
Spatio-temporal and neighborhood characteristics
of two dengue outbreaks in two arid cities of Mexico.

Item Type Article

Authors Reyes-Castro, Pablo A; Harris, Robin B; Brown, Heidi E;
Christopherson, Gary L; Ernst, Kacey C

Citation Spatio-temporal and neighborhood characteristics of two dengue
outbreaks in two arid cities of Mexico. 2017, 167:174-182 Acta
Trop.

DOI 10.1016/j.actatropica.2017.01.001

Publisher ELSEVIER SCIENCE BV

Journal Acta tropica

Rights © 2017 Published by Elsevier B.V.

Download date 24/05/2023 20:05:41

Item License http://rightsstatements.org/vocab/InC/1.0/

Version Final accepted manuscript

Link to Item http://hdl.handle.net/10150/623139

http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.actatropica.2017.01.001
http://rightsstatements.org/vocab/InC/1.0/
http://hdl.handle.net/10150/623139


1 
 

Spatio-temporal and neighborhood characteristics of two dengue outbreaks in two arid cities of 

Mexico 

 

 

Pablo A. Reyes-Castroa,*, Robin B. Harrisa, Heidi E. Browna, Gary L. Christophersonb, and Kacey C. 

Ernst, PhD a 

 

 

a Mel and Enid Zuckerman College of Public Health, University of Arizona, Tucson, Arizona, USA 

b School of Geography and Development, University of Arizona, Tucson, Arizona, USA 

 

*Corresponding author: Permanent address: Center for Studies on Health and Society, El Colegio de 

Sonora, Ave. Obregón 54, Hermosillo, Sonora, MX, 83000; email address: preyes@colson.edu.mx 

 

 
  



2 
 

Abstract 

Little is currently known about the spatial-temporal dynamics of dengue epidemics in arid areas. This study 

assesses dengue outbreaks that occurred in two arid cities of Mexico, Hermosillo and Navojoa, located in 

northern state of Sonora.  Laboratory confirmed dengue cases from Hermosillo (N=2,730) and Navojoa 

(N=493) were geocoded by residence and assigned neighborhood-level characteristics from the 2010 

Mexican census. Kernel density and Space-time cluster analysis was performed to detect high density areas 

and space-time clusters of dengue. Ordinary Least Square regression was used to assess the changing 

socioeconomic characteristics of cases over the course of the outbreaks. Both cities exhibited contiguous 

patterns of space-time clustering. Initial areas of dissemination were characterized in both cities by high 

population density, high percentage of occupied houses, and lack of healthcare. Future research and control 

efforts in these regions should consider these space-time and socioeconomic patterns. 

Keywords: dengue outbreak; space-time clustering; socioeconomic factors 

 

1. Introduction 

Dengue fever is a vector borne disease transmitted by the Aedes genus of mosquito. The number of dengue 

fever cases reported by the Member States in three WHO regions increased from 2.2 million in 2010 to 3.2 

million in 2015 (WHO, 2016). This increase is likely a combination of real transmission increases and 

improved surveillance. Mathematical modelling approaches that attempt to account for the significant  

underreporting of dengue disease (Silva et al., 2016) estimate the global incidence at about 50 million – 

100 million symptomatic cases per year (Stanaway et al., 2016). The principal vector, the Ae. aegypti 

mosquito, is well adapted to human environments (WHO, 2009). Once a female Aedes mosquito becomes 

infected with one of the four serotypes (DEN-1 to DEN-4) and survives past the extrinsic incubation period 

(EIP), it  remains infectious for life (Barbazan et al., 2010).  

Dengue virus transmission clusters in both space and time (Getis et al., 2003; Mammen et al., 2008), 

and multiple factors influence spatio-temporal dynamics of dengue virus transmission. Warmer temperature 

increase the frequency of blood feeding and viral development rate, and shortens the EIP (Brunkard et al., 
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2008; Chan and Johansson, 2012; Watts et al., 1987). These relationships partially drive the observed 

seasonal pattern of higher incidence during the warm season (Carbajo et al., 2012). Spatial patterns are 

generally associated with areas of overlapping proximity of and interaction between the vector and potential 

hosts. Most female Ae. aegypti mosquitos spend their lifetime in or close to the place where they became 

adults (Harrington et al., 2005). Therefore, a limited flight range plus human interactions within 

neighborhoods and human mobility across a community can determine the spatial patterns of the 

transmission (Harrington et al., 2005; Maciel-de-Freitas and Lourenço-de-Oliveira, 2009; Stoddard et al., 

2013, 2009). 

Modeling approaches demonstrate that dengue epidemics vary spatially on a local scale due to the 

nature of the human population structure (Favier et al., 2005; Halstead, 2008). Socioeconomic 

characteristics of households related to uncontrolled urbanization, migration, deficiencies in water supply 

and garbage disposal, and vector control activities can play a significant role in the spatio-temporal 

distribution of dengue virus transmission (Caprara et al., 2009; Gómez-Dantés et al., 2011; Gómez-Dantés 

and Ramsey, 2009; Martín et al., 2010).  

Determining the underlying patterns of space-time clustering (Morrison et al., 1998; Sharma et al., 

2014) provides an opportunity to identify dengue transmission foci and gain a better understanding of the 

disease spread (Sharma et al., 2014). Ascertaining predictive factors for these foci and the times with higher 

risk of spread should facilitate more efficient disease surveillance and control (WHO, 2009). 

An analysis of the spatial-temporal dynamics of two dengue outbreaks in Hermosillo, Sonora 

(SON) and Navojoa, SON, two arid cities of northern Mexico, was conducted in order to determine 1) 

spatio-temporal clustering patterns of reported dengue cases, 2) whether the socio-demographic patterns of 

reported dengue cases change as the outbreaks progress, and 3) whether these patterns are similar across 

the two outbreaks. 
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2. Methods 

2.1 Study areas 

Both cities are located in the arid State of Sonora, MX, and are approximately 50 km from the Sea 

of Cortez. Hermosillo is a medium-sized city of 800,000 inhabitants located at 29°05’ N latitude and 

110°57’ W longitude with an average altitude of 216 meters above sea level. Further south of the State, the 

city of Navojoa, population 150,000 inhabitants, is located at 27°04’ N latitude and 109°26’ W longitude, 

at an altitude of 40 meters above sea level (INEGI, 2016). Both cities have average annual temperatures 

around 25°C with daily maximum temperatures above 43°C from May to August (SMN, 2016). 

Approximately 100 mm of precipitation occurs annually and is predominantly accumulated during the rainy 

season which occurs during the months of July and August, overlapping the warmest months. Given the 

low levels of precipitation both cities experience water scarcity though as an urban center water shortages 

are more severe in  Hermosillo (Pineda-Pablos, 2007).  

Dengue epidemiology and vector ecology: Dengue fever reemerged in the south of Sonora in 1982 

(Macías-Duarte et al., 2009). Currently, the state has areas of endemic dengue virus transmission and 

experiences focused outbreaks of dengue disease. Despite their arid conditions, dengue shows an endemic-

epidemic pattern in the localities of study which is likely a result of fluctuating levels of immunity to 

specific dengue serotypes. Since 2006, Hermosillo has shown annual cumulative incidences within the 

range of 1.0 to 29.9 per 100,000 inhabitants; however, periodic outbreaks have resulted in much higher 

incidence in 2010 (397.6 per 100,000), 2014 (227.0 per 100,000) and 2015 (120.7 per 100,000). Navojoa 

has presented with a similar pattern. There are years with low incidence from 0 to 32.5 per 100,000, and 

years when the incidence is very high with outbreaks in 2008 (466.6 per 100,000) and 2009 (157.6 to 466.6 

per 100,000). The highest transmission years were selected for Navojoa, 2008, and Hermosillo, 2010. Until 

2011, only serotype DENV-1 was identified as circulating in both cities, but currently, DENV-2 also 

circulates in the State. Given the limited sero-typing of cases, it is unclear when and where DENV-2 began 

circulating in Sonora. Dengue cases start to increase after the onset of the rainy season in late August-
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beginning of September, then they peak in mid-October and generally decline in late November but 

sometimes transmission goes into late December. 

Ae. aegypti are well established throughout urban areas in Sonora. However, there have been no 

detections of Ae. albopictus by the Health Department or by trapping activities conducted by this research 

team. Adult Ae. aegypti populations in Hermosillo, have been shown to remain low until 

September/October, coinciding with peak transmission (Ernst et al., 2016).  

Surveillance and control measures: Surveillance for both dengue cases and Ae. aegypti presence 

are conducted throughout the state of Sonora. Ae. aegypti surveillance is actively conducted through a 

network of ovitraps that are placed throughout both localities. Entomological indicators include positivity 

per trap. Passive surveillance for dengue cases is conducted by physicians and hospitals throughout the 

state. Reports of both probable and laboratory confirmed cases are submitted to the state and municipal 

health departments. A multi-faceted approach is taken to prevent and control transmission including; 

educational campaigns, indoor and outdoor spraying of insecticides, source reduction for Aedes aegypti, 

and distribution and application of larvicides.  

2.2. Data sources and variables 

Surveillance information: 2,843 and 511 laboratory confirmed cases of dengue were reported in the 

urban cities of Hermosillo (in year 2010) and Navojoa, (in year 2008) SON, Mexico. Case information was 

obtained from the surveillance system of the Health Ministry of the State of Sonora. The state laboratory 

performed diagnostic confirmation of probable dengue patients depending on timing of specimen collection 

during clinical disease period of evolution of the infection by using immunosorbent assay (ELISA) for 

detection of viral antigen NS1≥1 unit, IgM≥11 units, or high levels of IgG≥22 units as indicator of a recent 

and active reinfection (Vázquez-Pichardo et al., 2011; Watthanaworawit et al., 2010). Confirmed cases 

were those with a positive result in one of the three tests. About 96% of the cases (n=2,730 and n=493) 

were successfully geocoded by residence in ArcGIS 10.1. Limited demographic and clinical variables were 

also available related to sex, age, day of symptoms onset, presence of hemorrhagic fever (DHF), and 
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fatalities. Comparisons of the demographics of dengue incidence are made between the two cities; including 

age, sex distributions, and manifestation of DHF.  

Neighborhood characteristics: Socioeconomic characteristics of the neighborhoods of residence 

were assigned to cases by overlaying the case maps of both cities with census unit level data from the 2010 

Mexican census (INEGI, 2010). The urban areas are comprised of 391 census units in Hermosillo and 69 

in Navojoa. Neighborhood characteristics included: median age as an indicator of susceptibility, 

unemployment status (%) as an indicator of socio-economic standing, population with no health care (%) 

as a modifier of being detected and reported as a dengue case, migrant population in the last 5 years (%) as 

an indicator of mobility of the population and potential viral introduction, and houses with no piped water 

(%) as a proxy for water storage which may provide larval habitat and overall infrastructure that may 

influence vector-human contact (Padmanabha et al., 2010; Schmidt et al., 2011). Three additional variables; 

persons per house, occupied houses (%) and population density (persons per hectare) were used as 

indicators of proximity between individuals which can influence Ae. aegypti dynamics and the transmission 

patterns among residents (Rodrigues et al., 2015; Schmidt et al., 2011). Census data were available for 2010 

which coincided with the outbreak in Hermosillo but was two years after the 2008 outbreak in Navojoa. 

Population growth was registered as 1.9% for Navojoa which would result in a difference of 4000 

inhabitants. This was the best approximation available as the other census data available were from 2000, 

eight years prior.  

2.3. Statistical analysis 

Space-time analysis: Date of symptom onset was used to assess temporal patterns. Both cities show 

similar temporal patterns with peak during week 42. For each city’s outbreak, cases were grouped into 

sequential 4-week periods to represent five time periods during the epidemics, early, mid-early, middle, 

mid-late and late, corresponding to weeks 36 and lower, 37-40, 41-44, 45-48, and 49-52. Kernel density 

estimation in ArcGIS 10.1 was used to demonstrate the geographical progression of the outbreaks across 

the five sequential 4-week periods. A search radius of 500 m was used which represents the 90th percentile 

of vector flight distance in urban areas reported by Maciel-de-Freitas and Lourenco-de-Oliveira (2009). 
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High density zones of dengue incidence for the 4-week periods were defined as those areas with ≥10 cases 

per 0.8 km2. This cut-off point was defined using the Natural Breaks Jenks method found for the first 4-

week period in Hermosillo. It was kept constant for the other 4-weeks groups in both cities to visualize and 

compare the progression of the outbreaks between periods and cities. These same criteria for estimation 

were used for each 4-week period to compare between periods and cities. 

Space-time retrospective cluster analysis was performed in SaTScan v9.3 in order to detect high-

risk clusters of dengue. The analysis was based on a Poisson probability model. In addition to the case file, 

the model used a population file as background which allowed adjustment for uneven population 

distribution across the study area. As census units are very irregular in shape and size within and between 

study areas (Hermosillo: range=0.2 to 140 hectares; Navojoa: range=3.6 to 180 hectares) census block data 

were used to create uniform polygons for space-time cluster detection as follows.  Population values were 

obtained from census data for each census block (INEGI, 2010). A shapefile of a regular grid of 250m cells 

(6.3 hectares each) was created and overlaid with the map of blocks with population values from 2010 

census. The centroid of each census block was calculated and assigned the population size. All the 

population of each block centroid that fell within each grid cell was summed to get an estimation of the 

population size by grid cell. This newly created grid with population values was used for further analyses. 

The space-time scan statistic uses a cylindrical window which moves across space and time to detect 

possible clusters. The maximum cluster size was fixed at a radius of 500m for the circular spatial window 

and a maximum temporal window of 50% of the time period to create a standard for comparing clusters 

between cities that would comprise the maximum length of the transmission period. Significant clusters 

were tested using a p-value <0.05 after running 999 Monte Carlo simulations (Kulldorff, 2014).  

Socioeconomic pattern analysis: Cumulative incidence (C.I.) was calculated as cases per 10,000 

inhabitants and descriptive statistics of individual characteristics of cases were calculated. Mean values of 

case neighborhood characteristics were estimated for each of the 4-week periods. Ordinary Least Square 

(OLS) simple linear regressions were used to assess trends individually for each the socioeconomic 
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characteristic of cases (dependent variable) across weeks (independent variable). Cases from both cities 

were merged into a single database. Effect modification by city was assessed by creating interaction terms 

between week and city in order to determine those associations modified by the city. Because there was 

significant interaction (p-value <0.1) for several of the socioeconomic variables, the OLS regression 

analysis was stratified by city to assess trends. Significant trends in which the slopes were the same direction 

in both cities were plotted in overlaying graphs with the epidemic curves. Significant associations were 

assessed using a p-value <0.05. Statistical analysis was performed with the software package STATA 13.1. 

Maps were created in ArcGIS 10.1. 

 

3. Results 

The 2010 outbreak in Hermosillo represented 2,843 laboratory confirmed cases of dengue with incidence 

rate of 397.6 cases per 100,000 inhabitants. Navojoa identified 511 cases in 2008 for an incidence of 466.6 

cases per 100,000. The distribution of cases by epidemiologic week was similar for both cities (Fig. 1). 

Sporadic cases occurred from week 1 to 34. The onset of the outbreaks started on week 35 (early September) 

and peaked in week 42 (mid-October) with declining number of cases until late December. 

 
Fig. 1. Epidemic curves for dengue; Navojoa 2008, Hermosillo 2010 

 

 In both cities, women accounted for a higher proportion of cases (Hermosillo=57.5%, 

Navojoa=59.5%; p-value=0.42). Females were reported as confirmed dengue cases at an incidence rate 1.4 

times higher than males  in both cities (Hermosillo: 45.8 vs 33.8 cases per 10,000; Navojoa: 51.5 vs 37.8 



9 
 

cases per 10,000) (Table 1). In Hermosillo there was a relatively equal distribution by age group in both 

sexes, except for the 0-9 age group which presented with the lowest incidence (males: 10.0; females: 13.9 

per 10,000). In contrast, Navojoa showed lower incidence rate for males in the age groups 30-39 (17.1 per 

10,000) and 40-49 (16.6 per 10,000).  More severe manifestations of dengue were identified in Hermosillo, 

405 DHF cases which resulted in a DF: DHF ratio of 6.0, this was much lower than the 169.3 ratio of 

DF:DHF in Navojoa. In Hermosillo, males were more affected by DHF (males: 5.1 vs females: 7.0 

incidence rate ratio), especially in the age groups 10-19, 40-49, and 60 and older. Laboratory results indicate 

that 48 (9.4%) Navojoa cases and 64 (2.3%) Hermosillo cases had previously been infected with dengue.  
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Table 1. Distribution of dengue cases by sex, age, and severity 

  FD   FHD   Total Incidence 

rate ratio 

(DF/DHF)   Cases 
Incidence 

rate 
  Cases 

Incidence 

rate 
  Cases 

Incidence 

rate 

Hermosillo 2,443 34.2  405 5.7  2,848 39.8 6.0 

Male 1,004 28.2  198 5.6  1,202 33.8 5.1 

0-9 59 8.8  8 1.2  67 10.0 7.4 

10-19 295 43.4  64 9.4  359 52.8 4.6 

20-29 227 36.4  31 5.0  258 41.4 7.3 

30-39 137 24.1  29 5.1  166 29.2 4.7 

40-49 123 28.3  28 6.4  151 34.8 4.4 

50-59 88 30.2  14 4.8  102 35.1 6.3 

60-69 39 25.9  12 8.0  51 33.8 3.3 

70 and more 30 30.6  10 10.2  40 40.7 3.0 

Missing 6   2   8   

Female 1,439 40.1  207 5.8  1,646 45.8 7.0 

0-9 76 11.8  13 2.0  89 13.9 5.8 

10-19 287 44.1  46 7.1  333 51.1 6.2 

20-29 315 51.0  44 7.1  359 58.1 7.2 

30-39 218 38.0  25 4.4  243 42.4 8.7 

40-49 235 51.8  28 6.2  263 57.9 8.4 

50-59 161 51.9  21 6.8  182 58.6 7.7 

60-69 90 52.7  17 10.0  107 62.7 5.3 

70 and more 46 35.6  11 8.5  57 44.1 4.2 

Missing 11   2   13   

Navojoa 508 44.6  3 0.3  511 44.9 169.3 

Male 209 37.6  2 0.4  211 38.0 104.5 

0-9 28 26.4  0 0.0  28 26.4 ------ 

10-19 64 59.1  0 0.0  64 59.1 ------ 

20-29 48 55.4  1 1.2  49 56.5 48.0 

30-39 14 17.1  0 0.0  14 17.1 ------ 

40-49 11 16.6  0 0.0  11 16.6 ------ 

50-59 13 26.2  1 2.0  14 28.2 13.0 

60-69 16 54.5  0 0.0  16 54.5 ------ 

70 and more 13 58.5  0 0.0  13 58.5 ------ 

Missing 2      2   
Female 299 51.3  0 0.0  299 51.3 ------ 

0-9 33 32.0  0 0.0  33 32.0 ------ 

10-19 74 68.3  1 0.9  75 69.3 74.0 

20-29 52 57.7  0 0.0  52 57.7 ------ 

30-39 42 48.4  0 0.0  42 48.4 ------ 

40-49 32 43.9  0 0.0  32 43.9 ------ 

50-59 43 78.2  0 0.0  43 78.2 ------ 

60-69 15 45.0  0 0.0  15 45.0 ------ 

70 and more 8 29.1  0 0.0  8 29.1 ------ 

Incidence per 10,000 inhabitants  
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3.1. High density areas of dengue 

 In Hermosillo, high density areas started in the northern side of the city (Fig. 2). This area covered 

1.4% of the total area of the city (weeks 33-36). During the next period (weeks 37-40), high density areas 

increased to 10.4% of the geographic city area and expanded towards the southeast. Over the next period 

(weeks 41-44) the high density areas covered almost 30% of the city. After this period, the outbreak started 

to recede to 16.9% of the geographic city area (weeks 45-48), and during the last period (weeks 49-52) 

receded to a very small area (0.1%) with high density of dengue. Comparatively, the geographic coverage 

of the outbreak of Navojoa followed a similar progression at the beginning of the outbreak but receded 

more quickly in geographic size (Fig. 2). As in Hermosillo, small areas of high density initiated the outbreak 

in the west and south side of the city during week 36 and earlier (1.4% vs. 1.0%, p = 0.06). From weeks 

37-40, the areas of high incidence had a similar increase as Hermosillo and were focused in the southwest 

side of the city (9.4% vs. 10.4%, p = 0.11). During the third period of the outbreak (weeks 41-44), the high 

density area covered less than that of Hermosillo (22.2% vs. 29%, p <0.001). The geographic area of the 

fourth period remained smaller in Navojoa than in Hermosillo during week 45-48 (8.6% vs. 16.9%, p < 

0.001).  
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Fig. 2. Spread of high density areas of dengue cases (≥10 cases per 0.8 km2) by period of time and city-outbreak in 

Sonora, Mexico 

 

3.2. Space-time clustering 

Space-time clustering was observed in both cities (Fig. 3). The red circles represent the first space-

time clusters in early September in Hermosillo and late August in Navojoa. In Hermosillo, the clusters show 

the point of origin being in the northwest side of the city and moving to contiguous neighborhoods from 

west to the east and to the center of the city during the months of October and November. There was also a 

space-time cluster in the northwest side of the city on Sep 11-Nov 8 with lower dissemination to 

neighboring areas. In temporal terms, the map also shows that in Hermosillo the transmission within the 

initial clusters began in September/early October and transmission within the cluster was sustained 

approximately for two months. In Navojoa, the first space-time cluster occurred in the west side of the city 

and the disease clusters moved to the east. Geographical progress westward stopped in October but 

transmission in some clusters was sustained for longer periods, almost three months. This is consistent with 

what was demonstrated in the period analysis from the previous section. 
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Fig. 3. Space-time clusters of dengue cases (500m window) in city-outbreaks 

 

3.3. Case Neighborhood characteristics across time 

Demographic characteristics of the neighborhoods in which dengue cases resided changed over time. The 

progression of the outbreak through neighborhoods with different demographics was modified by the city-

site for median age (p-value= 0.015), no basic education (p-value=0.017), and population density (p-value 

=0.005). To examine the changes in neighborhood demographics, models for each city were created (Table 

2). In both cities, as the outbreak progressed, the neighborhood characteristics in which cases resided shifted 

from neighborhoods with higher percent of people with no health services to lower percentages 

(Hermosillo: β=-0.212, p-value<0.001; Navojoa: β= -0.133, p-value<0.01). Similarly, case neighborhoods 

at the beginning of the outbreak had a higher percent of occupied houses as compared to neighborhoods at 

the end of the outbreak (Hermosillo: β=-0.039, p-value<0.01; Navojoa: β=-0.056, p-value<0.01). 

Regression analysis confirmed the shifting population density in neighborhoods where dengue cases 

resided. While both cities had a significant decrease in case neighborhood population density, the decline 
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was greater in Hermosillo compared to Navojoa (Hermosillo: β= -1.9, p-value<0.001 Vs Navojoa: β= -

0.687, p-value<0.05). These trends were visually detectable when plotting the distribution of these three 

significantly changing neighborhood characteristics with the epidemiologic curve (Fig. 4) where the 

epidemiologic curve overlaid on the distribution of the three significant neighborhood characteristics in 

both cities shows the association between the epidemiologic weeks and urbanization and health care.  
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Table 2. Mean values of neighborhood characteristics of dengue cases by 4-week periods by city-outbreaks and 

bivariate association between neighborhood characteristics of cases and epidemiologic week (OLS regression) by city-

outbreaks 

 Weeks 36 

and lower 

Weeks 

37-40 

Weeks 

41-44 

Weeks 

45-48 

Weeks 

49-52 
Total 

OLS regressions 

β 

Navojoa n=17 n=134 n=242 n=92 n=12 n=497 
 

Median age (years) 28.5 27.5 27.3 28.0 27.1 27.5 0.022 

Unemployment (%) 5.5 5.2 5.4 5.6 5.2 5.3 0.028 

No health care (%) 18.4 17.9 17.7 17.0 16.3 17.6 -0.133** 

No basic education (%) 26.6 27.3 30.2 29.0 27.5 29.0 0.184 

Migration (%) 2.3 2.2 1.9 2.1 2.0 2.0 -0.016 

Occupied houses (%) 99.1 99.0 98.8 98.6 98.4 98.8 -0.056** 

Persons per house 3.8 3.9 3.9 3.9 4.0 3.9 0.071 

No piped water (%) 3.5 3.0 3.8 3.5 4.4 3.5 0.067 

Population density (persons/ha) 54.4 53.1 47.0 47.8 47.7 49.1 -0.687* 

       
 

Hermosillo n=66 n=711 n=1,262 n=638 n=53 n=2,730  

Median age (years) 25.7 27.6 29.5 29.5 28.1 28.9 0.238*** 

Unemployment (%) 4.7 5.5 5.9 6.0 5.9 5.8 0.066*** 

No health care (%) 24.6 24.6 22.7 22.5 23.2 23.2 -0.212*** 

No basic education (%) 24.2 25.8 24.4 24.4 25.3 24.8 -0.105* 

Migration (%) 2.2 2.0 2.0 2.0 2.0 2.0 -0.000 

Occupied houses (%) 98.9 98.9 98.7 98.6 98.6 98.7 -0.039** 

Persons per house 3.8 3.7 3.6 3.6 3.7 3.7 -0.014*** 

No piped water (%) 1.2 1.3 1.3 1.9 1.8 1.4 0.079* 

Population density (persons/ha) 99.2 86.9 74.8 73.1 69.3 78.0 -1.900*** 

Each neighborhood characteristic is treated as dependent variable. β coefficients represent the mean change in the neighborhood 

characteristic of cases per 1 week increment. 

*** p-value<0.001, ** p-value<0.01, * p-value<0.05 
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Fig. 4. Significant association between neighborhood characteristics of dengue cases and week of occurrence by 

city-outbreaks 

 

4. Discussion 

 Comparisons between the two outbreaks in the state of Sonora, Mexico demonstrate several 

significant similarities in temporal distribution, space-time progression across contiguous neighborhoods, 

and shifting socio-demographic and socio-economic patterns of neighborhoods reported cases reside in 

over the course of the outbreaks. These similarities have significant implications for both the monitoring 

and prevention of dengue in these communities, and perhaps more broadly in other communities of Mexico, 

especially communities in arid regions.   
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In these outbreaks, almost all of the cases occurred between September and December in both cities, 

with the peak of the outbreaks occurring in mid-October. This temporal distribution fits with the traditional 

distribution of epidemics in the arid region of the Sonoran desert. In this region, outbreaks arise during and 

after the summer monsoon season and disappear with the introduction of the winter season when lower 

temperatures suppress vector populations (Macías-Duarte et al., 2009; Ray et al., 2007).  

 Kernel density analysis and space-time scan statistics revealed similar patterns of geographic 

expansion in the two cities at the beginning of the outbreak. However, differences were observed at the 

peak of the outbreak with a higher proportion of geographic area in Hermosillo experiencing high dengue 

transmission. Despite this difference, the infection was progressively disseminated beyond the initial foci 

of case households in both cities with spatio-temporal clusters maintained during several months. This is 

consistent with the space-time pattern of transmission in a city of Puerto Rico where they reported 

significant clusters of dengue cases within the same households over periods of three or less days; however, 

dengue cases were spread across the locality over longer periods of several weeks (Morrison et al., 1998).  

A second pattern identified in each city was the contiguity of dissemination. Kan et al. (2008) found 

two different spatial patterns of dengue: contiguous and relocation. In this current study, the transmission 

in both cities started in a specific neighborhood and showed a contiguous pattern of dispersion with the 

geographical progression of disease moving into progressively into adjacent neighborhoods. Considering 

human mobility is a major factor for transmission within a community (Benedictis et al., 2003; Harrington 

et al., 2005; Vanwambeke et al., 2006; WHO, 2009), a predominant contiguous spatial pattern of 

transmission across time suggests the predominance of human and/or in the case of dengue, vector mobility 

occurring within a close range, possibly related to residential activities within the neighborhood and, to a 

lesser extent, the mobility of persons to further distances within the community (Kan et al., 2008).  

These results support the use of targeted control efforts, particularly at the beginning of an outbreak. 

These initial foci served as a sustained source of infection to contiguous areas and targeting them early 

could reduce spread across the city (Harrington et al., 2005). Due to higher levels of uncertainty in reporting, 

particularly at the beginning of an outbreak, both confirmed and probable case clusters should be 
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investigated. The delays in waiting for confirmation can be significant. A study in Brazil reported a two-

month delay in the identification of a dengue outbreak using passive surveillance information, although 

dengue-like cases were detected clinically almost immediately (Pontes et al., 2000). Improvements to 

passive surveillance systems to identify early onset of dengue outbreaks is urgently needed (Wilder-Smith 

et al., 2012). In the current study, the initial space-time clusters in both Hermosillo and Navojoa were 

sustained two and three months, respectively, and progressed to neighboring areas. Therefore, a 

combination of passive and active surveillance activities and syndromic surveillance, by using dengue-like 

reported cases, could help to improve the early detection of outbreaks. It might also inform the 

implementation of opportune peri-focal vector control measures (Pontes et al., 2000). 

Over the course of the outbreak case neighborhood characteristics shifted from areas with higher 

to lower 1) proportions of people with no health services, 2) population densities, and 3) percent of occupied 

houses. The steeper slope of Hermosillo related to population density could be explained in two ways. First, 

by the difference in the underlying characteristics of the two cities. Hermosillo is the capital of the state of 

Sonora and it has a greater average population density (52.8 persons/ha) compared to Navojoa (33.4 

persons/ha) (INEGI, 2010). A study in an urban locality of Taiwan (Chan et al., 2015) found a significant 

influence of high population density on dengue incidence only during the peak of the epidemic. The authors 

concluded that population density may have significant influence on transmission only when the number 

of infected cases is large enough (Chan et al., 2015). Secondly, differences in human mobility might also 

provide an explanation to the differing density patterns. A study of the spatio-temporal dynamics of dengue 

transmission in a city of Taiwan found that high population density was a significant factor only for 

commuter cases where residence was different from working places (Wen et al., 2012). The current study 

did not have information about commuting activities of the cases, however as a larger urban area with 

greater infrastructure and public transportation it is possible that Hermosillo may have commuter patterns 

that differ from Navojoa. Future studies should include information about the mobility of cases during their 

daily activities to determine if routine mobility influences the dissemination of the disease across 

neighborhoods.  
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An important contrast between outbreaks was the difference in DHF occurrence with a minimum 

incidence in Navojoa and a remarkable 1 in 6 DHF cases in Hermosillo. Additionally, a high proportion of 

cases in Navojoa had evidence of a previous dengue infection. While this suggests the circulation of two or 

more serotypes, the official report of the Laboratory of the Health Ministry indicates that only DENV-1 

was circulating in the localities during the outbreaks (Dirección General de Epidemiología, 2014). This 

discrepancy between severity of disease manifestation and circulating serotypes should be explored in 

detailed follow-up studies. There is a need for population-based serological surveys and an assessment of 

internal migration and mobility to better understand the potential role of new serotypes introduced into 

these localities.   

Availability of piped water was not different in case neighborhoods over the course of the epidemic. 

This variable may not be the best indicator of water disruption and resultant water storage behaviors which 

are important factors for the creation of vector breeding sites (Caprara et al., 2009). Both cities have a high 

coverage of piped water above 95% (INEGI, 2010); however, there are significant problems of water supply 

and distribution particularly in Hermosillo (Pineda-Pablos, 2007; Salazar-Adams and Pineda-Pablos, 2010).  

One limitation of this study was that the clusters obtained in the spatio-temporal analysis were 

based on the residence of cases and other criteria for geocoding could lead to a different distribution. This 

is a common issue in most geographic studies of dengue, and still provides useful information given that 

people are often at home during the peak biting periods of the Ae. aegypti, the only vector in these two 

cities, early morning and before dusk (WHO, 2012). In addition, the analysis was limited by the data 

available. Key factors that would improve the analysis are the immunological status of the population, 

vector density, and vector control activities during the outbreaks as they could influence the spatio-temporal 

results. The  analysis was restricted to laboratory confirmed cases which may lead to underestimate the real 

proportions and rates of disease however, a previous assessment (Reyes-Castro, 2015) of the case 

distribution pattern in Hermosillo did not demonstrate any difference between suspect and confirmed cases.  
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5. Conclusions 

 In summary, the spatio-temporal pattern of dengue transmission during two urban outbreaks in 

Sonora, MX were similar in overall seasonal distribution of cases and progression of the outbreaks. For 

both, the focus of transmission started in neighborhoods with high population density, and low access to 

healthcare and was maintained over a period of 2-3 months in these foci. Transmission disseminated to 

areas adjacent to these foci in both cities. These results support the strategy of early identification and 

targeting of intervention efforts in these areas to reduce subsequent transmission across a wider geographic 

area. Given that the neighborhood characteristics were similar for these initial foci between the outbreaks, 

further research should be conducted to provide a more in depth profile of high risk neighborhoods that can 

be more closely monitored for dengue and other arboviral activity. The results of this study can be used by 

the local health authorities to enhance the surveillance in specific high risk areas to identify initial increases 

in transmission. Future investigations should explore whether these same patterns are replicated using all 

reported case data, not just the laboratory confirmed cases. Similar results would support the use of 

syndromic surveillance, which is more sensitive but less specific. Given the time delays and increased labor 

involved in confirmatory testing, the use of syndromic cases could lead to earlier detection of an outbreak 

and facilitate prompt focal control that could reduce subsequent spread.  
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