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Go get the information 

Wednesday, May 28, 2003

Our lawmakers have been picking their way through physician picket lines to sift through assertions and anecdotes about the effects of the medical malpractice insurance crisis. What they need is more facts about the cause. 

Two key legislators say they will seek subpoena powers to get that information. It is about time. 
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Loretta Weinberg, who chairs the Assembly Health and Human Services Committee, and Neil Cohen, who heads the Assembly Banking and Insurance Committee, are asking the Assembly to let their committees subpoena insurance company records and testimony from insurance executives as well as data on the out-of-court deals through which most malpractice cases are settled. 

Weinberg and Cohen also want more information about why MIIX (the doctor-owned New Jersey company that was the largest malpractice carrier in state) suddenly went into a tailspin. 

We have no doubt that some doctors have been seriously affected by rapidly rising premiums. Some physicians may not be able to remain in practice because of the increases. However, no one has presented even a ballpark estimate of how many. 

Yet the lawmakers are considering proposals to create state funds either to subsidize premiums for doctors or to limit and then subsidize jury awards for pain and suffering in malpractice cases. 

There is a national political movement, joined by physicians, to cap pain-and-suffering awards, but no one has yet determined what the insurance industry is paying for pain and suffering right now. 

The state cannot agree to pick up any bill before it knows the size of the tab and the long-term consequences of picking it up. The Legislature needs information. Get a subpoena and go after it. 
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