More doctors to join insurance protest 
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SOMERVILLE: Doctors at Somerset Medical Center voted Wednesday night to join a work slowdown starting Feb. 3 in hospitals and physicians' offices across New Jersey. 
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At the meeting, the Somerset County Medical Society also voted to support the job action, according to its president Dr. William Sugarmann. The duration of the job action in the county is "indefinite," he said. 

Soaring medical-malpractice insurance rates are "a serious issue, and the state Legislature needs to take it seriously," Sugarmann said. "The current Democratic leadership in the Senate as well as the House are not dealing with it in an effective manner." 

The state and county medical societies would support protesting physicians "as much as we can, logistically, legally and organizationally," he continued. 

In some cases, doctors say, malpractice insurance is 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 soaring insurance premiums. 

Among Somerset Medical Center staff, support for the job action "was unanimous" at the meeting Wednesday night, said Sugarmann, a general surgeon at the hospital. 

"My premiums have gone up a hundred percent in the last two years," he said, adding "several OB/GYNs (at the Somerville hospital) have stopped practicing within the last year" because of unaffordable insurance. 

Asked about public concerns about access to care during the job action, Sugarmann said, "Patients should be concerned, concerned enough to contact the Governor's Office, as well as legislators, to fix the medical-malpractice-insurance crisis." 

He emphasized patients already in the hospital would be cared for, and the emergency room will be fully staffed. 

"This isn't against the patients," he said. "It's actually for the patients, so we can stay in practice."

