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PhD candidates explain their 
most thought-provoking 
proposition. This time it’s 
Filippo Guerra, who received 
his PhD on 12 April. In his 
thesis, he explored the role 
of the transcription factor 
doublesex in shaping sex 
differentiation in Nasonia 
wasps. Text Ning Fan

SCIENCE

THE  
PROPOSITION

PhD theses   in a nutshell

‘Humans excel in the art of complain-
ing. We complain about anything and 
everything all day long, with the weather 
being a favorite topic. But for me, bad 
weather isn’t worth complaining about: a 
rainy day may cause traffic jams, but you 
are still sheltered in your car. Cycling to 
work on a hot day may be uncomfortable, 
but you will soon be in an air-conditioned 
office. 
Having studied insects for seven years 
and once owned my own apiaries in Italy 
and with the Wageningen Bee Team, I 
think the reasons why we complain about 
the weather pale in comparison to the 
challenges beekeepers face. If bees stay 
inside for too long because of bad weath-
er, they may eat up all the honey stored 
in the hive instead of flying out to col-

lect nectar and pollen. If bad conditions 
persist, instead of selling honey to make 
a profit, beekeepers have to buy sugar 
water to feed the bees. Interestingly, 
bees probably don't complain about bad 
weather. If they have enough food, they 
can rest in their hives. It's the beekeepers 
who suffer.
Complaining never solves problems, 
whether it’s about the weather or any-
thing else, such as your studies or your 
research. Even if your experiment fails, 
you have learnt what doesn’t work. There 
is always something positive to be gained 
from failure. But what can a beekeeper 
gain from bad weather? Not much. So, 
the next time you feel like complaining, 
just think of the beekeepers who have to 
cope with bad weather.’

‘Only beekeepers are entitled 
to complain about the weather’

Life after death
Wild boar are the most important scavengers in Dutch nature areas. That is 
shown by a study by Elke Wenting of the breakdown process of animal carcasses 
in De Hoge Veluwe park. Wild boar mainly contribute to the breakdown process, 
and therefore also the spread of nutrients from the carcasses, in the periods 
when the boar are most active. Some of the nutrients disappear into the soil. That 
means the carcasses function as a kind of natural fertilizer. Wenting shows that 
maize grown in carcass fluid grows up to nine times faster. The mix of elements 
in this ‘carcass fertilizer’ differs a lot depending on the animal and species. 
Research on fallow deer shows the variation is related to the sex and age of the 
animal.  No life without death Elke Wenting  Supervisors Frank van Langevelde 
and Henk Siepel (Radboud University). rk

New colonists
Bacteria that colonize an agar culture medium sometimes create mini-bacteria. Linda 
Huijboom shows this in her study of the spread of the well-known pathogenic bacte-
rium Bacillus cereus. The spherical mini-bacteria are better able to resist heat treat-
ment than their much larger, rod-shaped parents. It is the first time this phenomenon 
has been shown. Previously, the production of mini-cells was only known to happen 
in exceptional circumstances. The mini-cells in Huijboom’s experiments can grow 
into ordinary rod-shaped bacteria. The mini-cells seem to be a trick the bacteria use 
to grow successfully and survive. Bacterial colonization of surfaces Linda Huijboom  

 Supervisors Tjakko Abee and Erik van der Linden. rk

The right strips
Strip cropping increases yields and 
makes more efficient use of nutrients. 
But the effects are complex. The benefits 
depend a lot on which crops are grown in 
combination or in sequence, as research 
by Zishen Wang from China shows. He 
experimented with the grains maize and 
wheat and the nitrogen-fixing plants 
peas and broad beans. Maize is harvested 
relatively late, the other three crops early 
in the season. The harvest time is crucial. 
Combinations of early and late harvests 
give higher yields than a monoculture. 
That is because plants in sequential strip 
cropping are then better able to capture 
the available light. They spend more 
time in the sun and don’t get in each 
other’s way. Strip cropping with plants 
that grow at the same time leads to lower 
yields overall.  Productivity  and resource 
use efficiency in strip intercropping in 
the Netherlands  
Zishen Wang  Supervisors Wopke  
van der Werf, Tjeerd-Jan Stomph and 
Jochem Evers. rk


