Doctors push Rx for malpractice reform 
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Democratic legislators are targeted for removal

By NAOMI MUELLER
GANNETT NEW JERSEY 

For the 22,000 doctors statewide, all the rallies and letter-writing campaigns have been preparation for November. 
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	Scores of doctors turned out at Jersey Shore University Medical Center in Neptune yesterday morning. 
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	Dr. Robert Tomaro, OB-GYN, greeted Donna Young at her home in Hamilton. Looking on were orthopedic surgeon Dr. Richard Scott, left, and Beatrice Kychinsky, who stands in the doorway.
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And in four weeks, as voters take to the polls, doctors will know for the first time whether their efforts have worked to replace Democratic legislators with ones they say favor their proposals aimed at reducing the cost of medical-malpractice insurance. 

"We are helping elect legislators sympathetic to reform," said Dr. Mark Olesnicky, president of the Medical Society of New Jersey, of the events in legislative districts 1, 4, 14, 36, and 38. "Those are the areas where we feel we can be successful and make a change." 

All 120 seats in the Legislature are up in the November election. The parties are evenly divided in the Senate, and Democrats have a one-seat advantage in the Assembly. The doctors hope their effort will swing the Assembly to a Republican majority. 

Dressed in white lab coats and armed with campaign literature, doctors spent yesterday afternoon in the state's 14th Legislative District, where Democratic Assembly members Linda R. Greenstein of Plainsboro and Gary L. Guear of Hamilton are being challenged by Republicans Bill Baroni of Hamilton and Sidna Mitchell of Monroe. 

The 14th District includes portions of Middlesex and Mercer counties. In Middlesex, the district covers Cranbury, Jamesburg, Monroe, Plainsboro and South Brunswick; in Mercer it includes Hamilton and West Windsor. 

Greenstein, a Democrat who has previously received the medical society's endorsement, called the doctors' decision to support her opponents without first discussing the issue with her "bad political form." 

"They have not reached out to people who could be their friend, who have been their friend, and that's why this is particularly upsetting to me," she said. 

Yet to Greenstein, the question of whether or not to support caps on pain-and-suffering awards still stands. Although skeptical, Greenstein said, if she is shown proof that enacting caps would reduce malpractice premiums while fairly compensating malpractice victims, she would support them. 

It's evidence that Brian Drazin, president of the New Jersey chapter of the Association of Trial Lawyers of America and a Red Bank personal injury attorney, said does not exist. 

New Jersey doctors began their fight for caps on pain-and-suffering awards in June 2002, with a Trenton rally several thousand strong. In March, they saw the fruits of their efforts when the Senate passed a bill that, among other things, would cap pain-and-suffering awards at $1 million, with insurance companies liable for the first $300,000 and the additional $700,000 coming from a state fund. 

Since then, objection to that proposal has only grown among the Assembly's Democratic leadership. 

Assembly Majority Leader Joseph J. Roberts, D-Camden, said he does not understand why doctors are unwilling to embrace the more than two dozen proposals included in the bill the Assembly passed. 

That measure includes a reduction in the statute of limitations, provisions for doctors named in a lawsuit but who were not involved with that patient's care to be quickly removed from the suit, and premium subsidies to doctors in specialties that have been particularly hard hit by the cost of medical-malpractice insurance.
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