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Abstract

We deal with the numerical investigation of the local limit of nonlocal conservation laws. Pre-
vious numerical experiments suggest convergence in the local limit. However, recent analytic re-
sults state that (i) in general convergence does not hold because one can exhibit counterexamples;
(ii) convergence can be recovered provided viscosity is added to both the local and the nonlocal
equations. Motivated by these analytic results, we investigate the role of numerical viscosity in
the numerical study of the local limit of nonlocal conservation laws. In particular, we show that
the numerical viscosity of Lax-Friedrichs type schemes jeopardizes the reliability of the numerical
scheme and erroneously detects convergence in cases where convergence is ruled out by analytic
results. We also test Godunov type schemes, less affected by numerical viscosity, and show that in
some cases they provide more reliable results.
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1 Introduction

1.1 Theoretical framework

We consider nonlocal conservation laws in the form

∂tρ+ ∂x
[
ρ b(ρ ∗ η)

]
= 0, (1)

where the unknown is ρ : [0,+∞) × R → R, b : R → R is a given Lipschitz continuous function and
η : R→ R is a smooth convolution kernel satisfying

η ∈ C∞c (R), η(x) = 0 if |x| ≥ 1, η ≥ 0,

ˆ

R
η(x)dx = 1.

In recent years, nonlocal conservation laws have been used to model, among others, sedimentation [3],
pedestrian [8] and vehicular [4, 5] traffic. In particular, in the case of traffic models ρ represents
the density of agents (cars, pedestrians) and b their speed. The convolution term models the fact
that drivers and pedestrians decide their velocity based on the density of agents around them. Loosely
speaking, the radius of the support of η represents the visual range of drivers and pedestrians. Existence
and uniqueness results for the Cauchy problem obtained by coupling (1) with an initial datum have
been obtained in several works, see for instance [4, 8, 9].

In this work we deal with the numerical investigation of the local limit. More precisely, we consider
a parameter ε > 0 and we rescale η by setting ηε(x) := ε−1η (x/ε), in such a way that, when ε→ 0+,
ηε converges weakly-∗ in the sense of measures to the Dirac delta. We fix an initial datum ρ̄ : R→ R
and we consider the family of Cauchy problems

{
∂tρε + ∂x

[
ρε b(ρε ∗ ηε)

]
= 0

ρε(0, x) = ρ̄(x).
(2)

When ε→ 0+ (i.e. in the local limit), the above Cauchy problem formally boils down to the conserva-
tion law {

∂tρ+ ∂x
[
ρ b(ρ)

]
= 0

ρ(0, x) = ρ̄(x).
(3)

The by now classical theory by Kružkov [12] states that, if ρ̄ ∈ L∞(R), the above problem has a unique
entropy admissible solution, i.e. loosely speaking a unique distributional solution that is consistent with
the Second Principle of Thermodynamics. In [2] P. Amorim, R. Colombo and A. Teixeira posed the
following question.

Question 1. Can we rigorously justify the local limit? Namely, does the solution ρε of (2) converge
to the entropy admissible solution ρ of (3) as ε→ 0+, in some suitable topology?
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In [2] the authors provide numerical evidence supporting a positive answer to Question 1. See
also [1, 4, 10, 11]. However, in [7] it is shown that the answer to Question 1 is, in general, negative.
More precisely, in [7] we exhibit some counterexamples ruling out convergence (see §3 for an overview
of these counterexamples).

In [7] we also consider the “viscous counterpart” of Question 1. More precisely, we fix a viscosity
parameter ν > 0 and add a viscous second order term to the right hand side of both (2) and (3). We
arrive at {

∂tρεν + ∂x
[
ρενb(ρεν ∗ ηε)

]
= ν∂2xxρεν

ρεν(0, x) = ρ̄(x)
(4)

and {
∂tρν + ∂x

[
ρνb(ρν)

]
= ν∂2xxρν

ρν(0, x) = ρ̄(x),
(5)

respectively. This yields the “viscous counterpart” of Question 1, namely

Question 2. Fix ν > 0. Does the solution ρεν of (4) converge to the solution ρν of (5), when ε→ 0+?

The answer to Question 2 is largely positive. More precisely, [7, Theorem 1.1] states in particular
that, for every ν > 0 and T > 0, the family ρεν converges to ρν in the strong topology of L2([0, T ]×R)1.
To conclude the overview of the analytic results, we quote [7, Proposition 1.2], which establishes the
“nonlocal” vanishing viscosity limit ν → 0+ from (4) to (2), whereas the “local” vanishing viscosity limit
from (5) to (3) is a classical result by Kružkov [12]. Summing up, we have the following convergence
scheme:

∂tρεν + ∂x
[
ρενb(ρεν ∗ ηε)

]
= ν∂2xxρεν

ε→0+−−−−−−−−−−→
[7, Theorem 1.1]

∂tρν + ∂x
[
ρνb(ρν)

]
= ν∂2xxρν

ν→0+

y[7, Proposition 1.2] ν→0+

yKružkov’s Theorem

∂tρε + ∂x
[
ρεb(ρε ∗ ηε)

]
= 0

ε→0+−−−−−−−−−−→
False in general

∂tρ+ ∂x
[
ρb(ρ)

]
= 0.

1.2 Numerical results

As pointed out before, the numerical evidence exhibited in [2] supports a positive answer to Question 1,
but this is contradicted by the analytic counterexamples in [7]. The present work aims at providing
insights on the reason why the numerical evidence provides the wrong intuition.

First, we point out that the numerical results in [2] are obtained by Lax-Friedrichs type schemes,
which are known to have a very high numerical viscosity, see [14]. We refer to [13] for a more extended
discussion, but, very loosely speaking, the numerical viscosity is a collection of finite difference terms
that is the “numerical counterpart” of a viscous second order term like the one at the right hand side of
the equations in (4) and (5). In other words, the presence of the numerical viscosity implies that the
model equation for the Lax-Friedrichs scheme applied to the conservation law at the first line of (3) is
actually the equation at the first line of (5), where the coefficient ν is of the same order as the space
mesh. Similarly, when the Lax-Friedrichs scheme is applied to the nonlocal conservation law at the
first line of (2) the model equation is actually the equation at the first line of (4).

We can now go back to the fact that the numerical evidence is not consistent with the analytic
results: a possible explanation is the following. Because of the numerical viscosity, what the numerical
tests in [2] are actually capturing is the convergence of ρεν to ρν , which holds true by [7, Theorem 1.1].
In other words: the numerical tests were designed to provide an answer to Question 1, but as a matter
of fact, owing to the numerical viscosity, they provide an answer to Question 2. Since the two questions
have opposite answers, the numerical tests provide the wrong intuition concerning Question 1.

1The precise results collected in [7, Theorem 1.1] are actually stronger and in particular apply to the case of several
space dimensions.
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In the present paper we exhibit numerical experiments supporting the previous argument. In par-
ticular, we show that the numerical viscosity jeopardizes the reliability of standard numerical schemes
for the study of the nonlocal-to-local limit from (2) to (3). In particular, in §5.1, §5.2, §5.4 we consider
the counterexamples exhibited in [7] to show that the answer to Question 1 is negative and we test
them with the Lax-Friedrichs type scheme. The numerical results we obtain strongly suggest that the
answer to Question 1 is positive and hence provide the wrong intuition.

In this work we also further investigate the role of numerical viscosity by comparing the Lax-
Friedrichs type scheme with a Godunov type scheme. Lax-Friedrichs type schemes are known to
have higher numerical viscosity then Godunov type schemes, see [14]. Consistently, we find that in
several cases the numerical results obtained with the Godunov type scheme are better (i.e., more
consistent with the analytic results) than those obtained with the Lax-Friedrichs type scheme, see
again §5.1, §5.2, §5.4. Finally, we provide further insights on the relation between numerical viscosity
and nonlocal-to-local limit by varying the relation between the convolution parameter ε and the nu-
merical viscosity. Since the numerical viscosity depends monotonically on the space mesh, it suffices
to vary the relation between the convolution parameter ε and the space mesh h. The numerical results
obtained when h is of the order of ε2 are better (i.e., more consistent with the analytic results) than
those obtained when h is of the order of ε, see §5.1 and §5.4. This again shows that the numerical
viscosity compromises the reliability of the numerical schemes: indeed, when the numerical viscosity
decays faster to 0 the numerical results are more reliable. In general, the best results are obtained with
the Godunov type scheme when the space mesh h is of the order of ε2, and this again confirms that
the smaller the numerical viscosity, the more reliable the numerical results.

The paper is organized as follows. In §2 we discuss the numerical schemes used in the present work,
i.e. the Lax-Friedrichs and the Godunov schemes. In §3 we introduce the examples we will use in the
numerical tests and we overview their main analytic properties. In §4 we validate our schemes by
computing the numerical solutions in examples where the analytic solution is known, and by showing
that the two are close. In §5 we introduce our main numerical results concerning the nonlocal-to-
local limit. In §6 we draw our conclusions and we outline some possible future work. To simplify the
exposition, in the paper we always focus on the case where the conservation law at the first line of (3)
is the scalar Burgers’ equation

∂tρ+ ∂x(ρ2) = 0 (6)

and hence the nonlocal equation at the first line of (2) is

∂tρε + ∂x
(
ρε(ρε ∗ ηε)

)
= 0. (7)

2 Two numerical schemes for the Burgers’ equation

We now discuss two numerical schemes for both the local (6) and nonlocal Burgers’ equation (7). We
refer to the book by LeVeque [13] for an extended discussion on numerical schemes for conservation
laws.

We discretize the (t, x)-plane by choosing the space mesh width h and the time step ∆t and
by introducing the mesh points (tn, xj) given by xj = jh, j ∈ Z, and tn = n∆t, n = 0, . . . , N ,
N = [T/∆t] + 1, where T is the final time and [·] denotes the integer part. In the following we always
consider a uniform mesh where ∆t/h = 1/6, which is consistent with the CFL condition. For technical
reasons we also define

xj+1/2 = xj + h/2 = (j + 1/2)h.

The numerical schemes aim at defining a piecewise constant approximate solution ρh. As a matter of
fact, in the following we will only define the discrete values ρnj . The pointwise values of the approximate
solutions are recovered by setting ρh(t, x) := ρnj if (t, x) ∈]tn, tn+1[×]xj−1/2, xj+1/2[. We construct the
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approximate initial datum by setting

ρ0j :=
1

h

ˆ xj+1/2

xj−1/2

ρ̄(x)dx.

Both the Lax-Friedrichs and the Godunov scheme are conservative methods that can be written in the
form

ρn+1
j = ρnj −

∆t

h

[
Fnj+1/2 − Fnj−1/2

]
, (8)

where Fnj+1/2 is the so-called numerical flux function. The two methods differ in the way one defines
the value of Fnj+1/2. We now separately describe them.

2.1 The Lax-Friedrichs method

The Lax-Friedrichs scheme was originally designed for the nonlinear conservation law

∂tρ+ ∂xf(ρ) = 0 (9)

and it is defined by plugging into (8) the following numerical flux function:

Fnj+1/2 =
h

2∆t
(ρnj − ρnj+1) +

1

2
(f(ρnj ) + f(ρnj+1)).

In the case of the Burgers’ equation (6), the above expression boils down to

Fnj+1/2 =
h

2∆t
(ρnj −ρnj+1)+

1

2
((ρnj )2 +(ρnj+1)

2) =⇒ ρn+1
j =

1

2
(ρnj+1 +ρnj−1)−

∆t

2h

[
(ρnj+1)

2 − (ρnj−1)
2
]
.

Note that the Lax-Friedrichs scheme is first order accurate in both time and space. Also, the numerical
viscosity νLF satisfies νLF = h2/2∆t, and owing to the CFL condition ∆t/h = 1/6 we get νLF = 3h.
In other words, the numerical viscosity is of the same order as the same space mesh.

Lax-Friedrichs type schemes for nonlocal conservation laws were considered in various works, see
for instance in [2, 3, 4]. In the case of the nonlocal Burgers’ equation (7), the numerical flux function
is defined by setting

Fnj+1/2 =
h

2∆t
(ρnj − ρnj+1) +

1

2
(ρnj c

n
j + ρnj+1c

n
j+1), (10)

where cnj is the approximate value of the convolution kernel and in the present work it is computed by
the quadrature formula

cnj =
`−1∑

k=−`
γkρ

n
j−k, where γk =

ˆ (k+1)h

kh
ηε(y)dy and ` =

[ ε
h

]
+ 1. (11)

We recall that the support of the convolution kernel ηε is always contained in the interval [−ε, ε]. By
plugging (10) into (8) we arrive at

ρn+1
j =

1

2
(ρnj+1 + ρnj−1)−

∆t

2h

(
ρnj+1c

n
j+1 − ρnj−1cnj−1

)
.

2.2 The Godunov method

The basic idea underpinning the Godunov scheme is to solve Riemann problems on each cell of the
computational mesh. More precisely, the Godunov scheme for the nonlinear conservation law (9) is
obtained by plugging the numerical flux function

Fnj+1/2 := f
(
ρ∗(ρnj , ρ

n
j+1)

)
(12)
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into (8). In the previous expression, ρ∗(ρnj , ρ
n
j+1) is the value at the line x = 0 of the entropy admissible

solution of the Riemann problem between ρnj (on the left) and ρnj+1 (on the right). Note that, owing to
the Rankine-Hugoniot conditions, even if the solution of the Riemann problem has a discontinuity at
x = 0, the function f(ρ) is continuous at x = 0 and hence the value f(ρ∗) is well-defined. As a matter
of fact, if the flux function f is convex we have the equality

f
(
ρ∗(ρnj , ρ

n
j+1)

)
=

{
minρ∈[ρnj ,ρnj+1]

f(ρ) ρnj ≤ ρnj+1

maxρ∈[ρnj+1,ρ
n
j ]
f(ρ) ρnj ≥ ρnj+1,

(13)

which in the case of the scalar Burgers’ equation (6) implies

(
ρ∗(ρnj , ρ

n
j+1)

)2
=

{
minρ∈[ρnj ,ρnj+1]

ρ2 ρnj ≤ ρnj+1

maxρ∈[ρnj+1,ρ
n
j ]
ρ2 ρnj ≥ ρnj+1.

Note furthermore that the Godunov scheme is known to have less numerical viscosity than the Lax-
Friedrichs scheme, see [14].

Godunov type schemes for nonlocal equations have been considered in [5, 10]. To define a Godunov
scheme for the nonlocal Burgers’ equation we first define the convolution term

V n
j+1/2 =

`−1∑

k=−`
γk ρ

n
j−k+1, with γk as in (11).

By plugging the formula f(ρ) = V n
j+1/2ρ into (13) and recalling (12) we arrive at

Fnj+1/2 =

{
V n
j+1/2ρ

n
j V n

j+1/2 ≥ 0

V n
j+1/2ρ

n
j+1 V n

j+1/2 < 0.
(14)

By plugging the above numerical flux function into (8) we obtain a Godunov type scheme for the
nonlocal Burgers’ equation (7). Note that our scheme is slightly different from the one in [5, 10]
because in [5, 10] the authors focus on the case where ρ̄ ≥ 0, which implies that ρnj ≥ 0 for every n
and j and hence that V n

j+1/2 ≥ 0. This in turn implies that only the first case at the right hand side
of (14) can occur. In the present work we consider cases where ρ̄ attains negative values (see Example
A in §3.1) and hence we use (14).

3 Analytic results

In this paragraph we briefly discuss the main analytic properties of the examples we will use in our
numerical tests.

3.1 Example A: odd initial datum, isotropic convolution kernels

Assume that

ρ(0, x) = ρ̄(A)(x) := (x+ 2)1[−2,−1](x) + 1[−1,0](x)− 1[0,1](x) + (x− 2)1[1,2](x), (15)
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where here and in the following 1E denotes the characteristic function of the set E. The entropy
admissible solution of the Cauchy problem for the (local) Burgers’ equation (6) is

ρ(A)(t, x) =





x+ 2

2t+ 1
, x ∈ [−2, 2t− 1], t ≤ 1

2
, or x ∈ [−2, 0], t >

1

2
,

1, x ∈ [2t− 1, 0], t ≤ 1

2
,

−1, x ∈ [0, 1− 2t], t ≤ 1

2
,

x− 2

2t+ 1
, x ∈ [1− 2t, 2], t ≤ 1

2
, or x ∈ [0, 2], t >

1

2

0 elsewhere.

(16)

We now consider the Cauchy problem obtained by coupling (15) with the nonlocal Burgers’ equation (7)
and we term ρ

(A)
ε its solution. We assume furthermore that the convolution kernel η is even, i.e.

ηε(x) = ηε(−x) for every x. The analysis in [7, §5.1] states that, under these assumptions, the family
ρ
(A)
ε does not converge to the entropy admissible solution (16) as ε → 0+, not even weakly or up to

subsequences. We refer to [7] for the precise statements and the technical proof, but loosely speaking
the very basic idea is the following. By using the fact that the initial datum ρ̄(A) is odd and that the
convolution kernel is even, one can show that the solution of the nonlocal equation is odd and this in
turn implies, after some more work, that

ˆ 0

−∞
ρ(A)ε (t, y)dy =

ˆ 0

−∞
ρ̄(A)(y)dy, for every t > 0, ε > 0. (17)

On the other hand, the entropy admissible solution of the Burgers’ equation satisfies
ˆ 0

−∞
ρ(A)(t, y)dy <

ˆ 0

−∞
ρ̄(A)(y)dy for every t > 0 (18)

and by comparing (17) and (18) and performing some more work one eventually manages to rule out
convergence.

3.2 Example B: positive initial datum, anisotropic convolution kernels

If
ρ(0, x) = ρ̄(B)(x) := 1[−1,0](x), (19)

then the entropy admissible solution of the Cauchy problem for the (local) Burgers’ equation (6) is

ρ(B)(t, x) =





x+ 1

2t
, x ∈ [−1, 2t− 1], t ≤ 1

1, x ∈ ]2t− 1, t], t ≤ 1

x+ 1

2t
, x ∈ [−1, 2

√
t− 1], t > 1

0 elsewhere.

(20)

We term ρ
(B)
ε (t, x) the solution of the Cauchy problem obtained by coupling (7) with (19). Assume

that the convolution kernels ηε are anisotropic, more precisely they are supported on the negative real
line, i.e.

ηε(x) = 0 for every x > 0. (21)
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In this case the analysis in [7, §5.2] states that the family ρ
(B)
ε does not converge to the entropy

admissible solution (24) as ε→ 0+, not even weakly or up to subsequences. The basic reason why ρ(B)
ε

does not converge to ρ(B) is because one can show that

ρ(B)
ε (t, x) = 0 for every x > 0 and t > 0, (22)

see [7, Lemma 5.3]. Since ρ(B) does not share this property, then with some more work one manages
to rule out convergence.

3.3 Example C: positive initial datum, isotropic convolution kernels

If
ρ(0, x) = ρ̄(C)(x) := 1[−1,1](x), (23)

then the entropy admissible solution of the Cauchy problem for the (local) Burgers’ equation (6) is

ρ(C)(t, x) =





x+ 1

2t
, x ∈ [−1, 2t− 1], t ≤ 2,

1, x ∈ [2t− 1, t+ 1], t ≤ 2,

x+ 1

2t
, x ∈ [−1, 2

√
2t− 1], t > 2

0 elsewhere.

(24)

As before, we term ρ
(C)
ε (t, x) the solution of the Cauchy problem obtained by coupling (7) with (23).

Assume that the convolution kernels are even functions, i.e. ηε(x) = ηε(−x), for every x ∈ R. In this
case, for every p > 1 the analysis in [7, §5.2] states that, as ε → 0+, ρ(C)

ε does not converge to ρ(C)

strongly in Lp, not even up to subsequences. Loosely speaking, this is due to the fact that we can
single out an entropy that is conserved by ρ(C)

ε and is dissipated by ρ(C).

3.4 Example D: explicit solution of the nonlocal equations

If
ρ(0, x) = ρ̄(D)(x) := 1]−∞,0](x), (25)

then the entropy admissible solution of the Cauchy problem for the (local) Burgers’ equation (6) is the
shock

ρ(D)(t, x) =

{
1 x ∈]−∞, t]
0 x ∈ [t,+∞[.

(26)

Also, consider the nonlocal Burgers’ equation (7) and assume that the convolution kernel is supported
on the positive real axis, i.e. ηε(x) = 0 for every x < 0. In this case one can show that, for every ε > 0,
the solution of the Cauchy problem obtained by coupling (7) with (25) is exactly the same shock as
in (26), i.e. ρ(D)

ε ≡ ρ(D).

3.5 Example E: isotropic convolution kernels, regular limit solution

Assume that
ρ(0, x) = ρ̄(E)(x) :=

1

4

(
1 + sin

(πx
2

+
π

2

))
1[−2,0](x) +

1

2
1[0,∞[(x). (27)

Since the initial datum is regular and monotone nondecreasing, classical results on scalar conservation
laws rule out shock formation and imply that the solution of the Cauchy problem for the (local) Burgers’
equation (6) is regular. Consider the nonlocal Burgers’ equation (7) and assume that the convolution
kernels are even, i.e. that ηε(x) = ηε(−x) for every x ∈ R and ε > 0. Owing to a convergence result
by Zumbrun [15, Proposition 4.1], in this case we expect that the solutions of the nonlocal equation
uniformly converge to the solution of the (local) Burgers’ equation.
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4 Benchmark numerical tests

In this paragraph we discuss some benchmark tests we use to validate our numerical schemes.

4.1 Test 1: convergence of the numerical schemes for the local equation

In Test 1, we focus on the (local) Burgers’ equation (6) and on same initial data ρ̄(A), ρ̄(B) and ρ̄(C)

as in (15), (19) and (23), respectively. We then compare the numerical solution given by the Lax-
Friedrichs and Godunov schemes with the exact analytic entropy admissible solution, which in these
cases can be explicitly computed, see (16), (20) and (24). More precisely, we evaluate the L1-norm
in space of the difference between the exact and the numerical solution at fixed time t = 2 and for
different values of the space mesh. The results are displayed in Figure 1 and show the expected first
order convergence for both schemes.

Figure 1: Test 1, L1-Convergence of the numerical schemes, Lax-Friedrichs and Godunov, with respect to the mesh
size h, for the solution of the (local) Burgers’ equation at t = 2

4.2 Test 2 (Example D): validation of numerical schemes for the local and the
nonlocal Burgers’ equation

Test 2 is designed to validate the numerical schemes for the nonlocal equation. We take the same
initial datum ρ̄(D) as in (25) and the convolution kernel

ηε(x) := αε(|x− ε||x|)5/21[0,ε](x),

where (here and in the following) the constant αε > 0 is chosen in such a way that ηε has unit integral.
The exact value of αε can vary from occurrence to occurrence. As pointed out in §3.4, in this case the
solution of the Cauchy problem for the nonlocal Burgers’ equation (7) is explicit and it is given by (26).
We can then validate the schemes for the nonlocal equation by computing the L1 norm in space of the
difference between the numerical solution (obtained with the Lax-Friedrichs and the Godunov type
schemes) and the exact analytic solution. The results are displayed in Figure 2. We evaluate the L1

norm at time t = 1 for different values of the nonlocal parameter ε, and we evaluate the convergence

9



.

Figure 2: Test 2, L1-Convergence of the numerical schemes, Lax-Friedrichs and Godunov, with respect to the mesh
size h, for the (local) Burgers’ equation and for the nonlocal equation at ε = 0.25, 0.05, 0.01 and t = 1

with respect to mesh size h. The results show convergence of the numerical solution to the analytic
solution.

5 Numerical tests on the nonlocal-to-local limit

5.1 Test 3 (Example A): odd initial datum, isotropic convolution kernels

In Test 3 we take the same initial datum ρ̄(A) as in (15) and the convolution kernels

ηε(x) = αε(|x− ε||x+ ε|)5/21[−ε,ε](x). (28)

As pointed out in §3.1, in this case the analysis in [7] implies that the solutions of the nonlocal
equation (7) do not converge to the entropy admissible solution of the Burgers’ equation, which is
given by (16).

In Test 3 we compute the numerical solution of the nonlocal equation by using the Lax-Friedrichs
and the Godunov type schemes. Several snapshots of the solution are displayed in Figure 4. Also,
we compare the numerical solution of the nonlocal equation with the analytic solution of the (local)
Burgers’ equation. More precisely, we evaluate the L1 norm of the difference at time t = 2 and at
different values of the convolution parameter ε. We show the corresponding results in Figure 3.

Here are the main remarks concerning the numerical results for Test 3.

i) Figure 3, part (a) shows the numerical results obtained by keeping the space mesh fixed and
varying the convolution parameter ε. The numerical results strongly suggest that the L1 norm of
the difference converges to 0 when ε→ 0+. As pointed out in §3.1, in this case we can analytically
rule out convergence and hence the numerical evidence provides the wrong intuition. Owing to
the discussion in §1.2, this is most likely due to the presence of the numerical viscosity.

ii) In Figure 3, part (b), we display the results obtained by simultaneously varying the space mesh
h and the convolution parameter ε. More precisely, we choose h of the order of ε2: in this way,
the space mesh goes to 0 much faster than the convolution parameter. The Lax-Friedrichs type
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(a) (b) .

Figure 3: Test 3 (Example A), L1-error at t = 2, for different values of ε, comparing the nonlocal solution to the local
solution for both numerical schemes: (a) fixed viscosity h = 0.001, (b) varying viscosity h = 25ε2.

scheme still suggests convergence, albeit at a slower rate than in Figure 3, part (a). Conversely,
the Godunov type scheme does not suggest convergence since the L1 error is basically constant.
These results are consistent with the fact that the numerical viscosity depends on the space mesh
and it is higher in the Lax-Friedrichs scheme. Since the space mesh h goes to 0 very fast, the
numerical schemes have less numerical viscosity and hence they provide a better intuition of the
nonlocal-to-local limit. Also, the Godunov scheme has lower numerical viscosity and hence it is
more reliable than the Lax-Friedrichs scheme in investigating the nonlocal-to-local limit.

Wrapping up, Test 3 shows that the numerical viscosity jeopardizes the reliability of the numerical
investigation of the nonlocal-to-local limit. To obtain reliable numerical results we had to introduce
very low numerical viscosity.

5.2 Test 4 (Example B): positive initial datum, anisotropic convolution kernels

In Test 4 we take the same initial datum ρ̄(B) as in (19) and the convolution kernels

ηε(x) = αε(|x||x+ ε|)5/21[−ε,0](x). (29)

Note that these convolution kernels satisfy (21) and hence the discussion in §3.2 applies. In particular,
the analytic solutions ρ(B)

ε of the nonlocal equations (7) are all supported on the negative axis, i.e.
satisfy (22), and do not converge to the solution of the (local) Burgers’ equation.

In Test 4 we compute the numerical solution of the nonlocal equations (7) by using the Lax-
Friedrichs type method and the Godunov type method and we display the corresponding results
in Figure 5 and Figure 6. More precisely, Figure 5 displays the behavior of the L1 norm of the
difference between the (numerical) solutions of the nonlocal equation and the exact entropy admissible
solution of the (local) Burgers’ equation at time t = 2. Recall that the exact solution is given by (20).
Figure 6 shows the snapshots of the solution at time t = 2. We now comment on Figure 5 and Figure 6.

i) The results in Figure 5 obtained with the Lax-Friedrichs type method suggest that the solutions
of the nonlocal equation converge to the entropy admissible solution of the Burgers’ equation.
This contradicts the analytic results discussed in §3.2. On the other hand, the numerical results
obtained with the Godunov type scheme do not suggest convergence and hence are consistent
with the analytic results in §3.2. This is most likely due to the fact that the Lax-Friedrichs type
scheme has higher numerical viscosity and hence it is not reliable to test the nonlocal-to-local
limit. The Godunov type scheme has less numerical viscosity and is therefore more reliable.
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Analytic solution of the (local) Burgers’ equation

Numerical solution of the (local) Burgers’ equation computed with the Lax-Friedrichs method

Numerical solution of the (local) Burgers’ equation computed with the Godunov method

Numerical solution of the nonlocal Burgers’ equation computed with the Lax-Friedrichs type method

Numerical solution of the nonlocal Burgers’ equation computed with the Godunov type method

Figure 4: Test 3 (Example A), snapshots of solution of Burgers’ equation with initial condition (15) and isotropic
convolution kernel, when ε = 0.25, h = 0.01.

ii) The snapshots of the solution obtained with the Godunov type and the Lax-Friedrichs type
schemes confirm that the Godunov type scheme is more reliable. Indeed, the exact solution of
the nonlocal Burgers’ equation is supported on the negative axis, i.e. satisfies (22). Remarkably,
this important analytic property is satisfied by the numerical solution obtained by the Godunov
type method, but it is not satisfied by the solutions obtained by the Lax-Friedrichs type method,
see Figure 6.

The take-home message from Test 4 is the following: the Godunov type scheme is more reliable than
the Lax-Friedrichs type scheme for the numerical investigation of the nonlocal-to-local limit. This is
due to the fact that the Godunov type scheme is less affected by numerical viscosity, see [14].
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Figure 5: Test 4 (Example B), L1-error at t = 2, for different values of ε, comparing the solutions of the nonlocal
equations with the entropy solution of the local equation for both numerical schemes and for varying viscosity h such
that ε = 1000h2. The L1 error of the Godunov scheme is much higher for small values of ε.

5.3 Test 5: smoother positive density and anisotropic convolution kernels

We now investigate the behavior of the support of the numerical solution in the case of anisotropic
convolution kernels. More precisely, in the previous paragraph we have pointed out that a main
drawback of the Lax-Friedrichs type method is that it does not preserve an important qualitative
property of the analytic solutions of the nonlocal equations, namely the fact that, in the example we
test at the previous paragraph, they satisfy (22). Conversely, the Godunov type method preserves (22).

We now test this behavior in the case of a smoother initial datum than (19). More precisely, we
set

ρ̄(F )(x) = (x+ 1)1[−1,0](x) (30)

and we take the same convolution kernels as in (29). This implies that the solutions of the nonlocal
Cauchy problem obtained by coupling (30) with (7) satisfy (22). In Test 5 we compute the numerical
solutions with the Lax-Friedrichs type and the Godunov type methods and we display the snapshots
of the solution in Figure 7. Remarkably, as in Test 4 the solutions obtained by the Lax-Friedrichs type
method do not satisfy (22), while the solutions obtained by the Godunov type method satisfy (22).
Once again we find that the results obtained with the Lax-Friedrichs type method are not consistent
with the analytic results and that the Godunov type scheme is more reliable.

5.4 Test 6 (Example C): positive density and isotropic convolution kernels

In Test 6 we take the same initial datum as in (23) and the same convolution kernels as in (28). Since
the convolution kernels are even functions, we can apply the discussion in §3.3 and conclude that, for
every p > 1, the solutions of the nonlocal equations do not converge to the entropy admissible solution
of the (local) Burgers’ equation strongly in Lp.

In Test 6 we compute the numerical solution of the nonlocal equations with the Lax-Friedrichs type
and with the Godunov type methods. We display the corresponding results in Figure 8 (convergence
analysis) and in Figure 9 (snapshots of the solution). More precisely, Figure 8 shows the Lp norm of
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Analytic solution

Numerical solution of the (local) Burgers’ equation with Lax-Friedrichs method

Numerical solution of the (local) Burgers’ equation with Godunov method

Numerical solution of the nonlocal Burgers’ equation with Lax-Friedrichs method

Numerical solution of the nonlocal Burgers’ equation with Godunov method

Figure 6: Test 4 (Example B), snapshots of the solution of Burgers’ equation with initial condition and convolution
kernel (19), when ε = 0.1, h = 0.01.

the difference, computed at time t = 2 between the numerical solutions of the nonlocal equations and
the exact entropy solution of the (local) Burgers’ equation. Here are the main comments.

i) In the results displayed in Figure 8, part (a), we keep the space mesh h fixed and we consider
smaller and smaller values of the convolution parameter ε. Both the Lax-Friedrichs and the
Godunov type schemes results suggest that the Lp norm converges to 0, which is contradicted
by the analytic results in §3.3. This is due to the fact that both schemes contain some numerical
viscosity.

ii) Figure 8, part (b) displays numerical results where the space mesh h is of the order of ε2. In this
case the numerical results do not suggest convergence in Lp for p > 1 and hence are consistent
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Numerical solution of the (local) Burgers’ equation computed with Lax-Friedrichs method

Numerical solution of the (local) Burgers’ equation computed with Godunov method

Numerical solution of the nonlocal Burgers’ equation computed with Lax-Friedrichs method

Numerical solution of the nonlocal Burgers’ equation computed with Godunov method

Figure 7: Test 5, snapshots of solution of Burgers’ equation with initial condition (30) and convolution kernel (29),
when ε = 0.25, h = 0.01.

with the analytic results. This is most likely due to the fact that the numerical viscosity goes to
0 very fast and hence does not affect the investigation of the nonlocal-to-local limit.

In a nutshell, Test 6 shows that the presence of the numerical viscosity jeopardizes the reliability of
the numerical schemes and that the most reliable results are obtained by taking the smallest numerical
viscosity.

5.5 Test 7 (Example E): isotropic convolution kernels and regular limit solution

In Test 7 we consider the same monotone increasing initial datum ρ̄(E) as in (27) and the same isotropic
convolution kernels as in (28). As pointed out in §3.5, owing to a result by Zumbrun [15, Proposition
4.1] we expect that in this case the solutions of the nonlocal equations converge to the (regular) solution
of the Burgers’ equation.

In Test 7 we compute the numerical solutions of the nonlocal equations with the Lax-Friedrichs
type and the Godunov type methods. We display the results in Figure 10: the results obtained with
both the Lax-Friedrichs and the Godunov type schemes suggest convergence. In the case of Test 7 this
is consistent with the analytic results.
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(a) (b) .

Figure 8: Test 6 (Example C), Lp-error at t = 2, p ≥ 1, at different values of ε, comparing the nonlocal solution to the
local solution for both numerical schemes: (a) fixed viscosity h = 0.001, (b) varying viscosity h = 64ε2.

6 Conclusion

In this paper we have investigated the role of numerical viscosity in the study of the local limit of
nonlocal conservation laws. We have shown that numerical viscosity is a very relevant feature as it
severely affects the reliability of numerical methods. This claim is supported by the following instances:

• Lax-Friedrichs type schemes have a very high numerical viscosity and erroneously suggest con-
vergence in cases where convergence is ruled out by analytic considerations (see Tests 3, 4 and 6).
Also, Lax-Friedrichs type scheme fail to capture relevant qualitative properties of the solutions
of the nonlocal equations (see Tests 4 and 5).

• Godunov type schemes have lower numerical viscosity than Lax-Friedrichs type schemes and, at
least in some cases, provide more reliable information on the nonlocal-to-local limit, see Tests
3 and 4. Also, they manage to capture relevant qualitative properties of the solutions of the
nonlocal equations that are missed by the Lax-Friedrichs type schemes (see Tests 4 and 5).

• The most reliable numerical results are obtained by using the Godunov type scheme and choosing
a very low numerical viscosity (i.e. choosing the space mesh of the order ε2, where ε is the
convolution parameter), see Tests 3 and 6.

We feel that the present work could pave the way for several interesting developments. Note indeed
that the Godunov type scheme provides more reliable results than the Lax-Friedrichs type scheme, but
it is still not completely satisfactory and reliable for the analysis of the nonlocal-to-local limit. Also, it
is more difficult to implement than the Lax-Friedrichs type scheme. It would be very interesting, for
both numerical and analytic purposes 2, to introduce numerical schemes providing reliable results for

2Reliable numerical scheme could for instance provide valuable intuition on some analytic open questions. As an
example, we mention traffic models with completely anisotropic convolution kernels, which take into account the fact
that drivers only look forward, not backward, and hence decide their speed based on the downstream traffic density only.
In this case Question 1 on the nonlocal-to-local limit is presently open, even if a recent counterexamples rules out the
most “natural” strategy to establish convergence, see [6].
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Analytic solution

Numerical solution of the inviscid Burgers’ equation with Lax-Friedrichs method

Numerical solution of the inviscid Burgers’ equation with Godunov method

Numerical solution of the nonlocal Burgers’ equation with Lax-Friedrichs method

Numerical solution of the nonlocal Burgers’ equation with Godunov method

Figure 9: Test 6 (Example C), snapshots of solution of Burgers’ equation with initial condition and convolution
kernel (23), when ε = 0.2, h = 0.01.

the study of the local limit of nonlocal conservation laws. To this end, a possible future direction is
working with Lax-Wendroff type schemes3. This is motivated by the fact that the modified equation
for the Lax-Wendroff equation is a third order equation with no viscous term, see [13].

7 Acknowledgments

The authors wish to thank Blanca Ayuso de Dios and Giovanni Russo for interesting discussions.
GC is partially supported by the Swiss National Science Foundation grant 200021-140232 and by the
ERC Starting Grant 676675 FLIRT. LVS is a member of the GNAMPA group of INDAM and of the

3We thank Giovanni Russo for this remark.

17



(a) (b) .

Figure 10: Test 7 (Example E), L1-error at t = 2, for different values of ε, comparing the solutions of the nonlocal
equations with the entropy solution of the (local) Burgers’ equation for both numerical schemes, when (a) h = 0.001, (b)
h = ε/10.

PRIN National Project “Hyperbolic Systems of Conservation Laws and Fluid Dynamics: Analysis and
Applications”. MG was partially supported by the Swiss National Science Foundation grant P300P2-
167681. Part of this work was done when MC and LVS were visiting the University of Basel: its kind
hospitality is gratefully acknowledged.

References

[1] A. Aggarwal, R. M. Colombo, and P. Goatin. Nonlocal systems of conservation laws in several
space dimensions. SIAM J. Numer. Anal., 53(2):963–983, 2015.

[2] P. Amorim, R. M. Colombo, and A. Teixeira. On the numerical integration of scalar nonlocal
conservation laws. ESAIM Math. Model. Numer. Anal., 49(1):19–37, 2015.

[3] F. Betancourt, R. Bürger, K. H. Karlsen, and E. M. Tory. On nonlocal conservation laws modelling
sedimentation. Nonlinearity, 24(3):855–885, 2011.

[4] S. Blandin and P. Goatin. Well-posedness of a conservation law with non-local flux arising in
traffic flow modeling. Numer. Math., 132(2):217–241, 2016.

[5] F.A. Chiarello and P. Goatin. Non-local multi-class traffic flow models. Netw. Heterog. Media. To
appear.

[6] M. Colombo, G. Crippa, and L. V. Spinolo. Blow-up of the total variation in the local limit of a
nonlocal traffic model. ArXiv:1808.03529.

[7] M. Colombo, G. Crippa, and L. V. Spinolo. On the singular local limit for conservation laws with
nonlocal fluxes. ArXiv:1710.04547.

[8] R. M. Colombo, M. Garavello, and M. Lécureux-Mercier. A class of nonlocal models for pedestrian
traffic. Math. Models Methods Appl. Sci., 22(4):1150023, 34, 2012.

[9] G. Crippa and M. Lécureux-Mercier. Existence and uniqueness of measure solutions for a sys-
tem of continuity equations with non-local flow. NoDEA Nonlinear Differential Equations Appl.,
20(3):523–537, 2013.

18



[10] J. Friedrich, O. Kolb, and S. Göttlich. A Godunov type scheme for a class of LWR traffic flow
models with non-local flux. Netw. Heterog. Media, 13(4):531–547, 2018.

[11] P. Goatin and S. Scialanga. Well-posedness and finite volume approximations of the LWR traffic
flow model with non-local velocity. Netw. Heterog. Media, 11(1):107–121, 2016.

[12] S. N. Kružkov. First order quasilinear equations with several independent variables. Mat. Sb.
(N.S.), 81 (123):228–255, 1970.

[13] R. J. LeVeque. Finite volume methods for hyperbolic problems. Cambridge Texts in Applied
Mathematics. Cambridge University Press, Cambridge, 2002.

[14] E. Tadmor. Numerical viscosity and the entropy condition for conservative difference schemes.
Math. Comp., 43(168):369–381, 1984.

[15] K. Zumbrun. On a nonlocal dispersive equation modeling particle suspensions. Quart. Appl.
Math., 57(3):573–600, 1999.

19



 

 

 LATEST PREPRINTS 
 
 No.  Author:    Title  
 

2017-12 P. Zaspel 
Algorithmic patterns for H-matrices on many-core processors 
 

2017-13 R. Brügger, R. Croce and H. Harbrecht 
Solving a free boundary problem with non-constant coefficients 
 

2017-14 M. Dambrine, H. Harbrecht and B. Puig 
Incorporating knowledge on the measurement noise in electrical impedance 
tomography 
 

2017-15 C. Bürli, H. Harbrecht, P. Odermatt, S. Sayasone and N. Chitnis 
Analysis of Interventions against the Liver Fluke, Opisthorchis viverrini 
 

2017-16 D. W. Masser 
Abcological anecdotes 
 

2017-17 P. Corvaja, D. W. Masser and U. Zannier 
Torsion hypersurfaces on abelian schemes and Betti coordinates 
 

2017-18 F. Caubet, M. Dambrine and H. Harbrecht 
A Newton method for the data completion problem and application 
to obstacle detection in Electrical Impedance Tomography 
 

2018-01 H. Harbrecht and P. Zaspel 
On the algebraic construction of sparse multilevel approximations of elliptic 
tensor product problems 
 

2018-02 F. Ghiraldin and X. Lamy 
Optimal Besov differentiability for entropy solutions of the eikonal equation 
 

2018-03 H. Harbrecht and M. Schmidlin 
Multilevel quadrature for elliptic problems on random domains by the 
coupling of FEM and BEM 
 

2018-04 M. Bugeanu and H. Harbrecht 
Parametric representation of molecular surfaces 
 

2018-05 A. Abdulle, M. J. Grote and O. Jecker 
Finite element heterogeneous multiscale method for Elastic Waves in 
Heterogeneous Media 
 

2018-06 M. J. Grote and J. H. Tang 
On controllability methods for the Helmholtz equation 
 

2018-07 H. Harbrecht and M. Moor 
Wavelet boundary element methods — Adaptivity and goal-oriented error 
estimation 

 __________________________________________________________________________ 



 

 

LATEST PREPRINTS 
 
 No.  Author:    Title  
 

2018-08 P. Balazs and H. Harbrecht 
Frames for the solution of operator equations in Hilbert spaces with fixed 
dual pairing 
 

2018-09 R. Brügger, R. Croce and H. Harbrecht 
Solving a Bernoulli type free boundary problem with random diffusion 

 
2018-10 J. Dölz, H. Harbrecht and M. D. Multerer 

On the best approximation of the hierarchical matrix product 
 

2018-11 H. Harbrecht and P. Zaspel 
A scalable H-matrix approach for the solution of boundary integral 
equations on multi-GPU clusters 
 

2018-12 H. Harbrecht, N. Ilić and M. D. Multerer 
Acoustic scattering in case of random obstacles 
 

2018-13 D. H. Baffet, M. J. Grote, S. Imperiale and M. Kachanovska 
Energy decay and stability of a perfectly matched layer for the wave equation 
 

2018-14 D. Baffet and M. J. Grote 
On wave splitting, source separation and echo removal with absorbing 
boundary conditions 
 

2019-01 M. Graff, M. J. Grote, F. Nataf and F. Assous 
How to solve inverse scattering problems without knowing the source term: a 
three-step strategy 
 

2019-02 Z. Gao and P. Habegger 
Heights in families of abelian varieties and the geometric Bogomolov 
conjecture 
 

2019-03 M. J. Grote, F. Nataf, J. H. Tang and P.-H. Tournier 
Parallel Controllability Methods For the Helmholtz Equation 
 

2019-04 G. Ciampa, G. Crippa and S. Spirito 
On smooth approximations of rough vector fields and the selection of flows  
 

2019-05 M. Colombo, G. Crippa, M. Graff and L. V. Spinolo 
Recent results on the singular local limit for nonlocal conservation laws  
 

2019-06 M. Colombo, G. Crippa, M. Graff and L. V. Spinolo 
On the role of numerical viscosity in the study of the local limit of nonlocal 
conservation laws  
 
 
 

_________________________________________________________________________ 


