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For PhD candidates, their 
thesis propositions are 
an opportunity to publicly 
express their professional 
and personal convictions 
about science and society. 
In this feature they explain 
their most thought-provoking 
proposition. This time, a 
proposition from Zhihong 
Lyu, who graduated with 
a PhD in the Physics and 
Physical Chemistry of Foods 
on 14 December.

SCIENCE

THE 
PROPOSITION

‘This proposition is actually based on 
a Nature paper which studied  
21 billion Facebook friendships. The 
study aimed to answer the question 
why people escape poverty faster in 
some communities than in others. It 
showed that in neighbourhoods with 
higher economic connectedness, so 
friendships across class or income 
boundaries, people earned more money 
later in life.
It is not only about the money. Yes, if 
you have financial problems or want 
to start a company, friendships with 
people of a higher economic status 
can help you. But it is also about social 
capital: if you have a high income, it 
usually means you are successful in 
your field. Rich friends are often also 
rich in knowledge and experience. 

They can introduce you to other people 
in their network, which can increase the 
chance of success in life.
This paper in Nature resonated with me. 
We are living in a society in which we 
can’t succeed through our own efforts 
alone. You need a team around you.
I would like to start my own company 
in future, and I have accumulated my 
social capital to prepare the ground. If 
my “rich friends” are successful in their 
field, they can help with their experience 
and connections. And one day, I may 
also become a “rich friend” for others.’ cj

‘Making friends with rich people fattens 
your bank account’

Hedgerows: a study of their added 
value for dairy farms
Hedgerows and vegetation windbreaks 
have ecological value and improve the 
landscape, but can they also be func-
tional and financially viable elements 
on dairy farms? That is the key ques-
tion behind agro-innovation centre De 
Marke’s Hedgerow 2.0 project. 

Researchers at Wageningen Plant 
Research and the Louis Bolk Institute are 
designing and analysing various types of 
hedgerow for the project, varying things 
like the vegetation mix, height and posi-
tion. Such hedgerows are a traditional 
feature of the patchwork farmland and 
dry sandy soils of the Achterhoek region 
in the eastern Netherlands. ‘The idea is 
to showcase them at De Marke to demon-
strate the potential of hedgerows to 

farmers,’ says project leader Rob Geerts 
of Wageningen Plant Research’s Agrosys-
tems Research group. The researchers 
also intend to plant functional hedge-
rows at two dairy farms in the Achter-
hoek.  

Business model
Demonstrating the value of hedgerows 
may therefore be the most important 
aspect of the project, thinks Geerts. ‘Gel-
derland – in fact the whole of the Nether-
lands – is faced with a huge challenge: to 
save biodiversity and plant more wood-
lands,’ he says. ‘To win the support of 
land users, and in Gelderland that basi-
cally means farmers, you need to offer 
them a good business model.’ This is 
important, because planting hedgerows 

reduces a dairy farmer’s crop production 
area and manure quota, as the land used 
for them is subtracted from these calcu-
lations.
So the challenge is to use hedgerows in 
ways that positively contribute to dairy 
farm operations. Geerts: ‘Like forage 
trees, for example: vegetation that is 
rich in minerals, trace elements and 
other healthy nutrients that the cows 
can graze on at their leisure – rather 
like a natural medicine cabinet.’ Other 
functions the project is exploring include 
carbon sequestration and the absorp-
tion of nitrogen and particulate matter. 
The project is funded by the provincial 
Nature-Inclusive Agriculture for Gel-
derland Action Plan and will run at least 
until mid-2024. me


