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DATA HORROR STORY:
INFECTED DATA IN BIBLICAL TERMS



• First official case of Covid-19 in the Netherlands was on 
February the 27th

• RIVM is responsible for tracking the epidemic and 
advise government on actions in the Netherlands

• They started reporting data on their site at the 
beginning of March

• But they did it in an ancient way. They only published 
the summaries and not the raw data

• People wanting to use the data (me for instance) had a 
biblical path to get it and make it (re)usable so we could 
give others more insights
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• Daily updates in HTML only for the first month

• Summaries, not full data

• No historic data, only latest

• First requests to RIVM to publish raw data as open data

• On March 23 the first ”Epidemiologisch rapport” 

appeared with more details… in PDF!

• Needed to transcribe all relevant data every day of the 

week for several weeks
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• So somebody at RIVM had a lot of nice, usable data and 
put it in a table and used LaTeX to create a PDF

• Why not also publish the raw data?
• More requests and pleas to RIVM
• Meanwhile we copied the data manually and build our

first PDF scrapper
• But…
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Changing the layout and reference periods of the tables

18 April 6 May: change in layout June: change in reporting period
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Switching order and adding columns

March April



• Position in PDF changed
• Table changed (dropped ”()”)
• Time period of table changed
• Order of rows changed
• Loads of manual checks and adjustments were needed 

to get the data right. Leading to errors
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• On May 21st RIVM started publishing open data!
• So now we could use their daily updates as feed
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• Now the data became way easier to use
• RIVM switched to weekly reports (still PDF), but others 

could use the daily updates and inform a wider
audience in the days in between

• But strange and wonderful things happened
• In a period with a lot of people dying, it seemed the 

doctors had found a miracle cure: they could resurrect 
the death!
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• On July 10th we had our first resurrection! And we even 
improved on the Bible by having two times two 
resurrections a couple of days later!
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• Of course no real miracle happened…
• Those were administrative corrections on past data.

Some deaths were found not to be Covid related and 
were removed from the lists

• But they didn’t tell which one, or why
• We had to analyze the mismatch between old 

downloads and new to find what needed correction
• The other way happened as well. One day 20 deaths

were added, but they happened weeks before. Made
wrong headlines in the news for couple of hours before 
it was explained
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• Using different date formats (often with meaningless 
time stamps)

• Introducing abbreviations without a readme for context 
(DOO, DPL, DON)

• Using different age groups
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§ Hurts the trustworthiness of
the RIVM

§ Created confussion in the
public domain in already
challenging times

§ Frustrated researchers,
journalists and data analysts. 
And consumes valuable time

So be better data prepared of 
the next (biblical) plague!
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