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BELGIAN STATISTICIANS 

 
with Pierre Dagnelie 

 
 

 

You graduated as an engineer in 
agronomy. Could you explain the 
relationship between agronomy and 
statistics and what brought you to 
statistics? 
Statistics has always played a major 
role in agronomy because of the 
inherent variability of all vegetal and 
animal material. It is not by chance 
that a great deal of modern statistics 
started with the work of Fisher at the 
Rothamsted Experimental Station in 
the 1920’s. But long before Fisher, 
statistics was present in agronomy, e.g. 
in problems of estimating tree volumes 

and forest productions. Indeed I studied agronomy, more specifically 
forestry, at the Faculté Universitaire des Sciences Agronomiques of 
Gembloux (FUSAGx) and had many statistical courses. For my master 
thesis on beech forests production in the Ardennes I largely used statistical 
methods. After that I served 18 months in the army. During my military 
service, Professor Teghem (who taught mathematics and statistics in 
Gembloux and also some courses at ULB), offered me an assistant position 
under the condition, which did not displease me, to complement my training 
at ULB with one year in mathematics (together with mathematics students) 
and one year in statistics (at that time, the ULB Certificate of the Institute of 
Statistics). 
 

How did you come to the creation of a department of statistics at the 
FUSAGx? 
As assistant to Jean Teghem, I was in charge of practical sessions and 
exercises in mathematics for first year students and in statistics for second 
year students in agronomy. Then, the circumstances were such that 
Professor Teghem gave up the teaching of statistics in Gembloux to increase 
his presence at ULB. So, I was asked to give the courses in statistics in his 
place but I continued to work with him in mathematics until he could have 
another assistant. From that time on, I stood on my own two feet and 
decided to create a department, first in statistics and later also in computing. 
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What was the role of computing in the department of statistics? 
For my PhD thesis, before 1960, I already made extensive use of computers 
but not in Gembloux because we had no computer at that time. Actually, I 
did that in Great Britain, during a stay at Rothamsted Experimental Station, 
and later at ULB. Upon my return, I convinced the faculty authorities to buy 
a computer and that’s how my department became also in charge of 
computer science. Progressively, we also taught computer programming to 
the students and the number of computer users started to grow rapidly. 
 

What was the subject of your PhD thesis? 
My PhD thesis was essentially devoted to the study of plant communities by 
means of multivariate methods, in particular factor analysis, principal 
component analysis and that kind of methods. 
 

Who were the statisticians who influenced you during your career? 
Jean Teghem, my mentor in mathematics and statistics in Gembloux, was 
my local supervisor but I also worked with David Finney. I was visiting 
professor Finney in his department at the University of Aberdeen and later 
in Edinburgh. I am still in contact with both of them because Jean Teghem 
and David Finney, both born in 1915, are still very well! 
 

What was your major research subject during all these years? 
I pursued my research in the study of plant communities by multivariate 
statistical techniques. I continued to be interested in the estimation of trees 
and forest productions. Unfortunately, I became quickly overwhelmed with 
the management of my department and the administration of the faculty, so 
that my personal research suffered and became more occasional. 

 
Is this a regret? 
No, this is not really a regret. I think everyone should face the situations 
occurring in the course of life. If it is possible to employ and to encourage 
young researchers, this is as important as doing research by yourself at a 
certain time.  
 

Thus, you were busy with the department of statistics but you 
continued to teach and write many books on statistics. Could you give 
us an overview of your career as a teacher? 
I begin with the books and I will speak about my teacher’s career 
afterwards. The books were at the beginning simply syllabi. They 
progressively expanded and included many bibliographic references. These 
lecture notes were no longer simple syllabi for the students but statistical 
companions that might be useful later in their career. My first two books, 
published respectively in 1969 and 1970, were widely distributed. This was 
in part, I think, because they were written in French and there were only few 
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French textbooks in applied statistics at that time. Remember that most 
French statisticians were very theoretical. Thus, these books were widely 
distributed in Belgium, in France and also in the French speaking part of 
Africa. I also wrote other books, one on multivariate analysis, one on the 
design of experiments, and another book of exercises.  
 
About my career as a teacher, let me say that I rapidly became full-time 
professor here at the Faculty of Gembloux for basic courses in theoretical 
and applied statistics and in planning of experiments. I also taught some 
courses with econometric orientation for the section of economy and rural 
sociology. I also spent much time teaching abroad because I could benefit 
from funds of the Administration Générale de la Coopération au 

Dévelopement (AGCD). These funds enabled the development of a 
statistical department at the Institut Agronomique et Vétérinaire Hassan II 
in Rabat (Morocco), where I acted as chair of the Department of applied 
mathematics during 15 years. I went there generally once a year. One period 
of purely Belgian cooperation lasted for 9 years, I think, then a mixed 
Belgo-Moroccan team took place to finally end up with only Moroccan 
statisticians.  
 
I forgot one thing about my teachings. In 1967, here in Gembloux we started 
a post-graduate program in applied statistics. This was the first such 
program in Belgium, attracting many students from all around the world, 
mainly from developing countries. In particular, the students of the Hassan 
II Institute in Rabat came for the 2-year specialization in statistics and then 
returned home to work and teach statistics in their country. So, I had at the 
same time the responsibility of the Department at the Hassan II Institute and 
of the final training of their students here in Gembloux. Later they became 
my co-workers at the Hassan II Institute. I also worked during several years 
at the Institut National Agronomique in Algiers but that was less exciting. 
There, I occasionally taught essentially various courses. 
 

Holidays are coming soon! Could you let us dream about countries to 
which you traveled as visiting professor and share an experience that 
impressed you? 
Overall, I visited about 30 different countries. I already mentioned Morocco, 
which I visited most. I never went abroad for more than, I think, 10 
continuous weeks but I spent about 3 or 4 years in total with shorter stays. 
Outside Morocco, I would like to name Rwanda. Rwanda, before the 
genocide, was a privileged country for Belgian cooperation. At that time, in 
the 1970’s, the Rwanda agronomic research was widely funded by Belgium 
with permanent Belgian human resources. The scientific leadership was 
assured by the Faculty of Gembloux but the principle was that each year a 
Belgo-Rwandese mixed commission evaluated the results obtained, set the 
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programs and the budgets for the following year. The Belgian delegation 
was traditionally composed of the Belgian ambassador in Kigali, three 
professors from Gembloux and one representative of AGCD. This gave me 
the opportunity to visit the same research stations during several consecutive 
years. It seemed very important to me that the young researchers working 
there were supervised. I had the chance to learn more about the reality of 
this developing country. We learned a lot about the particular experimental 
conditions for different types of crops: mixed crops, very small plots of 
land, very sloping hills, terraces, etc... All these types of cropping conditions 
were very different from those encountered in the plains of Western Europe. 
I also had other missions for the Belgian cooperation or the FAO, for which 
the siege is in Rome. In particular I remember missions in Senegal and 
Niger. 
 

Do you have a special anecdote for us about your trips? 
There are many but here is one I tell quite often. Independently of my stays 
in Africa, as I said before, I was visiting professor David Finney’s in his 
department in Aberdeen and taught a 10-week course on multivariate 
analysis. I remember that I stayed in a hotel downtown and I went to the 
university by bus every morning and often met the same students on the bus. 
One of them, a girl who took my course used to correct what I had said in 
English the day before. For example: “You should not say that but you 
should say this”. Thus, I had free English lessons on my way to the 
university each morning, a thing I could never imagine here. I don’t think 
that one should dare to correct a visiting professor here. This was fun and 
nice at the same time... and very useful! 
 

You were much involved in the Belgian statistical life. Could you say a 
few words on that? 
I was indeed part of the 1991-group who revived the Belgian Statistical 
Society (BSS) since it was created in 1937. The BSS had indeed fallen in 
lethargy and it was decided to revive the society with the help of a few 
people, including Marc Hallin and Jef Teugels. I was also much involved in 
the Belgian branch of the International Biometric Society (IBS), called the 
“Adolphe Quetelet Society”. I was member of the administration board for a 
long time, vice-president, president and editor of its journal, which no 
longer exists, namely “Biométrie-Praximétrie”. I was also member of the 
board of the IBS, Belgian representative and later became president of the 
IBS for 2 years. 
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You are also honorary life member of the International Biometric 
Society. 
Yes, I was greatly honored by this distinction which was granted to me, I 
think, widely for my international vision of the development of biometry, in 
particular with respect to the Third World countries. 
 

You were also editor of the B-Stat News. Do you still read it? 
Yes, I read it regularly but I wait for the paper version. I just have a quick 
look at the electronic version on the SBS-BVS website but I don’t like to 
read long texts on the screen, so I read the paper version. 
 

What do you think about the current state of the SBS-BVS? 
I think that the SBS-BVS is doing very well, not only by the number of its 
members, but also by its multiple scientific activities and its financial 
stability. It is very well handled. The SBS BVS has really helped in giving 
Belgian statistics a solid worldwide representation. 
 

You do many things. Is it not too difficult to have a family life with all 
the occupations you had? 
You should ask my wife... She indeed recognizes that I was frequently 
away. I have the advantage that I need little sleep, at least much less than 
most people. Still now, although I retired, 6 hours per night is a maximum. I 
feel however that the years 60’s and 70’s and maybe the 80’s were easier for 
the teachers than those of today. Easier because the administration was less 
heavy and it was possible to find some free time. In particular, there used to 
be 3 weeks of free time between the end of the courses and the exams, 
which no longer exists. Moreover, if we finished the theoretical courses 
earlier and had assistants for the practical sessions, we had practically 5 or 6 
weeks of freedom between the end of the theoretical courses and the exams 
each year. This allowed to do many things during that period.  
 

Do you have an advice for young statisticians and how do you see the 
future of the French statistics? 
My first advice to the younger generation, even non-statistician, is to choose 
what they really like to do. My second advice would definitively be “work”. 
Concerning “French statistics”, I think it has improved over the past 
decades. It has always been more theoretical but there are currently parallel 
developments in the applied statistical field, in particular in the medical 
sector, where an increasing number of statisticians work. 
 

Something else? 
Yes, there is family life for which we also have time to spend. I devote 
much of my time to my grandchildren. But I also like to keep a balance with 
other activities. In particular I like hiking, mountaineering, trekking and 
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things like that which I still do. I think it has nothing to do with statistics but 
it is also important. Moreover I had a private pilot license during 10 years 
and I did tourism flying. This is a good way to enjoy oneself and to take 
your mind off things. 
 

 
 

Thank you for sharing a few moments with me! 
 
 
Sophie Vanbelle 
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International Biometric Society Channel Network 
Second conference  

 
Gent, Belgium, 6-8 April 2009 

 
 
 
 
The Belgian Region of the International Biometric Society is hosting the 
second Channel Network Conference, to take place from April 6-8, 2009, in 
Gent, at the conference centre Het Pand. The Channel Network Steering 
Group identified the following three broad themes as the invited 
programme: 
 
Biological versus Statistical Interactions 

 
Invited speakers: Sir David Cox (Oxford University, U.K.), Anders 
Skrondal (Norwegian Institute of Public Health, Norway), Tyler 
VanderWeele (University of Chicago, U.S.A.) 
 
Mixture Models and Growth Curves 

 
Invited speakers: Mario Cortina Borja (University College London, U.K.), 
Richard Silverwood (London School of Hygiene and Tropical Medicine, 
U.K.), Stef van Buuren (TNO Quality of Life, The Netherlands) 
 
Multivariate Survival Analysis 

 
Invited speakers: Alioum Ahmadou (Université Victor Segalen Bordeaux II, 
France), Robin Henderson (Newcastle University, U.K.), Hans van 
Houwelingen (LUMC, The Netherlands) 
 
The conference will start on Monday, April 6 (9h to 12h30) with an optional 
`Crash Course on P-splines' given by Paul Eilers (University of Utrecht, The 
Netherlands) and close with a keynote lecture given by Thomas Schiex, 
(INRA, France). 
 
You are invited to submit an abstract for a contributed oral/poster 
presentation. Contributions may cover a wide range of topics, but 
contributions devoted to one of the topics of the invited sessions are 
particularly encouraged. Deadine for abstracts is: February 15, 2009.  
Online registration for this conference is possible before March 15, 2009 
through the conference website http://www.cvstat.ugent.be/ibs. The 
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deadline for early bird registration is February 15, 2009. Registration for the 
short course will be opened from mid January onwards. 
 
Participants should arrange their own accommodation, e.g. through the 
website: http://www.visitgent.be/ for hotels or http://www.bedandbreakfast-
gent.be/_en/home.php for bed and breakfast facilities. Because the 
conference takes place during the mid term holiday, early booking is 
strongly encouraged. A list of hotels in the city center (i.e. around the 
shopping street `Veldstraat', which is 100 meters away from the conference 
center) and in the neighborhood of the train station `Gent Sint Pieters' 
(which has a fast tram connection with the city center) will also soon be 
provided on the conference website. 
 
I look forward to welcoming you at the next Channel Network Conference!  
 
Stijn Vansteelandt 
Chair organizing committee 
 
 
 
 
Stijn Vansteelandt                          
Ghent University                              
Dept. Applied Mathematics and Computer Science  
Krijgslaan 281, S9 
B-9000 Gent, Belgium        
Phone. +32 9 2644776 
Fax. +32 9 2644995 
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FORTHCOMING STATISTICAL EVENTS 
 

February 11, 2009 – UCL (CORE), Measuring causality between volatility 

and returns with high-frequency data, Abderrahim TAAMOUTI, 
Universidad Carlos III de Madrid 
More information: http://www.uclouvain.be/en-43677.html 
 

February 13, 2009 – Louvain-la-Neuve (UCL), Belgium, “Particularités 

statistiques des études de cas uniques en neuropsychologie”, Matthieu 
Dubois, Université Pierre Mendès-France, Grenoble, France, 
“Evaluation de choix individuels à l'aide de la méthodologie des 

préférences déclarées: le point sur la méthode, ses points forts, ses 

faiblesses”, Cédric Taverne, Institut de statistique, UCL, Belgium 
More information: http://www.uclouvain.be/72906.html 

 
February 13, 2009 – Hasselt (UHasselt), Belgium, Joint meeting of the 

Quetelet Society and the 3CC group of the Royal Statistical Society 

“Microarray Data”,  
More information: http://www.censtat.uhasselt.be/seminars/ 

 
February 16, 2009 – Gembloux (FUSAGx), Belgium, Mutations d'un cours 

de biostatistique suivant le développement d'un site Web 

d'autoapprentissage et utilisation de questions à choix multiples en ligne 

pour la détection des obstacles à l'apprentissage, MM. G. VINCKE and E. 
DEPIEREUX, FUNDP - Namur 
More information: http://www.fsagx.ac.be/si/E_index.htm 
 

February 20, 2009 – Hasselt (UHasselt), Belgium, “Empirical copula 

estimator in the presence of a covariate”, Marek Omelka (Charles 
University, Prague, Czech Republic) 
More information: http://www.censtat.uhasselt.be/seminars/ 

 
February 24, 2009 – Gembloux (FUSAGx), Belgium, Les statistiques au 

service de l'eXcellence industrielle, M. D. LE TALLEC, GSK Bio 
More information: http://www.fsagx.ac.be/si/E_index.htm 

 
February 25, 2009 – UCL (CORE), Nonlinear adjustment of the real 

exchange rate towards its equilibrium value: a panel smooth transition 

error correction modelling, Joint with LSM Finance Seminar 
Sophie BEREAU, Université Paris 10 Nanterre 
More information: http://www.uclouvain.be/en-43677.html 
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March 3, 2009 – Gembloux (FUSAGx), Belgium, Analyses multivariées au 

service du traitement des tableaux de relevés de végétation, M. G.BOUXIN,  
More information: http://www.fsagx.ac.be/si/E_index.htm 

 
March 9, 2009 – Gembloux (FUSAGx), Belgium, Estimation du nombre de 

sujets nécessaires dans les essais cliniques, M. S. GHABRI, Keyrus-
Biopharma 
More information: http://www.fsagx.ac.be/si/E_index.htm 
 

March 17, 2009 – Gembloux (FUSAGx), Belgium, Application des 

statistiques pour l'organisation et l'interprétation des essays 

interlaboratoires (EIL), Mme V. PLANCHON,  CRA-W 
More information: http://www.fsagx.ac.be/si/E_index.htm 
 

March 27, 2009 – Louvain-la-Neuve (UCL), Belgium, “Parametric frailty 

models for clustered survival data”, Andreas Wienke, Institute of Medical 
Epidemiology, Biostatistics and Informatics, Martin-Luther-University 
Halle-Wittenberg, Halle, Germany “Competing risk analysis in the presence 

of time-dependent confounding”, Stijn Vansteelandt, Ghent University 
More information: http://www.uclouvain.be/72906.html 

 
April 3, 2009 – Louvain-la-Neuve (UCL), Belgium, "Domains of attraction 

of the random vector (X,X^2) and applications", Edward Omey, Bruxelles 
More information: http://www.uclouvain.be/72906.html 
 

April 6-8, 2009 – Gent, Belgium, "Second Channel Network Conference", 
organized by the Belgian Region of the International Biometric Society 
More information: http://www.cvstat.ugent.be/ibs/ 
 

May 10-14, 2009 – Istanbul, Turkey, "5
th
 conference of the Eastern 

Mediterranean Region of the International Biometric Society (EMR-IBS)",  
More information www.ibs-emr2009.com 
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RECENT PHD THESES 
 

Université Catholique de Louvain (UCL) 

Jullion Astrid. Adaptive Bayesian P-splines models for fitting time-activity 

curves and estimating associated clinical parameters in Positron Emission 

Tomography and Pharmacokinetic study (2008) – Promotor: Pr. Philippe 
Lambert (ULg). 
 
 
In clinical experiments, the evolution of a product concentration in tissue 
over time is often under study. Different products and tissues may be 
considered. For instance, one could analyse the evolution of drug 
concentration in plasma over time, by performing successive blood sampling 
from the subjects participating to the clinical study. One could also observe 
the evolution of radioactivity uptakes in different regions of the brain during 
a PET scan (Positron Emission Tomography). The global objective of this 
thesis is the modelling of such evolutions, which will be called, generically, 
pharmacokinetic curves (PK curves).  
 
Some clinical measures of interest are derived from PK curves. For instance, 
when analysing the evolution of drug concentration in plasma, PK 
parameters such as the area under the curve (AUC), the maximal 
concentration (Cmax) and the time at which it occurs (tmax) are usually 
reported. In a PET study, one could measure Receptor Occupancy (RO) in 
some regions of the brain, i.e. the percentage of specific receptors to which 
the drug is bound. Such clinical measures may be badly estimated if the PK 
curves are noisy. Our objective is to provide statistical tools to get better 
estimations of the clinical measures of interest from appropriately smoothed 
PK curves. 
 
Plenty of literature addresses the problem of PK curves fitting using 
parametric models. It usually relies on a compartmental approach to 
describe the kinetic of the product under study. The use of parametric 
models to fit PK curves can lead to problems in some specific cases. Firstly, 
the estimation procedures rely on algorithms which convergence can be hard 
to attain with sparse and/or noisy data. Secondly, it may be difficult to 
choose the adequate underlying compartmental model, especially when a 
new drug is under study and its kinetic is not well known. 
 
The method that we advocate to fit such PK curves is based on Bayesian 
Penalized splines (P-splines): it provides good results both in terms of PK 
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curves fitting and clinical measures estimations. It avoids the difficult 
choice of a compartmental model and is more robust than parametric models 
to a small sample size or a low signal to noise ratio. Working in a Bayesian 
context provides several advantages: prior information can be injected, 
models can easily be generalized and extended to hierarchical settings, and 
uncertainty for associated clinical parameters are straightforwardly derived 
from credible intervals obtained by MCMC methods. These are major 
advantages over traditional frequentist approaches. 
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We would like to publish in this Newsletter any statistical matter such as : 
 

–  information about universities, institutes (1 to 3 pages); 
–  lists of recent publications and technical reports; 
–  abstracts of recent PhD theses; 
–  news of members; 
–  forthcoming statistical events and announcements; 
–  short papers about teaching methods in statistics, statistics in 
  the industry, official statistics, etc. 
 

 
Suggestions are welcome: please, contact us. 

 
Suitable information for the next issue, prepared as (LA)TEX or WORD 
FILES, should reach the editors of the Newsletter BEFORE March 15, 2009, 
preferable by e-mail to: 
 

sophie.vanbelle@ulg.ac.be 
 

Any change of job, address, phone number, ... ? 
 

Please notify the Secretary of the Society: 
 

Gentiane Haesbroeck:    
Université de Liège 
Institut de mathématique 
Sart Tilman B37 
B-4000 Liège 
g.haesbroeck@ulg.ac.be 

 


