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su≠ers from tying up 600,000 troops in
the Iraq e≠ort at one time or another; 40
percent of these are National Guard and
reserves—“first-responder types,” Bilmes
says. During Hurricane Katrina, 7,000
Louisiana and Mississippi National
Guard members were unavailable to help
because they were in Iraq. “If there were
a major national disaster or terrorist at-
tack tomorrow,” Bilmes says, “we would
all bear the cost.”

Oil prices have increased from $29 to
$60 per barrel since the war began, and the
researchers attributed $5 or $10, under
di≠erent models, of that increase to the
conflict, which has decreased Iraqi oil pro-
duction and produced general instability
in the Middle East. This has a direct
macroeconomic e≠ect: given that the
United States imports 4.75 billion to 5 bil-
lion barrels annually, these models imply a
transfer of resources to oil producers of $25
billion to $50 billion per year. “Americans
are, in a sense, poorer by that amount,” the
authors write. The oil price increase also
has an indirect multiplier e≠ect by reduc-
ing consumers’ overall purchasing power.

Other macroeconomic e≠ects involve
“counterfactuals”—what would have
been the case in the absence of an Iraq
war. “Say you spent $500 billion and you
bought a war,” Bilmes says.
“What would have hap-
pened if you had spent $500
billion and bought some-
thing else?” That money
might have gone into in-
vestments—in infrastruc-
ture like roads, for example,
that would have stimulated
the American economy
more in the short run, and
would also have long-term
growth benefits. In the au-
thors’ “moderate” scenario,
the combination of expen-
diture switching from civil-
ian to war outlays ($200
billion) and growth im-
pacts ($250 billion) drains
$450 billion from the econ-
omy. “It’s hard to imagine
any way of spending that
money,” Bilmes says, 
“that would have a less pos-

itive impact on the U.S. economy.”
“We are not only saddling our young

people with this burden,” she adds, “but
we are sweeping it under the carpet and
not noticing that there’s a big bump.
These costs are locked in. The reality is
that the government is very, very bad at
budgeting for long-term costs. And one
of the hardest things about teaching bud-
geting is that people don’t understand

scale. How big is big? The highest-gross-
ing movie ever, Titanic, took in $1.8 billion.
We spend that in Iraq in one week.”

�craig lambert

linda bilmes e-mail address:
lbilmes@ksg.harvard.edu
for text of bilmes and stiglitz article:
http://ksgnotes1.harvard.edu/re-
search/wpaper.nsf/rwp/rwp06-002

“C
omputer use does not cause carpal
tunnel syndrome.” Moreover, “no one
has proven that the disease is made
worse by work on a computer,” says
Barry P. Simmons, M.D., associate

professor of orthopedic surgery at Harvard
Medical School and chief of the
hand/upper extremity service at Brigham
and Women’s Hospital. Good news for
computer makers, bad news for lawyers. 

The carpal tunnel at the base of the
palm is composed of a U-shaped cluster
of eight bones with a ligament arching
over them as a roof. The median nerve

runs through the tunnel on its way from
the spinal cord to the hand. If the tunnel
narrows for any reason, the resulting
pinch or entrapment of the nerve de-
creases its blood supply, causing carpal
tunnel syndrome. The symptoms are
pain, weakness, and tingling in the
thumb, index finger, middle finger, and
half of the ring finger. 

If you’re a 50-year-old woman who has
worked for 20 years at a computer and
you develop carpal tunnel syndrome, you
may naturally suppose that the computer
gave you that pain in the hand. When

lawyers ask Simmons to
review a case of carpal
tunnel syndrome in a
client who works at a
computer, “I say, ‘I’ll re-
view whatever case you
like, but I want to let you
know ahead of time that I
don’t think carpal tunnel
syndrome is work 
related.’ They say, ‘Well,
let me think about it.’”

This exculpation of
computers, defying widely
held belief, is spelled out
for a lay audience in a new
“special health” report
from Harvard Medical
School entitled Hands:
Strategies for Strong, Pain-free
Hands, edited by Simmons
(www.health.harvard.-
edu). “Carpal tunnel syn-
drome is sometimes de-
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scribed or classified as a repetitive stress
injury, but that’s incorrect,” according to
the report. “A study of more than 5,600
Danish workers, published in the Journal of
the American Medical Association in 2003,
found that workplace computer use does
not pose a risk for developing carpal tun-
nel syndrome. And a 2001 study in Neurol-
ogy of computer users at a medical facility
found that heavy computer use (up to
seven hours a day) did not increase a per-
son’s risk of developing carpal tunnel syn-
drome.” (“Industry sources and organized
labor disagree on the findings” of the Dan-
ish study, reported Inside OSHA, a newslet-
ter covering the Occupational Safety and
Health Administration.)

The disease is more common in people
who do fairly forceful assembly-line
work. But about two-thirds of people
whose carpal tunnel syndrome was pre-
sumed to be occupational in origin have
been shown to have other medical condi-
tions capable of causing the disease, Hands
reports. These include metabolic diseases
such as diabetes and thyroid disease;
autoimmune diseases such as rheumatoid
arthritis, lupus, and connective-tissue
disorders; previous bone fractures; preg-
nancy; and obesity. Genes deserve the
blame for about half the incidence of
carpal tunnel syndrome. Aging increases
one’s risk and so does gender; 70 to 80
percent of those a±icted, says Simmons,
are women. Carpal tunnel syndrome
leads to surgery in about a third of cases.

Tickling the keyboard and squeezing
the mouse can bring on painful hand and
wrist trouble—what Simmons calls
overuse syndrome—“but for me,” he con-
tinues, “the pure overuse syndrome, or
‘mouse finger,’ as the Danish study calls
it, is a nonsurgical disease.” If you have an
aching or buzzing mouse hand, or di≠use
pain radiating into your forearm, Hands
advises, you should get an ergonomic
evaluation of your workplace to make
sure that your computer, your keyboard,
your mouse, and you are correctly posi-
tioned. At least once an hour, get up from
your chair and stretch. Go to the window
and admire spring. �christopher reed

barry simmons e-mail address:
bsimmons@partners.org
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