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PhD candidates explain the 
most thought-provoking pro-
position in their thesis. This 
time it’s Daniel Monino Lo-
pez, who obtained a PhD in 
Plant Breeding on 14 April. 

SCIENCE

THE  
PROPOSITION

‘While my PhD thesis was approved 
immediately upon submission, my prop-
osition list was rejected four times by the 
Academic Board. I went through a frus-
trating time modifying my original prop-
ositions to make them meet the criteria. 
When the list finally got approved, I felt a 
great relief. 
I understand and value the importance of 
having a proposition section in the PhD 
thesis. As a pre-scientist, you should 
be able to think critically and demon-
strate that you can engage in scholarly 
debates. However, do these restrictive 
criteria end up being counterproductive? 
I wanted to include a societally related 
proposition regarding sustainability, but 

I couldn’t, because I’ve been told the 
proposition was too closely related to my 
thesis topic on plant breeding. I also had 
to discard one proposition which was 
always in my mind, because someone 
had already proposed the same idea 
earlier than me. 
In my opinion, your propositions are 
your thoughts that came along with four 
years of hard work, and they will always 
remain an integral part of your book. As 
such, shouldn't you have the freedom to 
express your true opinion? I felt that the 
restrictive criteria constrained me. After 
several rounds of changes, my propo-
sitions no longer feel like “my” proposi-
tions.’ nf

‘Limited freedom in proposition 
compilation renders the added value 
for a PhD thesis obsolete’

Hot air balloons float where the wind 
takes them, so the balloon’s move-
ment is essentially a measure of wind 
speeds. Meteorologist Cisco de Bruijn 
used that fact to turn balloons into 
a free wind gauge, with the aid of a 
mobile phone with GPS. 

His employer KNMI (Royal Neth-
erlands Meteorological Institute) 
gave him the opportunity to do an 
experiment where information from 
various mobile phones on board a 
hot air balloon was compared to a 
very accurate GPS receiver. It worked. 
‘Phones measurements of the abso-
lute position give a big error, of up to 
five metres. But they work fine when 
subtracting one position from anoth-
er, which is what you need to measure 
speed.’
The new measure of speed is only 

0.5 metres per second off. De Bruijn 
says that is good enough for use in 
weather models. But its mass means 
the balloon takes time to adjust to the 
wind surrounding it. ‘I investigated 
that by suspending an accurate wind 
gauge under the balloon. If that gauge 
measures zero, it means the balloon 
is travelling at the same speed as the 
wind. It takes about five minutes for 
that to happen after a change in the 
wind speed.’

9000 observations
Hardly any wind speed measure-
ments are made at the altitudes hot 
air balloons travel at. There are about 
8000 to 9000 balloon trips a year in 
the Netherlands, so there is a huge 
potential for observations. For his 
experiments, De Bruijn developed 
an app to collect and pass on the raw 

data. It is not yet clear whether a 
more user-friendly variant of the app 
will be launched. rk

Using a balloon to measure the wind
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