More hospital staffs vote to back Feb. 3 job action 
Thursday, January 23, 2003

By Earl Morgan 
Journal staff writer 

Christ Hospital's medical staff has become the latest in Hudson County to support a Feb. 3 work stoppage in protest of what physicians say are soaring malpractice insurance rates. 

The medical staff of Palisades Medical Center, following a staff meeting last week, voted to support the walkout. 
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Doctors affiliated with Christ Hospital, one of several health care facilities in Jersey City run by Bon Secours & Canterbury Partnership for Care, voted Jan. 20 to support the march on Trenton Feb. 4, when Gov. James E. McGreevey is scheduled to present his budget to a joint session of the New Jersey Legislature. 
Joan Quigley, a spokesman, for Bon Secours, said the hospital supports the job action. 

"We sympathize with the doctors, Quigley said. 

Both Quigley and Dr. George Ciechanowski, the director of pulmonary and critical care at Christ Hospital, said provisions are being made to beef up the hospital's emergency services. 

"The hospital will take patients in emergency cases," Ciechanowski said. "Patients scheduled for dialysis on Feb. 4 will be treated, as will anyone scheduled to receive chemotherapy that day." 

Robert J. Conroy, attorney for the New Jersey Medical Society, a professional organization that represents the state's 23,000 physicians, attended last week's medical staff meeting at Christ hospital. He said the situation has become so severe, several doctors have told him if insurance premiums continue to rise they will have to leave the state. 

"Two doctors called me last week and said they are considering relocating to Montana," Conroy said. Conroy said the work stoppage has universal support among medical staffs across the state. 

"I've never seen this sort of grassroots uprising," Conroy said. "(On Jan. 17), Palisades Medical Center in North Bergen voted to unanimously support the job action. (The medical society's) Board of Trustees approved a resolution Sunday (in Lawrenceville) backing the doctors and pledging to provide legal and public relations assistance to the effort." 

Calls for a walkout began several weeks ago from doctors at a handful of hospitals in Monmouth and Morris counties, and support has spread to hospitals elsewhere in the state. 

Sunday's vote by the society's 25-member board shows that far-reaching support for the walkout exists, several doctors said, since the trustees represent areas from throughout the state. 

The meeting was closed to the press, but doctors who were there said 200 physicians attended, from hospitals large and small. 

"This has been a brush fire. And it is spreading rapidly," said Conroy. 

Palisades Medical Center President Bruce Markowitz, who is also a trustee of the medical society, said: "We support the job action to arouse public awareness of the rising cost of medical liability insurance." 

As part of their demands, the physicians are urging the governor to support legislation capping "noneconomic" damages awarded for pain and suffering at $250,000. 

Officials at the Jersey City Medical Center could not be reached for comment. 

Bayonne Medical Center President Robert H. Evans said his medical staff plans to meet later this week to discuss the possible job action. 

"But we are making plans to care for patients," Evans said. 

Evans said the rising cost of "medical liability insurance" has reached crisis levels, and that some doctors are in fact choosing to give up their practices. 

"(Doctors) are between a rock and a hard place," Ciechanowski, of Christ Hospital, said. "On one hand, our insurance premiums are going up, and the HMOs and insurance carriers are slow paying us." 

Micah Rasmussen, spokesman for McGreevey, said New Jersey is better off than many other states where doctors often cannot even find insurers willing to cover them. 

Earl Morgan can be reached at emorgan@jjournal.com. With a possible strike looming, plans are being made to care for patients 

