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WASHINGTON -- President Bush will call for sharply limiting
malpractice
awards to stem a growing crisis among doctors, some of whom say they have
given
up their practices because they can no longer afford rising fees for
malpractice
insurance.

Mr. Bush will roll out his "Framework for Improving the Medical
Liability
System" Thursday during a roundtable discussion with medical professionals
at
High Point University in North Carolina. The proposal, which would require
congressional approval, could supersede state laws.

For more health coverage, visit the Online Journal's new
Health
Industry Edition at wsj.com/health1, and take a tour2 of the edition.

It faces long odds of passage. Trial lawyers and patients' rights
advocates are certain to vigorously oppose the plan.

According to documents released by the administration Wednesday
night, the
president is calling for a $250,000 cap on noneconomic damages such as
pain and
suffering, and a new standard that insists that monetary awards reflect a
defendant's level of culpability rather than the doctor's or hospital's
wealth.

As to punitive damages, which can reach into the millions, Mr. Bush
would
limit them to cases where defendants are found to have deliberately or
maliciously injured the patients; punitive damages would be double the
economic
damages up to a cap of $250,000 or double the economic damages, whichever
is
more. The plan wouldn't limit economic damages. The Department of Heath and
Human Services also is calling for a new program, called "Early Offers,"
that
encourages doctors to offer economic compensation to patients quickly
after an
injury.

The American Medical Association and other physicians' groups have
been
pressing for state and federal changes that would stop what they are
calling a
malpractice-insurance crisis. AMA President-elect Donald Palmisano is
expected
to attend Thursday's roundtable.



In April, Republican Reps. James Greenwood of Pennsylvania and
Christopher
Cox of California introduced a bill that, in addition to capping
malpractice
damages, would limit contingency fees for lawyers and prohibit punitive
damages
related to products that won a legitimate approval from the Food and Drug
Administration.

The House has yet to take it up, and the president's decision to
weigh in
on the issue is intended to give Rep. Greenwood's proposal new momentum.
Mr.
Bush's use of the bully pulpit on the issue reflects Republicans' concern
that
they need to demonstrate action on a health-care issue before the midterm
elections.

Write to Sarah Lueck at sarah. lueck@wsj.com5 and Jeanne Cummings at
jeanne.cummings@wsj.com6
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