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State surveyed scope of malpractice costs 
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About 7 percent of New Jersey physicians have seen recent hikes in their malpractice insurance premiums of 30 percent or more, the state Insurance Department reported yesterday. 

The 2002 data outline, for the first time since the issue of malpractice premiums exploded last year, which specialties have been hardest hit, and which insurance companies are raising rates the most. 

In response to doctors' complaints, the state's banking and insurance commissioner, Holly C. Bakke, last week said her department would investigate premium hikes greater than 30 percent. 

The new report comes as doctors around New Jersey are planning to shut their doors Feb. 3 to protest rising malpractice premiums. 

One key legislator said the report's findings show that the steep rate increases are not as widespread as the medical establishment makes them out to be. 

"It's not the problem of epic proportions that will have doctors fleeing the state," said Sen. Joseph F. Vitale (D-Middlesex), co-chair of the Senate Health Committee. 

But Robert Conroy, attorney for the Medical Society of New Jersey, said the report does not reflect the latest premium increases. 

"I think the problem is far worse than the report suggests," he said. 

The data show wide variation among specialties. Hardest hit were obstetricians/gynecologists, 20 percent of whom saw their premiums rise by 30 percent or more. The figure for general surgeons was 20 percent and it was 18 percent for orthopedic surgeons. Just under 9 percent of neurosurgeons got hit with the big hikes. 

Less than 5 percent of anesthesiologists were hit with premium hikes of 30 percent or more. The figure for emergency medicine doctors was 8 percent, and 10 percent for family practitioners and pediatricians. 

Among all specialties, 7.44 percent of practitioners saw their premiums jump by 30 percent or more. 

Among insurers, Bakke singled out Zurich American, which covers 8 percent of the state's doctors. It raised premiums by 30 percent or more for 60 percent of its 131 obstetrician/gynecologists. 

In a letter to legislators, Bakke said the department will examine Zurich's premiums to determine if the company's charges are "excessive." 

Zurich American officials could not be reached for comment. 

The job action doctors have planned for early next month could last three days, a week or longer. Physicians have said they will take care of very sick people and emergencies. 

Doctors want state legislators to limit the amount of money that a jury can award to an injured patient. 

Some legislators yesterday called the insurance report surprising, with a relatively small percentage of doctors hit with the steepest increases. 

"That runs contradictory to what we have been hearing from providers in a number of areas and from hospital administrators," said Sen. John Matheussen (R-Gloucester), co-chair of the Senate Health Committee. 

Matheussen said the Legislature wants to help solve the problem of excessive malpractice premiums, but "I just thought we would help a much larger number of providers." 

Conroy, the attorney for the Medical Society of New Jersey, said he was "troubled" that the report was released at the close of the workday, making it difficult for him to give a meaningful response. 

He nonetheless called the report "stale" and said two price increases have taken place since the report ended. The Insurance Department looked at policies renewed after Jan. 1, 2002, and in effect as of Aug. 3, 2002. 

Conroy called one aspect of the report encouraging. 

"Finally, someone in the administration acknowledges there is a problem," he said. "We may disagree on the extent of the problem, the source of the problem and the solution to the problem, but we've gotten to that first step." 

Bakke, while saying the percentage of doctors with the steepest hikes was "relatively small," said the administration believes the issue is a "potential threat to New Jersey medicine." 

