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This legislation established the need for  
a Certificate of Merit and a filing fee for 
malpractice suits to allow tracking of claims 
and, among other things, it provided state 
BRIM coverage for those state physicians that 
were left without an alternative when the 
dominant commercial carrier, St. Paul, began 
canceling certain physician specialties and 
ultimately exited the medical liability insurance 
market altogether. The bill also established 
a framework for the formation of a mutual 
insurance company. However, the malpractice 
insurance industry results in our state were 
the worst in the country at that time, so no one 
stepped forward to establish such a company.

Subsequently, very substantive tort reform 
was accomplished in the spring of 2003 by 
the Legislature’s passage of H. B. 2122, which 
took effect on April 1, 2003, and allowed for 
capitalization of a mutual insurance company 
with a $24 million state loan, coupled with 
assessments of practicing physicians and 
insurance companies in business at that time. 
As we all now know, the civil justice reforms 
have worked beautifully, allowing your Mutual 
to repay the state tobacco settlement loan 
25 years early, while reducing premiums for 
state physicians anywhere from 30 to 50% 
over the past 10 years. Certainly, we West 
Virginia physicians appreciate the careful 

planning and hard work by the Legislature, 
particularly then Senate President Earl Ray 
Tomblin and House Speaker Bob Kiss, now 
Governor and Cabinet Secretary of the 
Department of Revenue, respectively. Also, 
it should be noted that this year’s Robert L. 
Ghiz award co-honorees, Don Sensabaugh 
and Tom Hurney, were instrumental in the 
effort, as well.

Ten years later, the West Virginia Mutual 
Insurance Company is an acknowledged 
leader in its field, both nationally and inter-
nationally. Your Mutual’s management and 
staff have been very successful in growing 
the company and expanding its horizons. 
Personally, I have gone from being a busy 
practicing otolaryngologist who strongly 
considered moving from our state during the 
early days of the malpractice crisis to becoming 
Chair of the Board of Directors and ultimately 
President and CEO. Your Mutual is obviously 
a great success, and this, in turn, allows you 
as practicing physicians in our state to be 
great successes, as well. We are Physicians 
Insuring Physicians.
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Happy Birthday to the West Virginia Mutual 
Insurance Company!

July 1, 2014, marked the 10th anniversary  
of our company’s inception. Those of us in 
practice at that time remember how awful 
the malpractice crisis was between 1999 
and 2004, with escalating premiums and, 
indeed, trepidation as to whether medical 
liability insurance would even be available 
in West Virginia.

The first attempt at medical liability civil 
justice reform culminated in the passage  
of H. B. 601 by our state legislature in 2001. 

The Underwriting Department, led by Vice 
President of Underwriting Scott Atkins, has 
been with the Company from inception 
and worked previously for Acordia of West 
Virginia. Additionally, the department has 
a full team of hard-working staff that process 
applications and assess risk for the Company. 

Risk Management staff backgrounds include 
former hospital risk managers, quality 
improvement specialists, legal nurse consult- 
ants and practicing nurses. Elizabeth 
Bridgeman, Deborah Henceroth and Brenda 
Thompson, the nurses in the Risk Management 
department, are focused on risk education, 
patient safety and quality as they travel 
throughout the state meeting with policy- 
holders and their staff. Each risk manager 
has more than twenty years of experience 
in healthcare.

The Company’s Executive staff has extensive 
experience in claims management, practice 
and hospital management, insurance, 
legislative and judicial proceedings and 
financial management. Our President, CEO 
and Chairman, Dr. R. Austin Wallace, M.D., 
provides the guidance needed to direct the 
Company into the future after more than 
30 years of private practice, managing a 
physician-owned hospital and advocating 
for physicians throughout his career. 

The Executive Vice President and Chief 
Operating Officer is Tamara Huffman. Ms. 
Huffman has 40 years of experience in the 
professional liability arena in West Virginia 
having served with the McDonough/Caperton 
insurance agency and its successor, Wells 
Fargo. She has been the prime officer for 
the West Virginia malpractice pool and has 

been one of the principal proponents of 
the West Virginia Legislative efforts to enact 
tort reforms. CFO Gary Shultz, with over 
40 years of experience in finance, keeps the 
Company’s financial reporting system on 
track and in compliance. 

Pair this extensive staff experience with a 
physician-led Board of Directors constantly 
advocating for and supporting our physician 
owners and it’s clear why the Mutual has 
been successful in establishing an industry-
leading company in just ten short years.

experience Matters (continued from page 2)
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Hurney and sensabaugh to receive Leadership award

The Robert L. Ghiz Award for Outstanding 
Service to the Physician Community of West 
Virginia will be presented to two attorneys 
who worked tirelessly to secure the 2001 
and 2003 tort reforms that have enabled 
West Virginia physicians to practice medicine 
in a stable and secure environment. Thomas J. 
Hurney, Jr., Esq. and Don R. Sensabaugh, 
Jr., Esq. will be presented the Award at the 
2014 Healthcare Summit to be held at the 
Greenbrier August 22-24.

Recipients of the Award are those individuals 
that have dedicated themselves to altruistic 
service, leadership and advocacy for the West 
Virginia physician community.

In 2001, then Governor Bob Wise convened a 
group of attorneys representing both patients 
and physicians to discuss potential civil 
justice reforms that would change the legal 
environment in which medical professional 
liability cases are administered. Mr. Hurney 
was appointed by Governor Wise to 
participate in the discussions. His wisdom 
and persuasiveness were invaluable and 
resulted in crafting the significant reforms 
to the Medical Professional Liability Act 
that would be pursued during West Virginia 
Legislature’s sixth special session in 2001. 
He also worked on House Bill 2122, which 
completed the MPLA reforms in 2003. 

During the 2001 and 2003 legislative sessions, 
Mr. Sensabaugh worked diligently to ensure 
the passage of the tort reforms that are now 
in place and that have stabilized the medical 
professional liability environment in West 
Virginia. This was a difficult task since he 
was opposed by the entire Trial Bar who did 
not want to see any reforms. His tenacity 
resulted in the passage of tort reforms that are 
second to none in the United States.

The efforts of these two gentlemen have had 
a significant impact on the success of the 
Mutual and have resulted in the decrease in 
premiums paid by West Virginia physicians. 

Mr. Hurney leads Jackson Kelly’s Health 
Care and Finance Practice Group. He has 
represented physicians and healthcare 
facilities for over twenty-five years. In 2011, he 
successfully defended the constitutionality of 
the medical malpractice “caps” in McDonald v. 
City Hospital.

Mr. Sensabaugh is a founding member of the 
law firm of Flaherty Sensabaugh Bonasso pllc. 
He has defended physicians and healthcare 
facilities for almost forty years and has 
lobbied for healthcare litigation reform for 
the past twenty-five years.

Mr. Hurney and Mr. Sensabaugh are both 
Fellows of the American College of Trial 
Lawyers. Fellowship is by invitation after 
confidential investigation and is limited to 
one percent of the lawyers in a state who 
have practiced for at least 15 years and who 
are recognized by judges and practitioners 
as skilled trial lawyers and persons whose 
ethics, moral standards, collegiality, and 
community standing are exemplary.

West Virginia Mutual Insurance Company 
thanks these two prominent attorneys for 
their enormous contribution to the 
healthcare community and congratulates 
them for being the 2014 Robert L. Ghiz 
Award recipients.

The staff and executive leadership of the 
West Virginia Mutual Insurance Company 
bring a unique knowledge base and industry 
experience of the West Virginia market to 
the Company and its policyholders.

From the inception of the Mutual in 2004, 
the Company already had the experience 
of a seasoned medical liability insurance 
company. The management team consisted 
of experienced professionals in every division 
of the company. From Claims Management 
and Underwriting to Risk Management 
and Financial Oversight, the Mutual was 
rich with dedicated experienced professionals 

from the beginning. This strong personnel 
infrastructure at start-up was the foundation 
for great things to come. 

Our Claims professionals have extensive 
knowledge and experience working with the 
leading medical professional liability defense 
firms in venues throughout the state of 
West Virginia. Key Claims personnel include 
Vice President of Claims Bob Ryan and 
Lois Cashdollar Senior Claims Consultant, 
each managing medical liability claims for 
over 30 years.
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