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A Little Perspective
Kissinger wins

Secretary of State John Kerry, 
working diligently on some 
extraordinarily difficult foreign 
policy issues — China, neo-
Soviet Russia, Islamic State, 
Iran, etc. — isn’t getting even a 

tiny bit of credit these days from 
the tweedy, elbow-patched, 
wing-chair crowd. A few days 
ago, Foreign Policy magazine 
announced the results of 
its 2014  Ivory Tower survey 

of 1,615 international relations 
scholars from 1,375 U.S. colleges.

One question they were asked was: “Who was the 
most effective U.S. secretary of state of the past 50 
years?
The winner? Nobel Peace Prize winner Henry A. 
Kissinger, who was secretary for four years dur-
ing the Nixon and Ford administrations. Since the 
Vietnam thing didn’t turn out so well, the scholars 
must have been grading him on openings to China 
and the Soviet Union when he was at the National 
Security Council? Kissinger got 32.21 percent,  
extraordinary in such a large field.
“Don’t Know” came in a relatively distant second, 
with 18.32 percent. James Baker — who was 
actually the most effective secretary in the last 50 
years — came in third at 17.71 percent. Then, dead 
last of those who got any votes, is John Kerry. He 
got a total of two votes of the 660 scholars who 
responded.
Al Kamen, Washington Post

Expensive placebos
Expensive drugs work better than cheap ones 
— or at least some people firmly believe they do. 
Researchers told 12 patients with Parkinson’s 
disease that they were testing two drugs, one 
costing $100 and one $1,500 per dose. The drugs 
contained the same dose of the same medicine, 
they explained, but the manufacturing processes 
were different, and they wanted to see if they 
worked equally well. The study appears in the Feb. 
24 issue of Neurology.
What the subjects did not know is that they all 
received an identical injection of a plain saline 
solution. The “expensive” placebo worked 
significantly better, producing a two-fold 
improvement compared with the “cheap” one. 
The effect was apparent not only in tests of 
physical ability, but also as measured by brain 
imaging. In fact, the effect of the expensive 
placebo was not significantly different from that 
of levodopa, the most effective medication for 
Parkinson’s disease. Levodopa acts by raising 
levels of the neurotransmitter dopamine in the 
brain.
“One of the reasons why the effect is so large 
is that it’s mediated by dopamine,” said the 
lead author, Dr. Alberto J. Espay, an associate 
professor of neurology at the University of 
Cincinnati. “We make more dopamine when we 
have heightened expectations of efficacy.” When 
the subjects were told the true nature of the study, 
the researchers write, the reactions ranged from 
incredulity to astonishment.
Nicholas Bakalar, New York Times

Fear the robots
In just the past few years, Robert McMillan writes 
in Wired magazine, dramatic advances have been 
made in artificial intelligence. With Skype’s “Star-
Trek-like instant translation capabilities,” Google’s 
self-driving cars and computers that can teach 
themselves to humiliate humans at arcade games, 
he says, the new developments are both exhilarat-
ing and scary. In “AI Has Arrived, and That Really 
Worries the World’s Brightest Minds,” he reports 
on the fears of experts who gathered at a closed-
door conference in Puerto Rico last month; among 
the industry talents were Elon Musk of 
SpaceX and Tesla, Skype co-founder 
Jaan Tallinn and Google AI expert 
Shane Legg. Think of that game-win-
ning computer, Tallinn told the meet-
ing: Though “the technologist in me 
marveled at the achieve-
ment, the other thought 
I had was that I was 
witnessing a toy model 
of how an AI disaster would 
begin, a sudden demonstration 
of an unexpected intellectual 
capability.” In other words, it’s a 
little too much like a precursor 
to The Terminator. Delegates 
to the conference signed 
an open letter pledging 
to conduct AI research 
only for good. 
Nancy Szokan, 
Washington Post

Cocaine’s judgment
Chronic cocaine use alters brain circuits that help 
us learn from mistakes, a new study suggests. The 
study, published online Tuesday in the Journal 
of Neuroscience, could offer a biological marker 
for the cycle of destructive decisions that many 
addicts exhibit.
Researchers measured EEG signals from a region 
of the midbrain that has been associated with how 
the brain manages errors in reward prediction. 
Neurons there release and absorb more dopa-
mine when things go better or worse than expect-
ed, and less when events meet expectations.
That proportional feedback helps explain why 
we’re so pleasantly surprised at unexpected 
rewards, so sorely disappointed at unforeseen 
penalties, and relatively blase about the “predict-
able” outcomes in between.

“The brain learns from it — whether you 
should go ahead with this experience 
the next time or you should stay away 
from it,” said the study’s lead researcher, 
Muhammad Parvaz, a cognitive neuro-
scientist at the Icahn School of Medicine 
at Mount Sinai in New York. Among 
chronic users, said Parvaz, “the worse-
than-expected response was not there.” 

This could explain why addicts will return 
to drugs despite the negative impacts of 
incarceration and loss of money, friends and 
family, according to the researchers. “They 

don’t learn from it,” Parvaz said. “They go back 
to the drug.”
Geoffrey Mohan, Los Angeles Times
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Margo McKnight, the vice president of biological operations at the Florida Aquarium, paddles downstream on the Steinhatchee River. She and 40 other paddlers joined the Florida Wildlife Corridor 
Expedition team for their “trailmixer,” a weekly event that allows a limited number of people, depending on the day, to hike or paddle or screen a movie about the corridor, and mix with the team.

Florida Wildlife Corridor Expedition   |   ’Glades to Gulf, Week 4
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“For 19 years my vision was bound by forests, but today, emerging from a multitude of tropical plants, 
I’ll beheld the Gulf of Mexico, stretching away unbounded, except by the sky.”
John Muir, 1867

Editor’s note: The three members of the second Florida 
Wildlife Corridor Expedition are filing weekly dispatches 
of their 1,000-mile, 10-week journey to highlight the value of 
keeping an open pathway through the state for wildlife. Here 
is the story of the fourth week.

BY JOE GUTHRIE

T his week brought us into the heart of Florida’s 
Nature Coast, to Lower Suwannee National Wild-
life Refuge and beyond. We rode north on our 
bikes along mostly empty county roads each morn-

ing, listening for logging trucks and people trying to beat the 
clock to work. Dipping off paved roads, our pace eases and 
the sunlight flashes through the trees as we pass. 

The forests here are varied, their character changing with 
each change in elevation. In the sand hills, where it’s high 
and dry, we find longleaf pines and turkey oaks, the brown 
leaves rattling dryly against a breeze. Moments later, coast-
ing downhill, we roll along through swamps, standing water 
and cypress and tupelo trees, sweet gum, red maple, but-
tonbush. Nearing an opening the hardwoods gradually give 
way to palm hammock and cedars at the edge, before finally 
spreading wide into a grass and sedge marsh, with clear-run-
ning tidal creeks inching toward the Gulf of Mexico.

The land here has taken on a wildness that reminds me 

of John Muir’s descrip-
tions in A Thousand-
Mile Walk to the Gulf. 
North of Steinhatchee 
I’m stunned by the 
glassy surface of Hagen’s 
Cove, where thousands 
of shorebirds are strewn 
across the Gulf plain, 
dunlins and willets and 
gulls taking crabs from a 
shallow grass bed. 

Things go according to 
plan, mostly. Switching from biking to kayaking or hik-
ing brings discussion of who carries what, and the plan 
for the rest of the day, which often includes meeting with 
landowners or other hosts. It’s at these points, where 
months of planning and coordination play out in real time, 
that we lose focus, forget things, fall behind schedule and get 
into little squabbles — often in this exact order.

One day we biked between Cedar Key and the lower 
reaches of the Suwannee River. After 20 miles we arrived at 
the river, where we would meet a paddling guide and launch 
downriver for the town of Suwannee. We’d sent our kayaks 
off with the guide the week before to save vehicle space while 

they weren’t in use, making sure to lock 
our boats to their trailer, but forgetting 
first to inform the guide, and second, for-
getting to give him a key. The outfitter had 
to backtrack two hours from Suwannee to 
Fanning Springs and then south to Fowl-
er’s Bluff to meet us with the trailer rather 
than hauling our boats to us by water.

Recognizing our mistake, the guide qui-
etly adjusted and drove with the trailer 
to meet us. The change didn’t register 
until we were safely away on the wide 
curves of the lower Suwannee. As we 
cruised downriver with the warming sun 
full on our faces the guide, a gregarious 
man named Russ McCallister, crowed, 
“Friends, the most dangerous thing you 
can bring onto any boat is a schedule!” 

Follow their progress here in Perspective, at FloridaWildlifeCorridor.
org, wusfnews.wusf.usf.edu/term/florida-wildlife-
corridor-expedition and on social media: Facebook.com/
FloridaWildlifeCorridor; Instagram: @FL_WildCorridor; Twitter: 
@FL_WildCorridor. Follow Ward’s photography at Instagram.com/
CarltonWard and Facebook.com/CarltonWardPhotography.


