function, for which we turn to gradient descent [20, 52]. Having selected a vector of initial model

parameters w0, basic gradient descent proceeds using the following equation

w(τ+1) = w(τ) − η∇E (wτ ) (6.14)

where ∇E (wτ ) is the derivative of the loss function for parameter values wτ [20]. We first initialize all

model parameters (either randomly from a chosen distribution or by choosing specific values). We then

pass the training data through the model and calculate the derivative for the loss function with respect

to each parameter value [20]. The derivative values inform us what adjustments need to be made to

the parameter values to improve the model fit. We adjust the parameter values using the derivatives as

well as a learning rate indicated by η [20] using Equation (6.14). We repeatedly utilize Equation (6.14)

until either some stopping criteria is satisfied or until the parameter values have reached convergence [20].

This concludes the discussion on backpropagation and gradient descent for this mini-dissertation. For

further reading on these topics as well as the expansive field of neural networks in general, please see

[19, 20, 52].

6.3 Autoencoders

Thus far we have discussed the origin and nature of ANN’s as well as how they are trained using observed

data. In this section we offer more information on how ANN’s will be used specifically within the context

of approximate Bayesian computation as discussed in the previous chapter. Recall from our previous

discussion that the process of determining whether to accept or reject proposed parameter values can be

rendered more computationally efficient through the use of summary statistics [60, 130, 81, 124, 15]. We

achieve this by comparing the summary statistics derived for the observed and simulated datasets rather

than the datasets themselves. The choice of summary statistic then represents a non-trivial concern. In

most applications, the choice of summary statistic is determined by the specific nature of the data and

study objectives [126, 117, 81, 124]. In this mini-dissertation we evaluate the viability of training ANN’s

to learn a lower-dimensionality representation of both the observed and simulated datasets for efficient

comparison. We achieve this through the use of a specific type of ANN known as an autoencoder.
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Autoencoders are neural networks with a very specific architecture, whereby the desired output is the

input. Autoencoders consist of two main parts: an encoder and a decoder [64]. The encoder condenses

the input data to some desired dimensionality, this condensed form of the input data is referred to as

“code” [64]. The decoder then processes this data to once again derive the original input data with as

little information lost as possible [64]. A schematic representation of an autoencoder ANN is shown in

Figure 6.5. Since the code is a condensed form of the data, it can serve as a summary statistic and can

be utilized to compare the similarity of two sets of data.

Figure 6.5: Diagram of an autoencoder neural network

Note that the autoencoder ANN depicted in Figure 6.5 is a special case of an ANN, restricted to the desired

output being identical to the input. Naturally it is possible to formulate encoders based off of other types

of neural networks as well by imposing this same restriction. Similarly to the relationship between DNN

and ANN models, an autoencoder DNN is simply an autoencoder ANN with more hidden layers included

between the input, code and output [64]. Other than the restriction imposed on the output layer, there is

nothing else about autoencoders that require any special consideration and all previous derivations still

hold.

In this mini-dissertation we will consider the application of both an autoencoder ANN and autoencoder

DNN for the purpose of summarizing pandemic data. After fitting the models to a large sample of

simulated pandemics we will determine how capable they are at identifying simulated pandemics that
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most closely represent our observed data.

6.4 Conclusion

In this chapter we discussed the history and theory behind artificial neural networks. While typically

employed as a “black box”, the mathematical derivations behind artificial neural networks is quite intuitive.

The reason for their reputation as black boxes is partially due to their large number of parameters being

infeasible for users to keep track of and individually investigate even for simpler models.

We discussed the choices that must be made when using artificial neural networks, such as the activation

and loss function and the number of hidden layers. We then discussed how one would fit these models

using backpropagation and gradient descent. Finally, we discussed autoencoders as a special type of neural

network and how they will be used in this mini-dissertation.

In the next chapter we discuss the application of the various theoretical principles discussed in this mini-

dissertation up to this point.



Chapter 7

Application

In this chapter we discuss the application of the theoretical concepts outlined in the rest of this mini-

dissertation. All analysis presented in this mini-dissertation was performed using a desktop computer

running Intel Core i7 with a clock speed of 3.40 GHz, a 64-bit Windows operating system and 64 GB of

installed RAM. All analysis was completed using either Python or R.

7.1 Web scraping

The web scraping of the Western Cape premier’s news updates regarding COVID-19 case numbers was

achieved using Jupyter Notebook version 6.3.0. The most instrumental packages for achieving this were

Selenium and pandas. Functions contained within the Selenium package were utilized in order to open

chromium based web browser windows and to interact with the web pages in a desired way. The pandas

package contains functions that allow for the easy extraction of tables from web pages.

Unlike other research endeavours that can be parallelized or otherwise sped up through improved hardware,

the time taken to successfully web scrape a desired dataset is less flexible. In this mini-dissertation, the

time taken to web scrape the entire dataset (not including data cleaning) was approximately 1 hour and

12 minutes. This long run-time is due to a crawl delay needing to be included between successive requests

for information. This is done in order to avoid overloading the server that the data is hosted on and is

general good practice. The robots.txt file for the South African Government media repository (found in

Appendix A) specifies that a crawl delay of 10 seconds must be used. This means that any web scraper

attempting to gather data from the website must wait at least 10 seconds between successive requests for

106
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information, which naturally increases the run-time. The run-time is additionally influenced by available

bandwidth and the speed with which web pages can be loaded.

The end result of the web scraping was a dataset containing the daily increase in COVID-19 cases in

the Western Cape province at district municipality level as published in the press releases of the Western

Cape premier Alan Winde. Along with the data obtained from the NICD’s website (see Section 2.1.3),

this means that there are two sets of COVID-19 data for the same study region and period of time but

from different reputable sources that will be considered in this mini-dissertation. Both datasets will be

utilized in separate models in order to determine whether there are any significant differences that can be

observed with regards to model inference.

In this mini-dissertation the study period is 1 April 2020 - 30 September 2020 (181 days). This time

period was chosen due to it spanning the first wave of COVID-19 infections in the study region. The

study region is sub-divided into six district municipalities. The data dimensionality (for both sources) is

thus 181× 6 entries.

7.2 Population mobility data

Recall that two sources of population mobility data (mobile network data and Facebook data) were utilized

to incorporate population mobility dynamics in this mini-dissertation. All analysis performed on this data

was done in RStudio using only functions typically available in base R.

The first mobility dataset was obtained through a local mobile network provider and proved very cum-

bersome to work with. With a total size of 2.98 GB, this data slowed certain parts of the application

down to a crawl due to its sheer size. The data is originally available at ward level, however in order

to derive comparisons between it and the Facebook data it was necessary to convert the data to a lower

spatial resolution, in this case district municipality level. This conversion required upward of 3 weeks to

complete successfully. It is noted however that this process could be sped up exponentially through proper

parallelization, distributed computing or the use of a faster programming language such as C + +. This

data was utilized to set up one of the candidate spatial weight matrices considered in this mini-dissertation

(see Method 2, Section 3.2.2).

The second dataset was population mobility data obtained through Facebook’s “Facebook data for good”

program. Due to the relatively low spatial resolution and lack of direction of the mobility estimates the

data is relatively small, at only 890 KB. This rendered the data easy and quick to use. It is worth noting
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however that the original dataset that was downloaded from the “Data for good” website was much larger

due to including information for a large number of countries across the world, with a total size of 336

MB. This dataset was somewhat cumbersome and required some time for RStudio to properly load and

interact with.

In its original format the Facebook data indicates the population mobility within each district municipality

relative to a baseline calculated in February 2020. This data was used to set up two of the candidate

spatial weight matrices considered in this mini-dissertation (see Method 3 and Method 4, Sections 3.2.3

and 3.2.4 respectively).

7.3 Compartmental model setup

The compartmental model construction and fitting was achieved using the ABSEIR package, version 1.3,

in RStudio version 4.1.0. This package was created and is maintained by Dr Grant Brown and can be

downloaded through their GutHub page1. This package contains all the functions necessary to set up, fit

and evaluate the spatial SEIR model previously discussed in Chapter 4.

The models were fitted to non-cumulative COVID-19 case data. Both the web scraped press release data

as well as the data obtained from the NICD’s website (both most recently discussed in Section 7.1 and first

introduced in Section 2.1) were used in separate models in order to study the difference in model inference

that can be made for these two datasets. It was observed that it was generally easier to obtain a good fit

for a model when fitted to non-cumulative as opposed to cumulative data. While this is surprising, since

the results ought to be equivalent, we speculate that this is due to a possible source of bias present in the

model fitting procedure. We will discuss this source of bias in the following chapters.

The first step in constructing a compartmental model using the ABSEIR package is to construct the data

model, which describes the nature of the data. In the following snippet of code we define the data model

using COVID-19 case data stored as “I_star” which is either the web scraped press release data or the

NICD data. We specify “type = identity” to indicate that the data is the actual case data and not a

function thereof. We then indicate that this data corresponds to the I∗ model compartment we previously

discussed in Section 4.3 (i.e. those individuals transitioning into the infectious compartment). Lastly, we

indicate that the data is not cumulative. The prior precision was set relatively low in order to allow for

greater variation in the simulated parameter values.

# Set up data model

1Available at: https://github.com/grantbrown/ABSEIR

https://github.com/grantbrown/ABSEIR
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data_model <- DataModel(Y = I_star ,

type = "identity",

compartment = "I_star",

cumulative = "FALSE")

The next step is to set up the exposure model, or rather the design matrix for the linear parameteri-

zation of the intensity process as described in Section 4.3. Recall that the intensity process describes

the progression of the disease over time, specifically the probability of a susceptible individual becoming

exposed to the disease. A simple 3-degree polynomial (with all parameters shared between all included

district municipalities) was used to model the time-varying intensity process with a separate intercept

term included for each district municipality.

In the following snippet of code we set up the design matrix X as just described. We then create the

exposure model using the function of the same name with X as the first argument. The second and

third arguments, nTpt and nLoc, indicate the length of the study period and the number of locations

respectively. The final two arguments are betaPriorPrecision and betaPriorMean. All covariates for

the exposure model are given beta prior distributions, for which we can set the prior mean and precision.

Initially all priors were set as indicated in the code below.

# Set up Exposure Model (exposure varies over time as a 3-degree spline function)

# intercept for each region (i.e. each column of I_star)

intercept <- matrix(1, nrow = nrow(I_star), ncol = 1)

# a 3-degree spline function

timeBasis <- poly (1: nrow(I_star), degree = 3)[ rep(1: nrow(I_star), 1),]

# combine to create design matrix X

X <- cbind(intercept , timeBasis)

# set priors

exposure_model <- ExposureModel(X, nTpt = nrow(I_star),

nLoc = ncol(I_star),

betaPriorPrecision = 0.2,

betaPriorMean = c(rep(-1, ncol(intercept)),

rep(0, ncol(timeBasis ))))

In order to build a greater understanding of the modelling process and how the chosen model(s) perform

under various conditions it was decided to evaluate the fit of several initial candidate models. These
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models would each start out focusing solely on individual district municipalities within the study region

and were gradually expanded to include more district municipalities. Once these preliminary modelling

results were finalized, the posterior means from these models were used as the prior mean values for the

covariates in the exposure model (i.e. betaPriorMean).

As mentioned previously, we do not consider the possibility of reinfection in this mini-dissertation due

to the relatively short study period. We thus specify that the model contains no possibility of transition

from the “Removed” compartment to the “Susceptible” compartment, or rather, that the model is a SEIR

model.

# Specify reinfection model

reinfection_model <- ReinfectionModel("SEIR") # no reinfection

Next we set up the spatial association model over the study region, referred to in the package documen-

tation as the “distance model”. We first import the spatial weight matrices constructed using the mobile

network and Facebook data. We then calculate the average spatial weight matrix over the study period

for each dataset and store these as our spatial weight matrices (Mobile_net_spatial_weights and

Facebook_spatial_weights respectively) in a list. The model allows for the spatial autocorrelation

parameters to have gamma distributed priors, for which we specify the parameter values priorAlpha

and priorBeta. The mean of the prior distribution(s) were kept low due to prior beliefs that the spatial

autocorrelation over the study period would not be very large due to COVID-19 lockdown regulations

(see Table 1.1).

# Set up Distance Model

distance_model <- DistanceModel(list(Mobile_net_spatial_weights ,

Facebook_spatial_weights),

priorAlpha = 1, priorBeta = 10)

Next we specify the starting values for the pandemic under investigation. We thus provide the values

S0,E0, I0 and R0. Since the available data only indicates the number of new confirmed cases on each

day, we need to make an assumption regarding the number of individuals who are exposed at the start of

the study period. We also need to make an assumption regarding individuals who have already recovered

by the time the study commences. In this mini-dissertation we opt to assume that no individuals have

recovered by the commencement of the study period. We also assume that the number of exposed

individuals is the sum of those individuals that end up testing positive for COVID-19 within the next five

days. We also import data indicating the district municipality population and store as N. The initial value
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for the susceptible compartment is then simply the remaining population after the other compartment

values have been determined. The code to achieve is given in the following snippet.

# Import population size data (data is for whole country)

pop <- read_xlsx("Population_data.xlsx")

pop <- pop[1:6 ,] # first six district municipalities are in our study region

# District municipality populations make up N

N <- pop$Population

# Initial exposed , sum of first five days (assume that they start exposed)

E0 <- apply(I_star[1:5,], 2, sum , na.rm = TRUE)

# Set up Initial Value Container

initial_value_container <- InitialValueContainer(S0 = N - I0 - E0 ,

E0 = E0,

I0 = I0,

R0 = rep(0, ncol(I_star )))

The final component of the compartmental model that needs to be calibrated is the latent and infectious

time probabilities. In this mini-dissertation we studied the use of exponential as well as gamma distribu-

tions to model these probabilities. While the former is used most often in literature due to its simplicity,

the latter takes advantage of the flexibility of the compartmental model derived in Section 4.3 and allows

any general distributions to be specified for the random variables Z1 and Z2 (indicating the latent and

infectious time respectively, see Equations (4.3) and (4.4)). In either case, we assume that the latent and

infectious periods have mean duration of 4 and 10 days respectively [42]. The gamma parameterization

was chosen to allow for a greater degree of flexibility than would be possible when using a standard

exponential distribution as is used frequently in applications of SEIR models [72, 98]. When using the

exponentially distributed transition probabilities it is also necessary to specify an effective sample size to

indicate the believed reliability of the priors. The effective sample sizes were simply set to 100 for the

application in this mini-dissertation.

# Gamma distributed transition probabilities

transition <- PathSpecificTransitionPriors(Z1 = function(x){ dgamma(x, shape = 2,

rate = 0.5

)},

Z2 = function(x){ dgamma(x, shape = 2,

rate = 0.2
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)})

# OR #

# Exponentially distributed transition probabilities

transitionPriors <- ExponentialTransitionPriors(p_ei = 1-exp(-1/4),

p_ir = 1-exp(-1/10),

p_ei_ess = 100,

p_ir_ess = 100)

For all results presented in the following chapter the latent and infectious times may be assumed to follow

a gamma distribution unless stated otherwise. The differences in inference for these two distributions will

be specifically investigated in Chapter 8.

7.4 Compartmental model fitting

Having defined our compartmental model, the next step is to select an ABC algorithm to fit the com-

partmental model to the observed data. We do this by utilizing the SamplingControl function to create

a sampling control object as shown in the code below. The function accepts a seed value as its first

argument to ensure reproducibility. The second parameter allows the user to specify the number of CPU

cores that the process is allowed to utilize for the sampling. The machine utilized for the analysis in this

mini-dissertation has a total of 12 CPU cores. For general purpose model fitting 6 cores were used to allo-

cate sufficient resources towards completing the analysis in a timely manner. In cases where more speed

was desired this was increased to 8 cores. In general there were no issues observed with the performance

of the sampling and the function seems to be very well optimized.

The third argument to the SamplingControl function is the ABC algorithm that should be used to fit the

compartmental model. In this mini-dissertation we discussed the three primary classes of ABC algorithms,

those being the basic ABC rejection, Markov chain Monte Carlo (MCMC ABC) and sequential Monte

Carlo (SMC ABC) algorithms (see Chapter 5). These algorithms are given by Algorithms 1, 3 and 5

respectively. In order to select these algorithms the user must specify either “BasicABC”, “DelMoral2006”

or “Beaumont2009” (named after those that proposed the algorithms and in what year). Note however

that the ABSEIR package is currently set up to only fit the model using either the ABC rejection algorithm

or the SMC ABC algorithm, with other implementations of ABC being planned for future updates.

# Set up Sampling Control object

sampling_control <- SamplingControl(seed = 230597 ,
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n_cores = 6,

algorithm = "Beaumont2009",

list(batch_size = 2000,

epochs = 1e6 ,

max_batches = 100,

shrinkage = 0.99))

Due to the ABC rejection algorithm [110] being highly dependent on the selection of appropriate priors,

the SMC ABC algorithm as implemented by Beaumont et al. [16] was used to evaluate the preliminary

models. After the series of preliminary models was finalised, two models were fitted that included all

district municipalities. The first model was fitted using the ABC rejection algorithm and the other using

the SMC ABC algorithm. This allowed us to compare the performance of the two algorithms. With

regards to performance it may be noted that the run-time of the ABC rejection algorithm was very fast

and hardly noticeable, while the run-time of the SMC ABC algorithm could be potentially long (ranging

from 20 minutes to an hour using 6 CPU cores).

The final argument to the SamplingControl function is a list of additional arguments that may be

required by some algorithms. For example in the code snippet included we set the batch size equal to

2000. This indicates the number of pandemics that must be simulated in parallel before being compared

to the observed data to determine their similarity. The number of epochs indicates the maximum number

of iterations to run and is only relevant to algorithms that iteratively perform simulations such as the

SMC ABC algorithm. The maximum number of batches indicates the number of pandemics that may be

simulated in parallel before a proposed set of parameter values must be accepted. In this code snippet

it indicates that if no new parameter values are accepted after 100 pandemics are simulated in parallel

then the process will terminate under the assumption of convergence. Finally, the shrinkage argument

indicates the proportion by which the tolerance values for the SMC ABC algorithm must be decreased

at each iteration. In the code snippet included above we see that the tolerance values at each iteration

will be 99% of the previous tolerance value. For every model fitted using the SMC ABC algorithm the

argument values were kept as is shown in the code snippet above.

In order to commence with the fitting of the compartmental model we use the following snippet of code.

The function to commence with the fitting of the model is named SpatialSEIRModel. It receives all the

previously constructed objects as arguments followed by the number of samples that should be drawn and

a final argument indicating whether additional output should be printed to the screen. We experienced
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that it was often beneficial to set the final argument to TRUE, especially when formulating initial candidate

models using the SMC ABC algorithm. This is because the tolerance values used for each iteration will

be printed to the screen. In general, if the tolerance values are extremely large for early iterations it can

be safely concluded that the model will not produce a good fit and the process may be terminated (unless

one wishes to observe the performance of the model knowing that it will not produce a good fit).

# Set up Sampling Control object

model1 <- SpatialSEIRModel(data_model ,

exposure_model ,

reinfection_model ,

distance_model ,

transition_priors ,

initial_value_container ,

sampling_control ,

samples = 1000,

verbose = TRUE)

In order to compare the goodness of fit for two fitted models, say model1 and model2, we can calculate

the Bayes factor using the following snippet of code. The first argument modelList is a list containing

the models to be evaluated and the second argument, n_samples, indicates the number of samples to

use.

# Determine Bayes factor for two models

BayesFactor <- compareModels(modelList = list(model1 , model2), n_samples = 100)

Other properties of the ABC fitting in the ABSEIR package that are worth noting is that the similarity

between simulated pandemics and the observed data is determined using the Euclidean distance function.

There is currently no way for the user to select a different function. Also note that no summary statistics

are enabled for the ABC algorithms in this package. This means that the entire observed and simulated

dataset is compared when deciding which parameter values to retain. There is currently no way to

incorporate summary statistics directly.

We note that the ABSEIR package is being continuously updated with new functionality. Any enquiries

related to the package should be directed to the author’s GitHub page. We found replies to raised issues

were prompt and very thorough.
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7.5 Artificial neural network training

The final analysis in this mini-dissertation was focused on determining the usability of autoencoder neural

networks for serving as summary statistics within an approximate Bayesian framework. This would equate

to using neural networks as summary statistics within the decision step of the ABC algorithm, however

as noted previously there is currently no summary statistic functionality included in the ABSEIR package.

The use of artificial neural networks in RStudio is somewhat reliant on the successful integration of R and

Python, with packages such as keras and tensorflow being available in R but native to Python. Following

some difficulty experienced with this integration, it was decided to fit the artificial neural networks using

Jupyter notebook but to perform the required simulation in R since it requires the ABSEIR package.

In order to train the autoencoders we first simulated a large sample of artificial pandemics (n = 1000)

using the posterior estimates from the SMC ABC algorithm model to set simulation parameter values.

We then trained both an autoencoder ANN as well as an autoencoder DNN to compress this data to a

lower dimensionality.

Having trained the two autoencoders, we then simulated another large set of artificial pandemics. We

determined the implied tolerance level for these simulated pandemics (i.e. the minimum tolerance, ε,

required to accept all of them within an ABC framework). Using the autoencoders we then condensed

both these simulated pandemics and the observed pandemic data down to a lower dimensionality. We

then determined which of the simulated pandemics had summary statistics that most resembled that of

the observed data. We considered the 100 pandemics with the lowest difference in summary values and

determined the implied tolerance for these pandemics. If the implied tolerance for these pandemics is lower

than previously determined for the whole set, we can conclude that the autoencoders were successful in

identifying the simulated pandemics that most closely resemble the observed data.

The autoencoder ANN contained only two sets of adaptive weights while the autoencoder DNN contained

a total of six sets of adaptive weights. The artificial autoencoder contained only 30 hidden nodes while the

deep alternative contained five sets of hidden nodes of size 128, 64, 32, 64 and 128 respectively. This implies

that the two models condense the data down to a dimensionality of 30 and 32 respectively (indicated by

the number of hidden nodes in the centre of each model). The original size of the input data is 1086 entries

(181 days × 6 district municipalities) and thus these imply a data reduction of approximately 36. This

value was chosen to showcase the potential dimensionality reduction capabilities of these models.

All pandemic values were scaled to be within the interval (0, 1) and cross-entropy (see Table 6.2) was
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chosen as the loss function. ReLu activation functions were used at every hidden layer of the network

while the sigmoid function was used in the final output layer. The number of epochs was set to 100 and

the batch size was 200, meaning that the training data was passed through the model 100 times in random

batches of size 200. We include a code snippet detailing how to setup and fit the autoencoder DNN model

in Python.

# This is our input

input_ = keras.Input(shape =(1086 ,))

# input gets passed through several hidden layers

encoded = layers.Dense(128, activation = "relu ")( input_)

encoded = layers.Dense(64, activation = "relu ")( encoded)

# central hidden layer , the encoded data or simply "code"

encoded = layers.Dense(32, activation = "relu ")( encoded)

# this next part decodes the data again

decoded = layers.Dense(64, activation = "relu ")( encoded)

decoded = layers.Dense(128, activation = "relu ")( decoded)

decoded = layers.Dense(1086, activation = "sigmoid ")( decoded)

# put model together

autoencoder = keras.Model(input_ , decoded)

# encoder

encoder = keras.Model(input_ , encoded)

# compile model

autoencoder.compile(optimizer = "adam", loss= "binary_crossentropy ")

# fit model to training data (0.8 of simulated pandemics)

autoencoder.fit(x_train , x_train ,

epochs = 100,

batch_size = 200,

shuffle = True ,

validation_data = (x_test , x_test ))
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7.6 Conclusion

This concludes our discussion on the application of the theoretical principles discussed in this mini-

dissertation. Thanks to proper documentation, easily accessible resources on the Internet and attentive

assistance from the package maintainers for the ABSEIR package, the analysis was able to proceed at a

satisfactory pace with no serious complications or issues preventing analysis.

We do note however that the aggregation of the mobile network to a lower spatial resolution was not done

in an optimal fashion and took much longer than it should have. Future attempts to utilize such data will

benefit greatly from early consideration of parallelization and distributed computing techniques.



Chapter 8

Results

In this chapter we present the results of the application performed in this mini-dissertation. We out-

line the results obtained for the various compartmental epidemiological models utilized. We also discuss

preliminary modelling results, ABC algorithm performance, spatial autocorrelation, the empirically ad-

justed reproductive number, comparison of insights derived for the two sources of COVID-19 data and

the application of autoencoders for data dimensionality reduction.

8.1 Preliminary modelling results

In this section we present the results for the preliminary models consisting of only subsets of the district

municipalities in the study region. The posterior predictive distributions when including only the Cape

Winelands and the City of Cape Town Metro with a simple spatial structure are shown in Figure 8.1

and Figure 8.2 respectively. The model clearly does an excellent job of replicating the pattern of daily

new infections displayed by the observed data and the resulting intensity process seems to provide a

good approximation for the real-world intensity processes in both district municipalities. This supports

an initial impression that the intensity processes for these two district municipalities were similar in

nature.

The next candidate model to be presented is one wherein the only district municipalities included are

the Garden Route and Overberg. This district municipality pair was chosen due to a previously derived

impression that their intensity processes could potentially be similar (as was the case with the previous

pair of district municipalities). The results of this model are shown in Figure 8.3 and Figure 8.4. A key
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Figure 8.1: Posterior predictive distribution for Cape Winelands (preliminary model)

difference between these two district municipalities and the ones previously considered is the fact that

there is a clear lag in initial cases early on in the pandemic, with the number of new cases initially being

low or zero. After this initial lag there is a rapid increase in new daily cases followed by a rapid decline.

This differs from what we observe for the Cape Winelands and City of Cape Town Metro which is an

immediate and gradual increase in new daily cases followed by a gradual decrease. We note that the fitted

intensity process replicates the clear lag in initial cases (compared to, for example, that of the model

shown in Figure 8.1) and offers a good fit for the data for these two district municipalities. The 95%

confidence interval for the new daily cases is quite wide, implying that in some instances the model vastly

overestimates the number of new cases. This could perhaps be attributed to the previously mentioned

rapidly increasing intensity process increasing too much and leading to far more cases than was actually

observed. Nevertheless the average predicted cases align nearly perfectly with the observed data and thus

we conclude that this model is satisfactory.

The third and final district municipality pair to be evaluated consists of the Central Karoo and West Coast.

There are two reasons why these two district municipalities are the last to be evaluated. Firstly, the daily

case data for these two district municipalities shows no clear pattern or “obvious” curvature, making

it unclear which of the other district municipalities could potentially have a similar intensity process.

Secondly, the West Coast and Central Karoo both exhibit a high degree of missing data, at 15% and 60%

respectively. It became apparent through many modelling efforts that the presence of many missing values

could greatly affect model performance, particularly when the beginning of the pandemic exhibited many

missing observations. These missing observations appeared to mostly be due to the manner in which
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Figure 8.2: Posterior predictive distribution for City of Cape Town Metro (preliminary model)

the data was captured. Specifically, if there were no new cases on a given day there would be no data

captured on that day at all. Using this assumption it was possible to replace the missing observations

with plausible values. However it still proved impossible to formulate individual models for these two

district municipalities that produce a satisfactory fit. Furthermore, a model comprised of both district

municipalities fared no better. In an attempt to leverage some degree of analytical power from a district

municipality with a clearer intensity process, two more models were formulated utilizing data for Overberg

along with the West Coast and Central Karoo respectively. The posterior predictive distributions of these

two models (for the West Coast and Central Karoo) are shown in Figure 8.5 and Figure 8.6. In Figure

8.5 we can immediately note that leveraging the Overberg case data allows us to fit a satisfactory model

for the West Coast, with an intensity process that seems to replicate the patterns of new daily infections

quite well. Unfortunately the results for the Central Karoo, shown in Figure 8.6, are not as promising.

However it is rather difficult to imagine what a satisfactory model for this particular dataset would be,

given that there is no clear or obvious curve that can be identified.

With all of these results taken into consideration we are able to draw several conclusions that are important

to consider for the rest of our analysis. As discussed in a previous chapter, ABC algorithms aim to find the

parameter values that replicate the observed data within some tolerance, indicated by ε, with the objective

being to find the smallest ε value possible to improve the approximation. Given that the magnitude of cases

within the City of Cape Town Metro is much larger than all other district municipalities in terms of scale,

any satisfactory model will be able to achieve a lower tolerance level by minimising its error with regard

to this district municipality in particular. This results in the modelling process exhibiting significant bias
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Figure 8.3: Posterior predictive distribution for the Garden Route (preliminary model)

in favor of this district municipality with regards to model goodness of fit. The preliminary modelling

results also indicate that the intensity process for the City of Cape Town Metro and the Cape Winelands

is similar in nature but different from that of all other district municipalities. Given the previously

established bias in favor of the City of Cape Town Metro it is then clear that any model applied to all

district municipalities simultaneously using one intensity process parameterization will favour this district

municipality pair in terms of model goodness of fit. Attempts at including a separate intensity process

for the other district municipalities have not yielded promising results, as the large number of parameters

appear to cause issues [24].

Figure 8.4: Posterior predictive distribution for Overberg (preliminary model)
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Figure 8.5: Posterior predictive distribution for the West Coast (preliminary model)

Figure 8.6: Posterior predictive distribution for the Central Karoo (preliminary model)
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8.2 ABC rejection algorithm model

In this section we present the results of using the ABC rejection algorithm to fit the full model containing all

district municipalities. The latent and infectious times are assumed to follow a gamma distribution.

A total of 100 samples were drawn from the posterior predictive distribution, with a final tolerance value

of ε = 6, 566.23. Unfortunately, the posterior predictive distributions (all given in Appendix D) provide

an unsatisfactory fit to the observed data for all district municipalities except the City of Cape Town

Metro (shown in Figure 8.7).

Figure 8.7: Posterior predictive distribution for City of Cape Town Metro (ABC rejection algorithm
model)

There could be many reasons for the model’s overall poor fit. We speculate that foremost of these is the

relative simplicity of the basic ABC rejection algorithm and its many shortcomings when compared to

later installments in the ABC family of algorithms (see Chapter 5 for full discussion). Another possible

contributor is the previously mentioned bias in favour of the City of Cape Town Metro, which is the only

district municipality that the posterior predictive distribution appears to be a good approximation of the

observed data. Attempts were made at overcoming this issue by scaling the case data to a similar scale

without success. It is unclear whether this scaling would truly reduce bias or instead introduce additional

bias since district municipality populations will also need to be scaled in some way which would require the

establishment of some baseline value for the scaled values. Furthermore such scaling requires significant

rounding and approximations to be made to the data which are most likely not ideal to data that is

already deemed noisy and heavily affected by sampling bias.
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8.3 SMC ABC algorithm model

The model discussed in this section utilises the exact same parameterization as the previous model but

is fitted using the SMC ABC algorithm. The final tolerance value for this model was ε = 2, 888.96. The

posterior predictive distributions for this model are shown in Figures 8.8 - 8.13.

Figure 8.8: Posterior predictive distribution for City of Cape Town Metro (SMC ABC algorithm model)

Figure 8.9: Posterior predictive distribution for Cape Winelands (SMC ABC algorithm model)

Through visual inspection alone it is abundantly clear that this model produces posterior predictive

distributions that serve as much better approximations to the observed case data compared to those of

the ABC rejection algorithm model. Furthermore, the final tolerance level is less than 50% of the threshold

that was achieved for the ABC rejection algorithm model.
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Figure 8.10: Posterior predictive distribution for West Coast (SMC ABC algorithm model)

For the City of Cape Town Metro (posterior predictive distribution shown in Figure 8.8) the model has an

improved fit, with significantly smaller confidence intervals than those derived previously. For the Cape

Winelands and West Coast (posterior predictive distributions shown in Figure 8.9 and 8.10 respectively)

the model provides a good fit but slightly underestimates the peak of the infection curve. A similar

observation can be made for Overberg (posterior predictive shown in Figure 8.11), where the peak of the

infection curve is significantly lower than that of the observed cases. For the Central Karoo (posterior

predictive shown in Figure 8.12) we note that while the overall shape and height of the infection curve

appears to be a satisfactory approximation to the observed data, the peak of infections is predicted sooner

than what was truly experienced. For the Garden Route (posterior predictive shown in Figure 8.13) we

see that not only is the peak of the infection curve significantly lower than that of the observed cases but

the peak of infections is also predicted sooner than truly observed.

All of these observations corroborate with earlier observations regarding the true underlying intensity pro-

cess for the district municipalities. Specifically that the model will prioritise approximating the intensity

process of the City of Cape Town Metro, which has a gradual intensity process, while producing a slightly

worse fit for other district municipalities that experienced an initial lag in cases.

Other important parameters within this model include the spatial autocorrelation parameters for the

mobile network and Facebook data. The distribution of these parameters is shown in Figure 8.14, with

a table of summary statistics given in Table 8.1. We note that the distribution of parameter values is

more spread out for the mobile network data while that of the Facebook data is more clustered around

very low values. This suggests that the spatial weight matrix for the mobile network data implies a larger
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degree of spatial autocorrelation of the case data between the various district municipalities which is not

identified by the Facebook data. This corresponds to results derived in Chapter 3, specifically that the

mobile network data spatial weight matrix appears more adept at identifying strong spatial associations

over short and medium distances, compared to the Facebook data spatial weight matrix which identifies

spatial associations over very long distances and between hubs of human activity such as the four largest

cities in the country (all but one of which are removed from the study region).

Figure 8.11: Posterior predictive distribution for Overberg (SMC ABC algorithm model)

Note that the minimum spatial autocorrelation for both spatial weight matrices is zero (rounded to

3 decimal places). The mean values for the two spatial autocorrelation parameters is 0.18 and 0.33

for the Facebook and mobile network data respectively. This indicates that while the mobile network

spatial weight matrix identifies more spatial autocorrelation of cases than the Facebook one, the spatial

autocorrelation is still relatively low. This is expected given that the case data spans the initial length of

time wherein South Africa was placed within its most stringent lockdown (see Table 1.1). We note that

the probability of the spatial autocorrelation being larger than 0.25 for a given simulation is 0.66 for the

mobile network data compared to only 0.23 for the Facebook data. For spatial autocorrelation parameter

values above 0.5 we see there is a probability of 0.15 for the mobile network data and 0 for the Facebook

data. The results here seem to indicate that utilising the Facebook data as the only indication of spatial

association would underestimate the level of spatial autocorrelation within the study region.
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Figure 8.12: Posterior predictive distribution for Central Karoo (SMC ABC algorithm model)

Table 8.1: SMC ABC algorithm model - Spatial autocorrelation parameters summary statistics

Data Min Max Mean Standard
deviation

95% CI P (ρ > 0.25) P (ρ > 0.50)

Facebook 0 0.49 0.18 0.11 [0.04 ; 0.44] 0.23 0

Mobile
network

0 0.68 0.33 0.15 [0.06 ; 0.62] 0.66 0.15

Figure 8.13: Posterior predictive distribution for the Garden Route (SMC ABC algorithm model)
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Figure 8.14: Spatial autocorrelation parameter distribution (SMC ABC algorithm model)

8.4 Empirically adjusted reproductive number

In every model presented thus far, the latent and infectious time probability distributions were modelled

as random variables following a gamma random variable. This diverges from the usual assumption that is

made in compartmental epidemiological modelling, which is that these probabilities follow an exponential

distribution [72, 98]. While the exponential parameterization is more simplistic in nature and easier to

interpret, the gamma parameterization allows for a larger degree of flexibility when modelling these prob-

abilities. One potential concern for the gamma parameterization however is that the basic reproductive

number (discussed in Section 4.2, indicated as R0) is not unambiguously defined for such models [24]. An

equivalent measure that can be interpreted in a similar fashion is the empirically adjusted reproductive

number (discussed in Section 4.4, indicated as R(EA)(t)) [24]. In this section we present the R(EA)(t) val-

ues calculated for two models utilising the gamma and exponential latent and infectious time probability

parameterizations respectively.

The first model to be compared is identical to the SMC ABC algorithm model in all facets aside from

the removal of the Facebook data spatial weight matrix. This spatial weight matrix was removed due to

its relatively low level of importance in the SMC ABC algorithm model (see Table 8.1 and Figure 8.14)

as well as the calculation of R(EA)(t) (also implemented in the ABSEIR package) not being implemented

for more than one spatial weight matrices at present. The second model to be compared is identical to

the previously mentioned model except for the latent and infectious times being modelled as exponential
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rather than gamma random variables. The posterior predictive distributions for this model is included in

Appendix E.

Before determining the empirically adjusted reproductive number for these two models, we fit the models

to the data and utilise Bayes factors to determine which model provides a better fit to the data. The

Bayes factors the two models considered here are given in Table 8.2. We see that the Bayes factor for the

gamma model with respect to the exponential model is larger than 1 and thus there is more evidence in

favor of the gamma model. However the Bayes factor is not particularly large, indicating that while the

gamma model is preferred, the difference in performance is not highly significant (see Table 5.1 for Bayes

factor interpretation).

Table 8.2: Gamma vs exponential Bayes factor (district municipality level)

Gamma Exponential

Gamma 1 2.152

Exponential 0.465 1

Despite the empirically adjusted reproductive number differing from the basic reproductive number in

several ways, we can interpret it in a similar fashion. The empirically adjusted reproductive number

estimates the expected number of secondary infections caused by an infectious individual. The threshold

value and its interpretation is also identical. If the empirically adjusted reproductive number is larger than

1 then we can expect the disease being studied to spread further amongst the study population and the

number of new daily cases to increase in the short-term. This is due to infectious individuals infecting at

least one other susceptible individual before recovering. If the empirically adjusted reproductive number

is below 1 however, then we can expect the disease to cease spreading in the short-term due to not

every infectious individual infecting another susceptible individual. The empirically adjusted reproductive

numbers over the study period for each district municipality are shown in Figure 8.15 - 8.20.

The 95% confidence interval for the empirically adjusted reproductive number for all district municipalities

is strictly below 1 for the model with gamma transition probabilities. For the exponential parameteriza-

tion, we note that the 95% confidence interval is strictly below 1 for all district municipalities except the

Cape Winelands and the City of Cape Town Metro, shown in Figures 8.15 and 8.17 respectively. However

the mean empirically adjusted reproductive number for these two district municipalities is still very low.

In general, it appears to be the case that the estimated empirically adjusted reproductive number is higher

for the exponential model than for the gamma model.

These results all indicate that the first wave of COVID-19 infections in the Western Cape province died
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out over the study period, which was indeed the case. Furthermore the results indicate that the disease

did not enjoy a particularly rapid spread during the first wave, with the empirically adjusted reproductive

number being very low on average. These results indicate that the initially highly stringent lockdown

measures that were put into place during the first wave were highly successful in limiting the spread of

the disease.

Figure 8.15: Empirically adjusted reproductive number for Cape Winelands

Figure 8.16: Empirically adjusted reproductive number for Central Karoo
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Figure 8.17: Empirically adjusted reproductive number for City of Cape Town Metro

Figure 8.18: Empirically adjusted reproductive number for Garden Route
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Figure 8.19: Empirically adjusted reproductive number for Overberg

Figure 8.20: Empirically adjusted reproductive number for West Coast
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8.5 Single location analysis

We next consider modelling the spread of the disease at provincial level (i.e. aggregating the case data

across all district municipalities to produce only one spatial region). We thus disregard all spatial associ-

ations in this analysis and model the spread of the disease within the study region as a whole. We again

consider the use of two models with different transition probability distributions, gamma and exponential,

respectively. After fitting these two models to the province-level data, we derive the Bayes factors as given

in Table 8.3. Once again we note that there is more evidence in favour of the gamma model, however the

evidence is even less substantial than in the previous section.

Table 8.3: Gamma vs exponential Bayes factor (provincial level)

Gamma Exponential

Gamma 1 1.566

Exponential 0.639 1

The empirically adjusted reproductive number for both models is shown in Figure 8.21. For the exponential

model, we note that when the case data is aggregated to a provincial level the estimated empirically

adjusted reproductive number is much larger than at district municipality level. For the gamma model,

we note that the empirically adjusted reproductive number is still very low, well below 1, and has unusually

narrow 95% confidence intervals. The posterior predictive distributions for these two models as well as

the basic reproductive number distribution for the exponential model are included in Appendix F.

Figure 8.21: Empirically adjusted reproductive number for entire study region
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8.6 Data source comparison

In this section we compare the two sources of COVID-19 case data obtained for this mini-dissertation to

determine whether they are identical or whether significant changes can be observed. All models discussed

thus far were fitted utilising the freely available NICD data. This data was chosen to be used first due to

no additional steps having been required to obtain it, while the press release data required web scraping

and data cleaning. After performing some simple analysis to check for discrepancies in the data, we fit

the SMC algorithm model to the press release data and determine whether any significant differences in

model performance and inference are present. The COVID-19 case data for each data source as well as

the fitted SMC ABC algorithm model is shown in Figure 8.22 - Figure 8.27 for each district municipality

in the study region.

In order to empirically compare the two datasets, we determine the cumulative number of cases for each

date. We then resolve to test their similarity through the use of the Kolmogorov-Smirnov (KS) test. We

thus consider the case data for each district municipality as an empirical cumulative density function and

then determine whether the density functions are statistically different between the two datasets. The

results of the KS test are shown in Table 8.4.

Table 8.4: Kolmogorov-Smirnov test for press release and NICD COVID-19 data

District municipality p-value Test conclusion Interpretation

Cape Winelands 0.227 Do not reject Similar distributions

Central Karoo <0.001 Reject Different distributions

City of Cape Town Metro 0.357 Do not reject Similar distributions

Garden Route 0.011 Reject Different distributions

Overberg 0.005 Reject Different distributions

West Coast 0.003 Reject Different distributions
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Figure 8.22: COVID-19 case data for two sources with model posterior predictive distribution (Cape
Winelands)

Figure 8.23: COVID-19 case data for two sources with model posterior predictive distribution (Central
Karoo)
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Figure 8.24: COVID-19 case data for two sources with model posterior predictive distribution (City of
Cape Town Metro)

Figure 8.25: COVID-19 case data for two sources with model posterior predictive distribution (Garden
Route)
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Figure 8.26: COVID-19 case data for two sources with model posterior predictive distribution (Overberg)

Figure 8.27: COVID-19 case data for two sources with model posterior predictive distribution (West
Coast)



CHAPTER 8. RESULTS 138

8.7 Neural network summary statistic model

In this section we present the results of fitting two autoencoders to the simulated pandemic data. The

training and validation losses are shown in Table 8.5.

Table 8.5: Autoencoder training and validation loss

Autoencoder model Architecture
(hidden nodes)

Training
loss

Validation
loss

ANN 30 0.4351 0.4377

DNN 128, 64, 32, 64, 128 0.4324 0.4353

Unfortunately it was not possible to formulate an autoencoder model that was capable of learning a lower-

dimensionality representation of the simulated pandemic data, as can clearly be seen from the relatively

high loss function values in Table 8.5. Other architectures for either autoencoder did not show any

improvement in the loss function. When opting for less data reduction (for example a data reduction of

only 2 when using 500 hidden neurons) the model performance did not improve either.

After using the autoencoders on a second simulated set of pandemics as well as the observed data it was

determined that the autoencoders were not able to identify those pandemics that were most similar to

the observed data, retaining even those simulations with the least similarity to the observed data. In the

next chapter, we discuss possible reasons for the relatively poor performance of the autoencoders.
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Discussion

In this chapter we discuss the results of the analysis conducted in this mini-dissertation. Several different

types of statistical analysis and principles were included. These include spatial statistics, compartmental

epidemiological modelling, approximate Bayesian computation as well as artificial neural networks. We

discuss the results of the analysis performed for each of these in turn.

Spatial associations between the district municipalities of the study region were included using two sources

of population mobility data. Data was obtained from a local mobile network provider as well as from

Facebook. The spatial associations were captured using various spatial weight matrices as discussed in

Section 3.2. When these spatial weight matrices were included within spatial SEIR models it revealed

that the spatial autocorrelation of COVID-19 infections across the study region was relatively low. The

average spatial autocorrelation parameter for the mobile network and Facebook data was 0.33 and 0.18

respectively (see Table 8.1). This result is unsurprising given that the study period spans South Africa’s

stringent level 5 lockdown period (see Table 1.1) where most forms of travel and non-essential human

interaction was prohibited. These estimates thus confirm that, due almost certainly to a lack of human

mobility, there was very correlation between the occurrences of COVID-19 infections between the various

district municipalities.

We find it worth noting however that despite both being low on average, the mobile network spatial auto-

correlation parameter is almost twice that of the Facebook data (on average). Furthermore, the probability

of observing high spatial autocorrelation parameter values is much larger for the mobile network spatial

weight matrix. The probability of observing spatial autocorrelation parameters larger than 0.25 was esti-
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mated to be 0.23 and 0.66 for the Facebook and mobile network data respectively. For parameter values

larger than 0.5 these probabilities were 0 and 0.15 respectively. This illustrates that if one were to use only

Facebook spatial weight matrix (which is constructed using only easily available data from the Internet)

without the additional incorporation of the mobile network spatial weight matrix (which is constructed

using mobile device data that is harder to obtain) there is a serious risk of underestimating the level

of spatial autocorrelation present between the COVID-19 cases in the district municipalities within the

study region. This illustrates the unfortunate fact that highly censored but freely available data is heavily

outclassed by more detailed data that is generally harder to obtain.

These spatial weight matrices were initially calculated at daily time interval using the equations previously

given in Section 3.2. These matrices were then averaged to yield single spatial weight matrices for the

entire study period for each source of mobility data that were included in the model. An opportunity for

future research would be to instead include time-varying spatial weight matrices in order to determine

whether there are significant changes in the spatial autocorrelation parameters over time. This could be

particularly insightful in light of South Africa’s changing lockdown levels.

The spatial SEIR model as proposed by Brown et al. [24] was utilised throughout for the compartmental

modelling in this mini-dissertation. A series of initial modelling efforts focused on select pairs of district

municipalities revealed that certain district municipalities exhibited similar intensity processes but that

these were not homogeneous across all district municipalities. Upon further investigation it was identified

that there is a source of bias within the model fitting procedure in favour of spatial regions with obser-

vations of larger scale. Future research may be conducted in order to develop a weighted version of the

model fitting process in order to improve the fit on other spatial regions.

Even with the observed bias however it appears that the spatial SEIR model is able to deliver a satisfactory

approximation of the posterior predictive distribution for the observed data in most instances. The focus

of the model fitting performed in this mini-dissertation was on model fit and approximation capability.

Extending these models to the prediction of new cases forward in time is a challenge that requires specific

and lengthy consideration, which is left to future research.

In many epidemiological studies it is most often assumed that the latent and infectious times follow an

exponential distribution. Using the increased flexibility offered by the spatial SEIR model we were able

to fit the same model assuming either exponential or gamma transition probabilities. Through the use of

Bayes factors we were able to determine that there is evidence to suggest that the gamma model provides a

better fit to the data. However the Bayes factor in favour of the gamma model was 2.152, which indicates
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that the evidence is somewhat weak (see Table 5.1 for interpretation). This would indicate that either

model provides a satisfactory fit to the data, with the gamma model having the advantage only slightly

in terms of goodness of fit. We determined the empirically adjusted reproductive number, R(EA)(t), for

both models over the entire study period. These results can be found in Section 8.4.

The time-varying R(EA)(t) estimates are plotted in Figure 8.16 - Figure 8.20. When inspecting these

results we can immediately note that all estimates of R(EA)(t) are relatively low for both models. Recall

that the reproductive number in essence indicates the expected number of secondary infections over the

study period. The study period spans what is referred to as the “first wave” of COVID-19 infections in

the study region. Describing the time period as a “wave” is meant to indicate that it was a period when

new daily infections increased drastically for a time before decreasing significantly to a point where new

daily infections were low. In Figures 8.8 - 8.13 it is easy to spot that daily new infections were strikingly

low at the end of the study period for most district municipalities. This leads us to conclude that the

pandemic did all but “die out” in most of the district municipalities, with new infections being introduced

at some later point in time. We thus do not find it surprising that the estimated R(EA)(t) values are so

low.

For the gamma model we find that R(EA)(t) < 1 ∀ t, with the highest estimated value being approximately

0.6 for the City of Cape Town Metro at the start of the study period. While these estimates are accurate

as per the definition of the empirically adjusted reproductive number, they are not particularly useful to

policymakers since they clearly seem to under-estimate the transmission potential of the disease. Most

studies concerning COVID-19 have estimated the basic reproductive number (R0) to be within the range of

[2, 4], with some studies even resulting in estimates larger than 6 [128]. Given their similar interpretation,

we would expect R(EA)(t) to exhibit at least somewhat similar behaviour. For the exponential model we

achieve estimates that are more in line with these expected outcomes. This model correctly identifies the

City of Cape Town Metro as a hot-spot for COVID-19 infections over the study period, with the 95%

confidence interval for R(EA)(t) including values as high as 4 at the start of the study period. While

it is the case that the mean R(EA)(t) values are still relatively low, we believe that the 95% confidence

interval provides more insight given the corresponding confidence intervals for the predicted daily number

of cases (see Figure E3). Another district municipality worth mentioning is the Cape Winelands, which

also exhibits estimates for R(EA)(t) with 95% confidence intervals exceeding 1, granted only at the start

of the study period. As mentioned previously, this district municipality displayed an intensity process

similar to the City of Cape Town Metro, but had much less cases of COVID-19.
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The analysis discussed above was also performed for two single location models, with the COVID-19 case

data for all district municipalities aggregated to provincial level (see Table 2.1 for South Africa administra-

tive boundary definitions). These results are provided in Section 8.5. We once again note that the Bayes

factor indicates some evidence in favour of the gamma model instead of the exponential model. The Bayes

factor for this comparison is 1.566, which indicates even less evidence of improved model performance than

when comparing the district municipality-level models. The posterior predictive distributions for both the

provincial-level models are shown in Figures F1 and F2. The estimated empirically adjusted reproductive

numbers for both models are shown in Figure 8.21. Here it is immediately apparent that the gamma

model retains its earlier behaviour of being highly conservative with regards to the estimated empirically

adjusted reproductive number. While technically not incorrect (the pandemic did die out over the study

period and so we would expect R(EA)(t) to be less than 1), the estimated values are extremely low for a

disease modelled at a provincial level. Furthermore the 95% confidence interval for these estimated values

is unusually narrow, indicating little to no variation in this estimation. The estimated empirically adjusted

reproductive numbers for the provincial level exponential model on the other hand includes significant

variation over time. These estimated R(EA)(t) values offer a much more realistic expression of what the

spread of the disease was like over the province as a whole, with an initially rapid spread that decreased

over time, only reaching a point where the pandemic could potentially die out (R(EA)(t) < 1) at the end

of the study period. Despite the fact that these two models differ only with regards to the latent and

infectious time distributions, they show significant deviance with respect to these results.

These two models offer different perspectives on the spread of the disease across the study region. The

gamma model performs slightly better in producing simulations that accurately mirror the actual observed

data but produces an estimated empirically adjusted reproductive number that is conservative and lacks

variation. The exponential model performs slightly worse with regards to the posterior predictions but

results in an estimated empirically adjusted reproductive number that shows more variation and will

be more informative when assessing the affect of non-pharmaceutical interventions on the spread of the

disease. These differences could be due to the fact that the current implementation of the ABSEIR package

allows for any general distribution(s) to be chosen to model the latent and infectious time periods but does

not perform posterior inference for any distribution other than the exponential distribution. This could

explain why the R(EA)(t) show such little variation due to the package not performing posterior inference

on these parameters specifically. Should this particular posterior inference be implemented it is likely that

the R(EA)(t) values for the gamma model could be brought more in line with expected outcomes.

When comparing the similarity of the two COVID-19 case datasets obtained from web scraping press re-
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leases and from the NICD website, we first employed the Kolmogorov Smirnov (KS) test. The results of the

KS test indicates that the case data does indeed differ significantly (at any reasonable level of significance)

for at least four of the six district municipalities. These correspond to the district municipalities that had

the lowest number of cases over the study period and are the district municipalities that do not share a

similar intensity process shape with the City of Cape Town Metro. The KS test also establishes that the

shape of the cumulative infection curves are not significantly different for the Cape Winelands and City

of Cape Town Metro. This is rather interesting given that we have previously identified these two district

municipalities as being very influential in the modelling process. The City of Cape Town Metro benefits

greatly from the fitting procedure due to the sheer scale of its case numbers while the Cape Winelands

has a similar intensity process as the City of Cape Town Metro. These two district municipalities also

have the largest population sizes. We speculate that the reason for the observed differences in the two

datasets are due to the data capturing practices and capabilities not being homogeneous across the entire

study region. The City of Cape Town Metro is home to the City of Cape Town, one of the largest cities

in South Africa and the capital of the Western Cape. Given that this district municipality also has the

largest population in the Western Cape, it makes sense that the highest number of COVID-19 cases would

be identified here due to increased risk of infection as well as an increased number of COVID-19 testing

being performed. The increased resources would also be beneficial towards maintaining consistency in the

case numbers for this district municipality. Other district municipalities are comparatively less likely to

receive the same amount of resources dedicated towards performing COVID-19 testing, which could lead

to inconsistencies being present in case numbers.

When fitting the SMC algorithm model to both datasets we arrive at the posterior predictive results

shown in Figures 8.22 - 8.27. We note that despite the KS test identifying significant differences in the

data for four of the six district municipalities that the resulting models are not very different in terms of

posterior predictive distributions. Despite the press release data (shown in red) exhibiting more outliers

than the NICD data (shown in blue) the resulting models produce rather similar predictions. This leads

us to speculate that these models are not highly sensitive to the presence of outliers and that subtle

differences in data do not lead to drastic differences in model performance which is an ideal feature for

a modelling technique to exhibit. Thus, despite the two data sources having been confirmed to not be

identical we have observed that the resulting model fit for the two datasets is comparable.

Two different approximate Bayesian computation techniques were considered and utilized for the fitting of

the compartmental models in this mini-dissertation. The ABC rejection algorithm (given in Algorithm 1)

was shown to not perform adequately, with the estimated posterior predictive distributions providing poor
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fits to the data for all district municipalities except for the City of Cape Town Metro. The final tolerance

value achieved when fitting the model using this algorithm was ε = 6, 566.23. The sequential Monte

Carlo ABC algorithm (given in Algorithm 5) proved far more capable of producing adequate estimates

of the posterior predictive distributions. The resulting posterior predictive distributions proved to be

good reproductions of the observed data however arguably the best fit overall was still achieved for the

City of Cape Town Metro as well as the Cape Winelands which is believed to exhibit a similar intensity

process over the study period. The final tolerance achieved when using this algorithm to fit the model

was ε = 2, 888.96, which is less than 50% of the tolerance achieved by the ABC rejection algorithm. This

result is not very surprising however given the highly simplistic nature of the rejection algorithm. The

rejection algorithm merely simulates a set of parameter values and retains those that produce artificial

datasets with sufficient similarity to the observed data. In contrast, the sequential Monte Carlo algorithm

sequentially samples new parameter values from previously accepted ones in order to improve upon the

estimation. It is evident in the results achieved using both algorithms however that there is a source of

bias present in the way which these algorithms fit a model. Due to the difference between the artificial

and observed datasets being determined as simply the distance between these datasets (in this case the

Euclidean distance), district municipalities with a larger scale to their observations will benefit from

increased priority since the model fit is improved most significantly when improved with respect to these

regions specifically. Future research may strive to improve upon this by considering and implementing a

weighted approach to the distance function evaluation.

As the final analysis conducted in this mini-dissertation we studied the effect of using autoencoder neural

networks in conjunction with ABC. We trained both an autoencoder ANN as well as an autoencoder

DNN using a large sample of artificially simulated pandemic datasets. All values were scaled to be within

the interval (0, 1) during model training (the scaling was done for each district municipality individually

to avoid problems of scale). The models were trained by optimising the cross-entropy loss function and

the final loss values (both training and validation) for both models was approximately 43%. This loss

is somewhat high and consequentially it was observed that when used to summarise a separate set of

artificial datasets the models were not able to correctly identify the pandemics with the most similarity

to the observed data. Model performance did not improve after increasing the training data sample

size or changing the architecture of the autoencoders. It is rather telling that the performance of the

autoencoder DNN was not a meaningful improvement over that of the autoencoder ANN. This made it

immediately apparent that increasing model complexity would not improve model performance for this

particular problem.
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There are many potential reasons for why we observe this rather poor performance. Firstly there is the

fact that the performance of neural networks is often heavily dependent on the quality and accuracy of

the data they are trained upon. Rather than training the models on the actual observed data (which is

only a single observation), the models were trained on pandemic data that was simulated using the model

parameters of the SMC algorithm model. Thus the data that was used to train the autoencoders are

simulations with values determined by a model fitted to the observed data which is assumed to contain

some degree of noise and inaccuracy due to inconsistent data capturing practices. The training data thus

was not “real” data but instead involved several steps of processing to be derived. Such undesirable data

features have the potential to adversely affect any analysis conducted using it and we theorise that this

might be the case for the neural networks.

Another contributing factor to the poor performance of the neural networks may be the fact that neither

model is able to interpret the data as time-series data. The original dimensionality of the data is 181× 6,

since we study the spread of the COVID-19 pandemic for 181 days across 6 district municipalities. Despite

it being the case that the data is in actuality 6 different time-series datasets, both models simply interpret

the data as a sequence of 1086 entries, thus disregarding its bi-dimensional shape. In order to improve

upon this, the most immediate solution would be to instead utilize an autoencoder based on a CNN

model (see Appendix C), since CNN’s are adept at working with bi-dimensional data such as images and

time-series. In this mini-dissertation it was hoped that we would be able to utilize such an autoencoder

but unfortunately the dimensions of the data are not large enough to support this. Since the data is

181× 6, the second dimension (indicating spatial region) is much smaller than the first (indicating time).

It is thus not possible to apply a filter to the data of such a size such that it would significantly reduce

the size of the first dimension without reducing the second dimension down to just one (and thus losing

the bi-dimensional nature of the data in the process anyway). In order to facilitate the application of

autoencoder ANN’s within the ABC framework of a model for COVID-19 as was attempted in this mini-

dissertation, the data would have to be of a spatial resolution higher than district municipality such as

local municipality level or even ward level (such as [42]).
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Conclusion

COVID-19 is an infectious respiratory disease that caught the world unawares and introduced the need

for innovative and skilful research endeavours in order to improve the limited understanding of the spread

of the disease. The spread of COVID-19 is affected by numerous factors that render modelling it very

complex, often requiring an understanding of multiple fields of statistical analysis. A key component

among these is the need for some spatial structure that approximates the mobility pattern of potentially

infectious individuals.

In this mini-dissertation we showed how different spatial structures can be conceptualised using either

time-tested or novel approaches and used to determine the degree of spatial autocorrelation of COVID-

19 between different regions. We demonstrated how different sources of mobility data can yield spatial

structures capable of representing different types of spatial associations. We also discussed how failing to

consider or include multiple sources of mobility data could lead to disregarding existing spatial patterns.

The inclusion of mobility data for modelling the spread of COVID-19 should not be disregarded and

alternative sources of data and chosen spatial structures should be considered for a given task to explore

a full range of possible inference.

Working with population mobility data does however introduce challenges such as computational cost,

poor spatial resolution, lack of access to quality data and concerns of population representativeness. In

this mini-dissertation it was necessary to aggregate certain mobility data to a lower spatial resolution in

order to facilitate comparisons with other data. In addition to proving somewhat preventative to analysis,

this resulted in the loss of a great deal of information. Future research should focus on developing ways to

146
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aggregate spatial covariate data to a higher spatial resolution in order to retain a larger degree of available

information.

The spread of a disease such as COVID-19 involves many unknown parameters with inherent uncertainty

and so the use of models that are stochastic rather than deterministic in nature is highly warranted.

In this mini-dissertation we fit a stochastic spatial compartmental epidemiological model to the number

of new daily COVID-19 cases in the Western Cape province in South Africa. We showed that this

stochastic model enables a large amount of flexibility with regard to model parameterization and variable

uncertainty. We feel that there is a need for more examples of stochastic models being utilized for the

modelling of COVID-19 within the South African context. We believe that the research conducted in this

mini-dissertation serves as a sufficient contribution to the currently existing literature.

In order to fit and evaluate these stochastic models we relied on approximate Bayesian techniques. While

two algorithms were considered, analysis was conducted prominently using sequential Monte Carlo meth-

ods. The resulting models produced satisfactory posterior predictive estimates however some sources of

bias were identified, particularly with regards to vastly different observation scales for study regions. Fu-

ture research should focus on developing model evaluation techniques that are unaffected by these sources

of bias. Alternatively, the establishment of a satisfactory data pre-processing method could also rectify

this issue. Overall however these approximate Bayesian techniques represent a great tool for the purpose

of fitting and evaluating possibly highly complex models in an intuitive and easily understood way.

We discussed and compared inference derived from models fitted to two sources of COVID-19 case data.

The first dataset was made freely available by the NICD on their website while the second was web scraped

from the press releases of the Western Cape premier. We confirmed that despite both being from reputable

sources, the two datasets were significantly different for the majority of the district municipalities in the

study region. However due to the modelling procedure being insensitive to these differences in the data it

was shown that the resulting model performance was still comparable even for district municipalities with

vastly different data. In earlier chapters we discuss the situation surrounding COVID-19 case data in South

Africa at length. We feel it is crucial for researchers to constantly discuss such matters and treat available

data with scrutiny whenever possible. Future research attempts should continue to consider and compare

alternative sources of data in order to express the importance of data reliability to policymakers.

We also considered the use of artificial neural networks for the purpose of summarising pandemic data in

this mini-dissertation. While it is the case that unfortunately the data did not support the use of these

techniques we hold fast that there is room for the application of deep learning techniques to aid in the



CHAPTER 10. CONCLUSION 148

fight against COVID-19. Future research should attempt to utilize the ideas presented here for datasets

that possess the necessary properties we have previously listed. Future research should also invest even

further consideration into neural network architecture and modelling choices to uncover the full inferential

power of these models.

Lastly, we urge that future research should be founded on the idea that solutions to complex real-world

problems may be formulated as a fusion of distinct and perhaps unrelated fields of statistical analysis.

We feel that a diverse set of methods were selected and applied in this mini-dissertation, each of which

contributed in some way towards improving our understanding of the COVID-19 modelling process. Only

through collaboration and exploration can the true discovery potential of research be fully realized.
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Appendix A - South African government website scraping permis-

sions

Here we provide the “robots.txt” file for the South African government’s website (https:www.gov.za). Note

that the file does not explicitly disallow web scraping aside from a few select directories such as user,

admin, comments, filter etc. Furthermore the file specifies that a crawl-delay of 10 seconds must be

implemented when scraping from the site and thus all web scraping implemented in this mini-dissertation

incorporates a 10 second delay between successive requests.

#

# robots.txt

#

# This file is to prevent the crawling and indexing of certain parts # of your site by web crawlers and

spiders run by sites like Yahoo! # and Google. By telling these "robots" where not to go on your site, #

you save bandwidth and server resources.

#

# This file will be ignored unless it is at the root of your host:

# Used: http://example.com/robots.txt

# Ignored: http://example.com/site/robots.txt

#

# For more information about the robots.txt standard, see:

# http://www.robotstxt.org/robotstxt.html

User-agent: *

Crawl-delay: 10

# CSS, JS, Images

Allow: /misc/*.css$

Allow: /misc/*.css?

Allow: /misc/*.js$

Allow: /misc/*.js?

Allow: /misc/*.gif

Allow: /misc/*.jpg

Allow: /misc/*.jpeg

https://www.gov.za/
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Allow: /misc/*.png

Allow: /modules/*.css$

Allow: /modules/*.css?

Allow: /modules/*.js$

Allow: /modules/*.js?

Allow: /modules/*.gif

Allow: /modules/*.jpg

Allow: /modules/*.jpeg

Allow: /modules/*.png

Allow: /profiles/*.css$

Allow: /profiles/*.css?

Allow: /profiles/*.js$

Allow: /profiles/*.js?

Allow: /profiles/*.gif

Allow: /profiles/*.jpg

Allow: /profiles/*.jpeg

Allow: /profiles/*.png

Allow: /themes/*.css$

Allow: /themes/*.css?

Allow: /themes/*.js$

Allow: /themes/*.js?

Allow: /themes/*.gif

Allow: /themes/*.jpg

Allow: /themes/*.jpeg

Allow: /themes/*.png

# Directories

Disallow: /includes/

Disallow: /misc/

Disallow: /modules/

Disallow: /profiles/

Disallow: /scripts/

Disallow: /themes/

# Files
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Disallow: /CHANGELOG.txt

Disallow: /cron.php

Disallow: /INSTALL.mysql.txt

Disallow: /INSTALL.pgsql.txt

Disallow: /INSTALL.sqlite.txt

Disallow: /install.php

Disallow: /INSTALL.txt

Disallow: /LICENSE.txt

Disallow: /MAINTAINERS.txt

Disallow: /update.php

Disallow: /UPGRADE.txt

Disallow: /xmlrpc.php

# Paths (clean URLs)

Disallow: /admin/

Disallow: /comment/reply/

Disallow: /filter/tips/

Disallow: /node/add/

Disallow: /search/

Disallow: /user/register/

Disallow: /user/password/

Disallow: /user/login/

Disallow: /user/logout/

# Paths (no clean URLs)

Disallow: /?q=admin/

Disallow: /?q=comment/reply/

Disallow: /?q=filter/tips/

Disallow: /?q=node/add/

Disallow: /?q=search/

Disallow: /?q=user/password/

Disallow: /?q=user/register/

Disallow: /?q=user/login/

Disallow: /?q=user/logout/

Sitemap: https://www.gov.za/sitemap.xml
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Appendix B - Contiguity on a network

While not explicitly relevant to the application done in this mini-dissertation, we discuss the application

of spatial contiguity to cases where spatial locations are defined on a network. The concept of contiguity

can be readily applied to spatial locations defined on a network [29, 30, 94]. A network can be viewed as

a graph G = (N,E) that contains a set of nodes labeled N = {1, 2, . . . , n} and a set of edges E that links

pairs of nodes [29].

Unlike how we determined contiguity when considering areal spatial units, with network data we rather

evaluate the adjacency between nodes based on whether or not there exists an edge that links them [94].

Rather than the nodes, it’s also possible to instead regard the edges between them as the spatial units.

This is particularly relevant when working with, for example, road traffic data [29, 30]. In this case,

edges are considered first-order adjacent if there is a node at which the two edges intersect [29, 30]. An

illustration of this is given at Figure B1 (a) and (b) where each pair of edges that intersect at a node has

a weight of 1 inW and all other pairs have a 0. The second-order adjacency matrix can be determined in

a similar manner as the second-order contiguity matrix before, which is shown at Figure B1(c).

A special property of networks is that they can either be undirected or directed [29]. A directed version of

the network just discussed is given at Figure B2 where the arrows indicate the flow of some phenomenon

(possibly traffic [29]). What differs from the previous case is that influence between spatial units only

flows in the direction indicated by the arrows. So for example, edges 1 and 3 intersect at a node, but

since the network flows from 1 to 3 we set w1,3 = 1 and w3,1 = 0. Once again the second-order adjacency

matrix follows in a similar manner.

In their 2014 study Wang et al. utilized a directed spatial network to create a dynamic spatial weight

(a) Undirected network (b) First-order
adjacency matrix

(c) Second-order
adjacency matrix

Figure B1: Adjacency of undirected network
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(a) Directed network (b) First-order
adjacency matrix

(c) Second-order
adjacency matrix

Figure B2: Adjacency of directed network

matrix that incorporates both the average traffic speed of different edges roads as well the propensity for

vehicles to travel from one road to another within a 5-minute time period [30]. They achieved this by

checking the travel times for various vehicles and determining how many nodes vehicles tend to cross in a

single 5-minute period (and hence how many edges do they encounter). They found that at most a vehicle

can travel over 3 edges within a 5 minute period and thus spatial weight matrices up to third-order were

included in the final model [30]. The spatial weights were assigned as:

w
(h)
ij (t) =


vj(t)−vi(t)

vi(t)
if j is upstream of i

vi(t)−vj(t)
vi(t)

if j is downstream of i

where vi(t) and vj(t) are the average traffic speeds for road i and j respectively. Note that this allows

for negative weights which was deemed appropriate for the particular model used since this would imply

that the average traffic speed on one road decreases the travel time on another [30].
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Appendix C - Convolutional neural networks

In this mini-dissertation it was not possible to utilized CNN’s for our intended purposes due to data

constraints. However given their potential to be applied in some future attempt at similar research, we

include a discussion on their characteristics in this section.

A CNN is a specific type of neural network that is adept at processing data that can be arranged into

a grid-like structure such as images or time series [52]. CNN derives its name from the convolutional

operation that is performed (at least once) within its hidden layers [20, 52]. Within this context, the

convolutional operator is defined as:

s(t) = (y ∗ w)(t) =

∞∑
a=−∞

y(a) · w(t− a) (1)

for input data y, kernel w and time point t [52, 2]. The kernel w is essentially a filter of adaptive weights

that is applied over data that is arranged in a grid-like structure [2]. For example, consider some input

data that is arranged in a 3 × 3 grid and a 2 × 2 kernel of adaptive weights. The result of applying the

kernel to the input data is shown at Figure C1. Note that each entry in the resulting feature map [52] is

the dot product of a 2× 2 subset of the inputs and the convolutional kernel plus a bias term.

Each node within the hidden convolutional layers of the CNN has its own weight filter and bias term and

thus produces its own feature map. Once the feature map for a node is determined, each entry is passed

through a continuous activation function as was done for FFNNs and DNNs. Each entry of the resulting

feature map is thus a non-linear transformation of a weighted linear combination of the input data plus a

bias term. The entries within the CNN feature maps are thus similar to the FFNNs and DNNs in terms

of output, but with the output arranged into a grid. After passing through the activation function, we

can then either feed forward the data to another convolution layer, a standard hidden layer or we can use

what is known as a pooling layer to reduce the dimensionality of the data [52, 2]. A pooling layer replaces

every m × m subset of values (where m is chosen by the user) with a summary statistic such as their

maximum or mean value [52, 2]. Aside from reducing the dimensionality of the data, this also renders

the data invariant to small translations in the input since these values’ activation function responses will

either be discarded or smoothed out [52].

There are many benefits to using a CNN for high-dimensional data. By using a weight kernel that has

smaller dimensions than the input data we achieve a model with sparse connectivity [52]. Note how at

Figure C1 we see that not all data points interact with one another in the convolutional operation (for
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Figure C1: Diagram of convolutional operation

example data points a and i are never placed within the same linear combination). This differs from

previously discussed neural networks where all data points interacted with one another. This allows us

to identify important data features over relatively small areas or timespans by focusing on observations

that are situated more closely together in space or time [52]. Furthermore, while not every observation

is used for each convolution, each kernel weight is (note how all four kernel weights are used for each

convolution in Figure C1). This means that instead of determining a weight for every single observation

as we would with previously discussed neural networks (which would result in a total of nine weights),

we only need to determine the smaller number of weights (in this case four) that are shared by all

observations, thus reducing the number of parameters that need to be estimated [52]. Lastly, by using a

CNN we achieve a model that is invariant to many transformations, producing a model with a degree of

robustness [20]. Kesson et al. [2] compared the performance of a CNN, DNN and PEN and showed that

CNNs performed better in cases of high-dimensional and increasingly complex problems for likelihood-free

inference [2].
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Appendix D - ABC rejection algorithm model posterior predictive

distributions

In this section we present the modelling results for the ABC rejection algorithm model. This model

included all six district municipalities within the study region with their spatial association being modelled

using both mobile network and Facebook data, utilized gamma transitional probabilities and was fitted

using the basic ABC rejection algorithm. As mentioned in Chapter 8, the fit of this model is not ideal for

any district municipality other than the City of Cape Town Metro.

Figure D1: Posterior predictive distribution for Cape Winelands (ABC rejection algorithm model)

Figure D2: Posterior predictive distribution for Central Karoo (ABC rejection algorithm model)



158

Figure D3: Posterior predictive distribution for City of Cape Town Metro (ABC rejection algorithm
model)

Figure D4: Posterior predictive distribution for Garden Route (ABC rejection algorithm model)
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Figure D5: Posterior predictive distribution for Overberg (ABC rejection algorithm model)

Figure D6: Posterior predictive distribution for West Coast (ABC rejection algorithm model)
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Appendix E - Exponential transition model posterior predictive

distributions

In this section we present the posterior predictive results for the exponential transition model. This model

differs from the SMC ABC algorithm model by having the transition probabilities from the “Exposed”

and “Infectious” compartments follow an exponential distribution as is often assumed in compartmental

modelling literature [72, 98]. The mean of the transition probability distributions were chosen identical

to previous models (i.e. 4 and 10 days for latent and infectious period respectively).

Figure E1: Posterior predictive distribution for Cape Winelands (exponential transition model)

Figure E2: Posterior predictive distribution for Central Karoo (exponential transition model)
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Figure E3: Posterior predictive distribution for City of Cape Town Metro (exponential transition model)

Figure E4: Posterior predictive distribution for Garden Route (exponential transition model)
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Figure E5: Posterior predictive distribution for Overberg (exponential transition model)

Figure E6: Posterior predictive distribution for West Coast (exponential transition model)
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Appendix F - Single location model posterior predictive distribu-

tions

In this section we present the modelling results when aggregating case data to a provincial level. We

present the posterior predictive distributions for both the gamma and exponential transition models.

Note that the mean of the transition probability distributions were chosen identical to previous models

(i.e. 4 and 10 days for latent and infectious period respectively). It is clear from Figure F1 and Figure

F2 that these models differ only superficially with respect to goodness of fit to the data.

Figure F1: Gamma transition model posterior predictive distribution

Figure F2: Exponential transition model posterior predictive distribution
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The basic reproductive number (R0) is not defined unambiguously for all compartmental models, partic-

ularly not for more complex models. However it is defined for the exponential transition model utilized

here. In Figure F3 we provide the distribution of the basic reproductive number for the exponential

model. It is interesting to note that the basic reproductive number is more closely centred around 1, with

a maximum value of approximately 1.2, as opposed to the empirically adjusted reproductive number for

this model which reaches values in excess of 4.

Figure F3: Exponential transition model basic reproductive number distribution
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