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Doctors throw support behind
malpractice bill

By Lauren FitzPatrick
Staff Writer

Ingalls Memorial Hospital in Harvey
wants the Illinois Legislature to get
serious about reforming the way
medical liability is settled.

The high number of lawsuits against
Mlinois doctors is not only making
malpractice premiums
unaffordable, but also affecting the way
patients are being treated, doctors said
Saturday.

Hospital vice president Diane Jacoby
said she was backing a pending state
bill that caps so-called "pain and
suffering”" damages awarded in medical
malpractice lawsuits.

"We support House Bill 4074," she
told Rep. Will Davis (D-Hazel Crest)
and the dozen or so physicians in
attendance. "We need predictability
back into the system."

The bill would not affect economic
damages that pay for additional medical
care for the malpractice victim. It
only limit additional
non-economic jury awards to $500,000
for hospitals, and $250,000 to
physicians.
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The legislation is currently pending in
the statehouse. Debate could resume in
the house on Tuesday. The senate also
has a medical liability bill due to come
out of committee this week.

Davis said his concerns were about
the results caps would have on keeping
doctors from moving to neighboring
states.

"In Ilinois, can you assure me if caps
are imposed, your premiums will go
down?" he asked.

Davis said he also wants to be sure
underserved and minority communities
aren't left without options should they
become malpractice victims.

Doctors participating in the forum
were quick to answer with anecdotes of
their own.

Dr. Jim Sylora, a urologist at Ingalls,
said he is tempted to move to Indiana,
where caps are in place and premiums
are lower.

He said his aunt, also a doctor,
returned to the Philippines after she lost
a single malpractice case.

"Suing doesn't get rid of bad doctors
— it only makes the good doctors
disappear," he said.

Dr. Charles Beck said the conditions
in Illinois — the fear of losing a lawsuit
— was affecting the way doctors care
for patients while deterring young
doctors from coming here.

"It destroys the caliber of practice,"
the pulmonary specialist said. "We're
not here talking about money — we can
no longer treat society the way we were
trained to do." Thirty states already
have voted to cap the part of jury
settlements that awards money for pain
and suffering, according to the
American Medical Association.

Ingalls Hospital has been self-insured
1978,  but
supplemental insurance for
damage awards.

Jacoby said the required supplemental
insurance has gone through the roof in
the past five years — from $3 million in
2001 to $15 million last year.

"We are spending astronomical
amounts for these unpredictable,
skyrocketing costs," she said. "Money
that could be better spent on patient
care or lifesaving technological
improvements is instead allocated to
liability payments and self-insurance
plans."”
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