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Doctors pay campaign house calls 
'Operation' seeks to unseat Democrats, blamed for stalling malpractice bill

Wednesday, October 08, 2003

BY ROBERT SCHWANEBERG AND CAROL ANN CAMPBELL 
Star-Ledger Staff 

They have rallied by the thousands and even gone on strike to demand relief from rising medical malpractice insurance premiums -- to no avail. 

So yesterday, they tried a dramatically new tactic -- at least for physicians. Hundreds of doctors wearing white coats or surgical scrubs campaigned door to door urging voters to throw out the Democrats who control the Assembly and vote in Republicans. 

Assembly Democrats said the physicians had picked the wrong target and should instead be directing their anger at insurance companies. 

Organizers of yesterday's "Operation House Call" said only a GOP-controlled Assembly would pass the one measure they believe can rein in runaway malpractice premiums -- a bill to limit jury awards to patients injured by a physician's carelessness. 

"Hi, I'm Dr. Arthur Sakowitz," the specialist in pulmonary and critical care medicine at Valley Hospital in Ridgewood told Eileen Turpin as she stood in her doorway in Paramus. "I want to tell you about the malpractice crisis. Because of liability insurance we can't practice medicine the way we want to." 

Turpin listened, then said, "You can count on my support." 

Sakowitz and Fred Fakharzadeh, a Paramus hand surgeon, repeated their speech up and down Columbine Avenue, even at the home of Mary Ann Catanzaro, where Democratic signs were posted on the lawn. Her husband, Jim, drove up the driveway and jumped out of his car in a panic at seeing men in white coats at his door. 

"Is my wife all right?" he asked. After being assured she was, he promised to read the physicians' materials and consider both sides of the issue. 

The Medical Society of New Jersey, which organized the campaign, wants the Assembly to pass a bill placing a $300,000 limit on the amount doctors and their insurers can be ordered to pay to compensate malpractice victims for their pain and suffering. Under the bill, a victim of a physician's error could also collect up to an additional $700,000 from a state fund. Payments for lost wages and other out-of-pocket expenses would not be affected. 

Without such a "cap," rising malpractice insurance premiums will drive physicians out of business, said Mark Olesnicky, an internist and president of the Medical Society of New Jersey. 

"That means more doctors are going to stop doing high-risk procedures, or they will retire or move out of state," Olesnicky said. 

Assemblyman Neil Cohen (D-Union), who chairs the Banking and Insurance Committee, said the caps that physicians are demanding would not reduce premiums. Cohen added that it is Democrats -- not Republicans -- who have sided with physicians in standing up to the health maintenance organizations "that are at the heart of their problem." 

"They're shooting themselves with a needle," Cohen said. "They're trying to elect people who don't even support them." 

The physicians concentrated their campaigning on five districts they regard as key to control of the 80-member Assembly, which currently has 41 Democrats, 38 Republicans and one Green Party member. 

Sakowitz and Fakharzadeh were among about 100 physicians who gathered at a Veterans of Foreign Wars post in Hasbrouck Heights before campaigning on foot throughout the 36th and 38th legislative districts. Hundreds more campaigned in Mercer, Middlesex, Gloucester and Cape May counties. 

Doctors who gathered in front of Jersey Shore University Medical Center in Neptune to board buses for a district in Mercer County were met by counter-demonstrators including Julie McCormick of Long Valley, who heads a recently formed coalition of medical malpractice victims. 

McCormick, in an interview later, said rising premiums are a real problem but injured patients should not be made the scapegoats. "We would love to have a dialogue with the physicians and look at what the problem is, but don't victimize us twice," McCormick said. 

The Medical Society previously has endorsed candidates and made contributions through its political action committee, but knocking on doors to support candidates is unprecedented, said Raymond Cantor, the society's director of governmental affairs. 

At the American Medical Association, President-elect John C. Nelson said, "We're not aware of this particular type of campaign being done before, but we're sure glad that it is." 

Cantor said the doctors are targeting Democrats because the party's leaders in the Assembly have vowed that the lawsuit cap bill, already approved by the state Senate, will never pass the lower house. 

Assembly Majority Leader Joseph Roberts (D-Camden) said that is not true. He said his caucus is willing to study caps but wants evidence that they work. He added that almost a year ago, Assembly Democrats passed a comprehensive set of two dozen other malpractice litigation reforms that would reduce premiums, but the Medical Society leadership "is obsessed with caps and seems to be carrying water for the insurance industry." 

