Doctors plan protest as insurance cost leaps 
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STAFF AND WIRE REPORTS 

TRENTON -- Doctors in at least half New Jersey's 21 counties are planning a work stoppage next month to protest soaring malpractice premiums many say they can no longer afford. The doctors plan to stop seeing patients for routine checkups, elective surgery and nonessential tests and services in their offices and at hospitals as of Feb. 3, said Dr. Alan Zaccaria, who is organizing doctors in Monmouth and Ocean counties. 

Middlesex County doctors are "currently undecided" about joining the work stoppage planned for early February, said Dr. Ron Bochner, a Robert Wood Johnson University Hospital obstetrician/gynecologist. 

"The mood in the county is very much pro-work slowdown," continued Bochner, a leading member of New Jersey Citizens United for Healthcare Access, an advocacy group on the issue of medical malpractice insurance. Doctors at both RWJUH and Saint Peter's University Hospital were talking and would be meeting to reach a decision on the proposed job action, he said. 

The governor's State of the State address Tuesday, at which he failed to mention the issue, was "the catalyst" for the planned work slowdown, said Bochner. 

"We're very frustrated that the governor and Legislature don't seem to think this is an important issue to provide a solution," he said, adding "the movement (for work stoppage) has gained tremendous strength since the State of the State address." 

New Jersey doctors say their premiums are doubling or tripling, often to over $100,000 per year, forcing many to retire early, move to states with lower premiums or stop delivering babies or doing risky procedures. Shrinking reimbursements from Medicare and private insurers also squeeze doctors, who say they cannot pass on the cost of rising premiums. 

Through word of mouth and e-mail, a loose network of physicians is trying to coordinate a statewide job action. 

Detailed plans for the work stoppage will be worked out at meetings of doctors around the state this week and at a Sunday meeting of the board of the Medical Society of New Jersey, doctors say. 
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