Some doctors to return to work as demonstrations continue 
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TRENTON -- After a week on the picket lines of the Garden State's physician work slowdown to protest rising malpractice-insurance rates, a group representing doctors from five North Jersey hospitals plans to return to work today. 
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Dr. Thomas Ahlborn, president of North Jersey Physicians, which representatives say includes 1,500 doctors, announced his group's intentions Friday. Colleagues elsewhere, however, may not be ready to follow. 

According to the Medical Society of New Jersey, which represents 8,500 of the state's 22,000 doctors, physicians have been making individual decisions about when to return to work. 

"This has really been a grass-roots effort," Medical Society spokesman John Shaffer said Friday. "It varies from practice to practice." 

Medical Society President Dr. Robert Rigolosi said as many as two-thirds of the state's doctors participated in the slowdown in some form -- postponing nonemergency appointments and regularly scheduled checkups, which sent hundreds of patients, particularly children and the elderly, to hospital emergency rooms for routine care. 

Some have warned they will stay out until a reform law is signed, he said. 

Doctors are seeking a $250,000 cap for noneconomic -- or "pain and suffering" -- malpractice awards, arguing that multimillion-dollar "jackpot" awards drive up their insurance costs, forcing them into debt or out of business. 

"Most of them are back to work (across the state.) But everyone is already talking about the next step," said Dr. Steven Reich, a Middlesex County spine surgeon who spent Friday operating. Reich, who led demonstrations outside lawmakers' offices last week, said members of Middlesex County's medical society voted to return to work Thursday. 

"Either fix it or we'll be back (protesting)," he said. "Doctors are ready to get down and dirty." 

A legislative compromise was announced Tuesday, as thousands of doctors braved a downpour in an angry protest targeting Gov. James E. McGreevey's silence on the issue. It would set a $300,000 limit on the amount doctors' insurance companies would pay for noneconomic damages -- those in addition to medical expenses, lost wages and other actual damages. 

Victims could collect additional "pain and suffering" damages -- above the cap -- through a $17 million to $25 million fund. 

As a work in progress, state Sen. Joseph Vitale, D-Middlesex, co-chair of a legislative committee that has focused on the malpractice-insurance situation, said the fund would be generated through a $15 fee on attorneys, doctors and perhaps accountants. Health-insurance companies would contribute $2 to $3 per policy, he said. 

McGreevey's office has offered support for the deal if it doesn't cost the state money. 

"It's a positive step that they're going back to work, but they shouldn't have left their patients in the first place," Vitale said. "We're all working toward resolution, and they should be part of that." 

In a statement released late Friday, Ahlborn, from the North Jersey doctors group, thanked patients for making legislative progress possible. More than 2,000 patients called McGreevey's office between Feb. 3 and Wednesday when they couldn't reach their regular doctor. Form-letter petitions have been pouring into lawmakers' offices by fax and regular mail. 

"Make no mistake; our resolve in this matter remains firm," Ahlborn said. "Physicians will continue to speak with one unified voice until this crisis has ended, and will maintain our presence in Trenton to preserve access to care and the sanctity of the physician-patient relationship."

