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N.J. doctors plan more malpractice slowdowns
Wednesday, June 18, 2003
New Jersey doctors plan to close their offices, picket outside the State House or participate in other mobilizing efforts this month as part of their campaign against rising malpractice insurance premiums.  If that effort fails, organizers said, many doctors will stop treating patients, except for those with emergencies, for an indefinite amount of time starting Oct. 7 - four weeks before the entire Legislature is up for re-election. 

This month's campaign, dubbed "Operation Rolling Thunder" by the Medical Society of New Jersey, will consist of work slowdowns and other events that will move through all 21 counties, beginning with Bergen County today. The goal is to push the Assembly to pass a malpractice reform bill.  Physicians from Burlington County are scheduled to take part on Friday, and doctors in Mercer County are slated for June 26. 

"Physicians are determined. Physicians have right on their side," Dr. Ruth Schulze, an obstetrician-gynecologist from Ridgewood and a member of the medical society's trustee board, said yesterday. 

Assembly Democratic leader Joseph Roberts, D-Bellmawr, called the threat of an indefinite walkout "outrageous and irresponsible." 

Doctors are being encouraged to participate by closing their offices for a day, canceling elective procedures, discussing the malpractice crisis with their patients or with the public at health fairs, or by coming to Trenton to raise public awareness. The medical society plans to have doctors at the State House most days through June 30, when the Legislature is set to recess for the summer. At a State House news conference, Schulze and other doctors blamed trial lawyers for the problem. "This is about the needs of a few greedy attorneys and their supporters and the money they can make," Schulze said. 

Bruce Stern, president of the Association of Trial Lawyers of America-New Jersey, said doctors are barking up the wrong tree. "If we had some regulations that prohibited insurance companies from increasing rates at these absurd rates, doctors would be in much better shape," Stern said. Physicians "should be fighting with us against the insurance industry, which is clearly the bad guy." 

The planned work slowdowns and other grass-roots efforts are aimed at getting the Assembly to pass a bill already passed by the Senate. That bill includes a limit of $300,000 on insurers' liability for pain-and-suffering damages. Patients with the most serious malpractice cases could collect another $700,000 from a fund to be established from annual fees paid by doctors, other health professionals and attorneys. Economic damages, such as payments for ongoing medical care and lost wages, would not be limited by the Senate bill or by an Assembly proposal to instead subsidize malpractice premiums for doctors with the highest rates. Roberts said the Assembly has scheduled a vote for Monday on a number of reforms supported by the doctors and the state Senate, including tighter regulation of malpractice insurance companies, pretrial mediation and more arbitration in malpractice cases. Also included are changes to shorten the statute of limitations on filing lawsuits, block frivolous suits and reduce excessive jury verdicts. He said the Assembly will vote separately on the premium subsidy provision by June 30, but no vote is scheduled on the damage cap the doctors demand. 

In February, about two-thirds of the state's 22,000 physicians closed their offices and canceled many appointments and elective surgery for all or part of that week.   Physicians complain that huge malpractice judgments and settlements have caused insurance rates to skyrocket and are forcing doctors to retire early or leave the state. 

Lawyers and some consumer and patient advocacy groups dispute that, citing malpractice insurers' lower investment returns because of the weak economy. They oppose caps, saying limits on compensation for pain and suffering would be arbitrary and unfair.
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