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11/6/19, 2:30 pm EST 

Last year represented the 100th anniversary of the post World War 1 

founding of the World Affairs Councils of America (WACA). There, 

members debated the progress and problems of the past century of the 

world order. Issues of sovereignty, democracy, and civil rights 

remained just as significant as in the revolutionary time of 

post-armistice America.  

This year, as eloquently put by Bill Clifford, President and CEO of 

WACA, represents the 30th anniversary of the fall of the Berlin Wall. 

Few symbols are as recognizable as an emblem of division in the 20th 

century. Today, as we come to terms with the legacy of 

Wiedervereinigung, the international community attempts to address 

ideas of economic freedom, political liberalism, and the spread of 

information in a democracy.  

As journalist Peter Baker said of former U.S. Secretary of State 

James A. Baker, III (no relation), "he likes to keep his 

introductions short... he helped end the Cold War." And then some. 

The Secretary's fascinating life will be the focus of Baker's 

upcoming biography, "The Man Who Ran Washington," perhaps best 

appended per the author "When Washington Ran The World." 

In response to the reemergence of illiberalism across democratic 

countries, Secretary Baker noted "a tendency in some countries 

towards...populism, towards authoritarianism... I think that's 

regrettable." But, he maintained, "I don't think there's any movement 

away from the principles of democracy and freedom." The issue, he 

intoned, was lack of appreciation for these principles.  

The former diplomat and Chief of Staff encouraged greater American 

involvement in the wider world. During his time at the State 

Department (1989-1992), Baker took a thoroughly proactive stance to 

foreign affairs. His tenure was distinguished by organizing the 

Madrid conference between Israel and its Arab neighbors, 

disassembling the Soviet Union, and negotiating the US-Canada Trade 

Agreement (a precursor to NAFTA). By personal anecdote, he reflected 

on his father's service as an American infantryman during the First 

World War. Baker contends that like then, isolationism is a principal 

danger to international policy.  

During group questioning, former Secretary Baker also lamented the 

demise of the 'moderate center' in America. He blamed politicized 

redistricting, the lack of socialization across party lines for 



D.C.-stationed representatives, and the increasing polarity of the 

press. Although a passionate supporter of freedom of speech at home 

and abroad, he cautioned against the risks of the internet, favoring 

a return, or perhaps progression, into "responsible journalism." 

"Like," he added with a laugh, "that of Peter Baker." 

 

Secretary Baker was presented with the inaugural International 

Service Award from the World Affairs Councils of America for his 

career-long achievements.  

 

11/6/19 4:30 pm EST 

It was my privilege to visit the Brookings Institute with a group 

from the World Affairs Councils of America, during our think tank 

visit. We took part in a discussion led by Tom Wright and his fellows 

at the Center for Advanced Studies, focusing on the European Union. 

The panel included distinguished scholars Michael O’Hanlon, Giovanna 

Di Maio, and Celia Belin. Each holds great experience in the study of 

transatlantic relations.  

Wright, for his part, began with a discussion of the Brexit crisis, 

the topic of his most recent writings for the Atlantic. He broke down 
policies for coalition formation ahead of the re-called British 

election. As he noted, "the first past-the-fence system works well in 

two-party system" but necessitates for additional strategy in a 

multiparty system (like with the Liberal Democrats and Nigel Farage's 

Brexit Party).  

Michael O’Hanlon, a stalwart of WACA lectures, discussed his new 

book, "The Senkaku Paradox," about the dangers posed by relatively 

insignificant 'probing' attacks by foreign powers. He drew parallels 

to the indecisiveness of NATO admission for certain Eastern European 

countries, which he warned create "perverse incentives" risking the 

ire of the so-called "Russian bulls-eye." "What [these countries] 

need..." he ventured, is primarily "help with their internal and 

economic issues." 

Di Maio has spoken at WACA events about the rise of Italian populism. 

She updated us on her past analysis, in light of Silvani's Liga 

government crisis (which led to the ouster of his far-right party 

from the ruling coalition). She related this to America's ubiquity of 

campaign news, joking "every 24 hours, we learn how long [the center 

coalition] government will last."  

Lastly, Belin, who previously discussed the Gilets Jaunes movement 

with the Worcester council, gave an overview of her area of 

specialty, French-American relations. She reminded us how the 

centrist President of France, Emmanuel Macron, had a "first year in 



office that you can call a honeymoon phase," but his administration 

has since been mired by the yellow vest movement and a series of 

political scandals.  

Municipal elections in 2020, Belin notes, will provide a referendum 

on Macron's ability to translate his "counter narrative to the 

nationalist wave" to the field.  

Uniting themes from all of their analysis included the rise of 

populism and mass protest movements and the wider world-- an issue 

that certainly applies to us as well here in the states.  

 

11/6/19 9:00 pm EST 

A self-proclaimed "professional mad scientist," Dr. Vivienne Ming 

opened her keynote address at the 2019 Opening Dinner by declaring 

that "science should be a story," and a hilarious one at that. But 

her pursual of science comes from a far more serious source. After 

her then 4-year old son was diagnosed with type I diabetes, she spent 

weeks navigating the challenges of pediatric emergency care.  

Drawing on her and her wife's scientific backgrounds, they began to 

take meticulous notes on their son's food consumption, blood glucose 

levels, and symptoms. But when Ming took a few months worth of data 

sheets to the endocrinologist, he was overwhelmed. Even when doctors 

were receptive to the data, they only eyeballed it.  

This struck Dr. Ming as a glaring anachronism in the age of machine 

learning and AI. In response, she put the statistics into a program 

she wrote, and christened it the "Jitterbug." She hooked up Fitbits, 

medical equipment, and a whole slew of modified sensors. Soon, it was 

taking in enough input to predict the boy's blood sugar levels hours 

in advance. As she put it, protecting her child from his disease 

became her 'superpower.'  

Of course, medical artificial intelligence is not without its legal 

and ethical drawbacks. Trained as a theoretical neurologist, she had 

previously worked in expression recognition and facial tracking. Her 

amazement that she could "detect a smile" was soon tampered by the 

danger posed to free assembly. The lab that developed those 

initiatives, disconcertingly, was underwritten by the CIA.  

But Ming remains hopeful about the expansive future of AI, with 

proper ethics policy. In her own words, "for me, the machines work 

for the betterment of people. In fact when I talk about AI, I really 

mean augmented intelligence." 

 

Dr. Ming was honored for her unique sense of problem solving and 

non-profit machine learning initiatives.  

 



11/8/19 9:00 am EST 

If there is one single statement on the world economy that you should 

take away from this conference, it’s that globalism as a force is 

nowhere as simple as traditional political science might indicate. 

Over hot coffee and honey-buttered bagels, we enjoyed an interview 

with David C. McCourt of Granahan McCourt Capital.  He discussed the 

impact of Trump’s usage of tariffs on European markets. Simply put, 

“Our economy is like a parachute. It basically works best when it’s 

open.” 

 

11/7/19 5:00 pm EST 

USAWFP, formerly Friends of the WFP, is an American 501(c)3 dedicated 

to supporting The World Food Program through lobbying and 

fundraising. We heard from their President and CEO, Phil Karsting, on 

the significance of their work in a changing climate. The United 

Nations World Food Program, based in Rome, has around 16,000 

employees around the globe.  

At any given time, 5,000 trucks, 92 aircraft, and 20 ships are 

delivering food and humanitarian aid in more than 85 countries. This 

translates to 5 billion meals a year, often the last line of defense 

against starvation. To round off his statistics, he stressed that 820 

million people worldwide are food insecure. But with global warming, 

that number may rise.  

"Eighty percent of the world's hungry live in places prone to 

drought," Karsting cautioned. This means that the people who will be 

most affected by climate change are those who are already the most 

vulnerable. Those weakened by malnutrition are now doubly susceptible 

to manmade natural disasters. Beyond the dangers posed by floods and 

droughts, the world's food supply will have to deal with rising sea 

levels (which spread saltwater) and pest and insect migration (which 

leads to blights).  

"There's a body of research that says that rising CO2 levels reduce 

zinc and iron in rice, for instance." This could leave millions with 

deficiencies of vitamins and protein. Worse, when crops become less 

bountiful, land becomes more valuable. As the case study of the Sahel 

demonstrates, conflict will erupt. "It's going to take a lot of 

collective innovation in technology and methods to fix this." 

Kimberly Flowers of the Global Food Security Project elaborated on 

these issues. "The people who are going to hurt the most, right now, 

are the people who have the least." She warned against the danger of 

multiple bread basket failure, noting, "We are so dependent on trade 

these days to access food."  



She gave the dry corridor as an example. This is the region 

containing Guatemala, Nicaragua, and El Salvador. Under current 

climate patterns, fluctuating temperatures and unpredictable rainfall 

debilitates the food supply, fuels internal insecurity, and 

encourages migration and thus emigration. President Trump's denialist 

stance on climate change and his repeated axing of budgets for food 

aid and carbon reduction thus becomes particularly ironic in light of 

his anti-immigrant stance. Geopolitics is not far from this issue 

after all. 

Lastly, we heard from Melissa Ho, the Senior Vice President at the 

World Wildlife Fund's Freshwater and Food division. Although today 

contributing factors to food insecurity and climate change include 

transportation, waste, agriculture, and allotment of natural 

resources, "only agriculture can have negative emissions." Only 

sustainable agriculture can be a part of the solution to the plethora 

of issues facing the food-security realm.  

The danger climate change poses to American foreign policy is 

evidenced by America's withdrawal from the Paris Climate Accord. 

Without the state commitment, the United States may well fall behind 

not just in carbon goals but also in the development and production 

of warming-fighting technologies, per the panel. In our absence, 

China is moving ahead. Despite the best efforts of the private 

sector, America's response to climate driven food insecurity is 

missing leadership.  

 

For further reading, Kimberly Flowers suggests starting with the 

Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change.  

 

11/7/19, 9:00 pm EST 

At 5:30 pm, precisely, a group of delegates from the WACA conference, 

including the student scholarship recipients, gathered at the side of 

the Mayflower Hotel. After a bit of waiting in the misty DC night, 

busses arrived to ferry us to the Embassy of the People’s Republic of 

China in the United States. A concrete behemoth shaped not unlike a 

clay oven, the interior was replete with red tones and luxurious 

fittings. 

The group was shuttled through to a reception ballroom, where we 

heard from Deputy Chief of Mission Minister Li, who feted the 40th 

anniversary of the U.S.-China relationship. Despite the progress of 

the past seventy years, characterized since the death of Mao Zedong 

with skyrocketing growth and welfare improvement, the uneasiness of 

America's ongoing trade war hung heavy in the air all night. 

Conversation predominately avoided it. 



Minister Li referenced the uneasiness briefly, stressing cooperation. 

"We should join hands," he said, "to address the issues such as 

terrorism,... AI, and technology." He also advocated exchanges of 

ideas, businesses, and above all, people.  

In terms of people to people relations, the embassy went above and 

beyond in encouraging dialogue with WACA invitees. All in all, the 

focus was on the conclusion of the WACA 2019 Conference,  and the 

70th anniversary of the founding of the People's Republic of China 

and its later relationship with the United States.  

[As a side note, the hotel that hosted our conference was where an 

early Chinese delegation to the United States lived for months, from 

1974 to 1976 as our relationship was first hammered out.] 

Anyhow. WACA President and CEO Bill Clifford humored us with a 

reading of a poem by Li Tishun, in translation. In the spirit of 

building bridges, he presented a plaque to Deputy Chief of Mission 

Minister Li.  

We further appreciated their hospitality with drinks and a meal of 

Chinese food. Towards the end of the night, I escaped from the party 

with some fellow students, and we gathered on the formal staircase of 

the entryway. Laughing about our hometowns and respective schools, I 

had to wonder at the journey that brought us here, full of academic 

challenges, replete with opportunities, and culminating in sharing 

drinks with friends in the Chinese embassy.  

 


