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MIDDLESEX COUNTY: Many doctors and physician groups in Middlesex County will be joining a work slowdown next month to protest soaring malpractice premiums, according to a doctor who co-founded an advocacy group on malpractice-insurance issues. 

Dr. Ron Bochner, co-founder of New Jersey Citizens United for Healthcare Access, yesterday said participating doctors will close their offices Feb. 3-5. The decision of county doctors comes a week after doctors in Monmouth, Ocean and other counties announced plans for a job action starting Feb. 3. 

The Middlesex County Medical Society yesterday also sent a position statement to its 638 members declaring support for all physicians who are planning to restrict their services, as long as they do not jeopardize patient safety, said president Dr. Michael J. Richardson. 

"(Physicians) are in an impossible situation that forces them to take drastic action," he said. 

In some cases, doctors said, malpractice-insurance premiums are doubling or tripling yearly as major companies have gone out of business or severely limited the number of policies they write. Doctors also blame exorbitant jury awards for pain-and-suffering damages in malpractice lawsuits for the skyrocketing cost of malpractice insurance. 

In an interview on Jan. 16, state Sen. Joseph Vitale, D-Middlesex, warned physicians against a work stoppage, which he said was "illegal in New Jersey" and could result in suspension of physicians' licenses by the state Board of Medical Examiners. 

But yesterday Richardson responded by saying, "We have excellent counsel, they reassured us what we are doing is legal." 

He emphasized the job action would not affect care for patients who have emergencies or already are in hospitals. However doctors will not conduct routine checkups and nonessential tests and will curtail or cancel elective surgeries, he said. 

The job action is a "warning shot," said Bochner, an obstetrician/gynecologist at Robert Wood Johnson University Hospital in New Brunswick, adding ""there will be more if there is no movement by the Legislature'' on tort reform. 

"There are two things at this point that will stop the work slowdown," Bochner said, mentioning a $250,000 cap on pain-and-suffering awards and a reduction in the statute of limitations under which liability claims can be filed. 

Dr. Francine Sinofsky, an OB-GYN at Saint Peter's University Hospital in New Brunswick, said "many doctors who practice out of Saint Peter's will be participating" in the job action. 

She said county doctors delayed joining the work slowdown because they were working on alternatives. 

"This is a last resort," she said. ""We are getting to the point where we feel nothing else is working.'' 

Eight OB/GYNs at the hospital have stopped practicing obstetrics since Jan. 1 because of unaffordable malpractice insurance, according to a spokeswoman for the hospital. 

Dr. Gregory J. Przybylski, director of neurosurgery at the New Jersey Neuroscience Institute at JFK Medical Center in Edison, said "there are people on the medical staff at JFK who support the work slowdown and are planning to participate." 

But he said no decision had been made at the neuroscience institute itself. 

A spokeswoman for Raritan Bay Medical Center in Perth Amboy said "our medical staff met yesterday and voted to support the plan" for a work slowdown. 

Representatives at all these hospitals said contingency plans are being made, including additional physicians and support staff for emergency rooms to prepare for the influx of patients who will not have access to family doctors. 

For the duration of the job action, hospitals "face a huge task of coordination to make sure there are enough physicians on board," said Ron Czajkowski, a spokesman for New Jersey Hospitals Association. 

Beth Leech, an assistant professor of political science at Rutgers University, said research shows a work slowdown by professionals is relatively uncommon. 

"Labor unions are more likely to use protest strategies by close to a factor of 10 than professional associations," which tend to negotiate and hire lobbying firms, she said. 

The work slowdown "does indicate their more direct styles of advocacy have not produced the results they wanted," Leech said. 

Physicians participating in the work slowdown are planning a major rally in Trenton on Feb. 4, said Bochner. Meanwhile, Rep. Mike Ferguson, R-7th Dist., will participate in a news conference in Trenton today to protest rising liability insurance. 

