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REPORT 

 GENERAL SURGERY MISSION TRIP 
February 26 – March 6, 2016 

Cochabamba, Bolivia 

 

 

 

I. INTRODUCTION 

 
A total of 16 U.S. missioners traveled to Cochabamba, Bolivia, for the 2016 General Surgery Mission Trip 

(GSMT). Missioners included three general surgeons, four anesthesiologists, two physician assistants and a 

surgical technician, supported by four interpreters, a chaplain, and two trip leaders. Each surgeon headed a 

four-person surgical team. The three teams divided their time to work alongside local doctors and staff at the 

Viedma General Hospital in Cochabamba – the primary host site for GSMT 2016 – and the Municipal 

Hospital of Tiquipaya, located on the outskirts of Cochabamba.  

 

The Viedma General Hospital of Cochabamba is the most important third-level reference hospital serving 

central Bolivia. It is often the last stop for the region’s most critical patients in search of general surgeries 

unavailable elsewhere, either for chronic conditions, acute illnesses, or in cases of trauma. It is also the city’s 

most important teaching hospital with over a century training doctors in multiple disciplines. For all these 

reasons, it was an honor for Solidarity Bridge to be hosted by this prestigious institution, to work alongside its 

dedicated professional staff and, most importantly, to help serve this hospital’s most needy patients. 

 

One surgical team also worked alongside established Solidarity Bridge General Surgery Program partners at 

the Municipal Hospital of Tiquipaya, continuing to hone and expand their skills in the continuously changing 

field of general surgery. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The mission team spent the first day meeting with their partners at the Viedma Hospital. After visiting patients already 

admitted to the hospital for their pending surgeries, treatment plans were jointly discussed and finalized. In this photo, 

missioners Stephanie Morup, P.A. and Dr. John Gregory review the surgical schedule with Bolivian colleagues Dr. Walter 

Antezana, general surgeon; Dr. Milton Almendras, Chief Resident, and Dr. Juvenal Butrón, Chief of Surgery.  
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II. MISSION HIGHLIGHTS 
 

A total of 35 general surgeries were performed, including 

13 at the Tiquipaya Municipal Hospital and 22 at Viedma 

General Hospital. 

 

Mentoring and training were provided throughout the 

mission, beginning before the team’s arrival as information 

was shared electronically for the preliminary selection of 

patients, and continuing throughout the surgical planning, 

implementation, and follow-up processes. This includes 

training in a range of both surgical and anesthesia 

techniques. A total of 12 Bolivian partner surgeons, six 

Bolivian anesthesiologists, and over 20 medical students, 

interns and residents directly benefitted from the mentoring 

and training provided by the mission team. 

 

In-kind donations worth an estimated $1,074,758 were also 

delivered by the mission team. 

 

III. MISSION GOALS 
 

The GSMT is a fundamental component of the Solidarity Bridge General Surgery Program which offers 

surgeries on an ongoing basis performed by Bolivian partners. The Mission Trip has three primary goals:  

 

A. To provide high-complexity surgeries to patients who do not have access to needed treatment, 

because they cannot afford it and/or the level or type of surgery they need is not readily available. 

B. To progressively support and upgrade the skills and capacities of established Bolivian surgical, 

anesthesia, and other medical partners, and to evaluate and train new local partners.  

C. To assess and fill equipment and supply needs to maintain and advance the program. 

 

IV. MEETING OUR GOALS 
 

A. To provide high-complexity surgeries to patients who do not have access to such treatment. 

Multiple obstacles prevent many Bolivian patients from receiving the surgical treatment they need. The most 

advanced surgical procedures may not be offered in the country, where it is difficult for surgeons to access 

updated training. And even in the case of routine surgeries, hospitals often lack the necessary infrastructure, 

equipment and materials. On the other hand, when a surgery is available, patients often cannot afford it even 

in Bolivia’s public hospitals.  

 

The GSMT addresses these and other barriers by bringing high-level training along with strategically-selected 

equipment, materials and services, all oriented to reinforce our partners to carry on after our departure.  

 

The 35 general surgeries provided on this trip are outlined as follows: 

 

 14 laparoscopic and two open gall bladder surgeries; 

 11 hernia repairs, including abdominal, inguinal, umbilical, and post-incisional hernias; 

 four colon surgeries including a megacolon, a hemicolectomy, and two colostomy reversal surgeries; 

 a bronquial-pulmonary fistula repair; 

 a video-assisted thoracoscopic surgery to treat a case of spontaneous pneumothorax;  

 a gastrectomy to treat stomach cancer, and 

 a cystojejunostomy to treat a pseudocyst of the pancreas. 

 

Team Tiquipaya! 

Clockwise from left: Dr. Gay Garrett, Dr. Andy 

Guiao, Maria Mason, and Vivian Joffre. 
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B. To support established Bolivian medical partners and to evaluate and train new local partners.  

Mission surgeons operated alongside Dr. Luis Herrera at the Tiquipaya Hospital, and with ten different staff 

surgeons at the Viedma Hospital, including Drs. Almendras, Amaya, Antezana, Burgos, Butrón, Hinojosa, 

Saavedra, Tapia, Torrez, Vallejos, and Villazón. The four mission anesthesiologists also partnered and 

exchanged experience with their respective peers. See the text box in the following section for an in-depth 

look at some of this training in action. 

Outside of surgery, additional opportunities were seized to meet with new and old medical partners. On 

Wednesday evening, the three mission surgeons and medical director met with Solidarity Bridge’s primary 

General Surgery Program partners in Cochabamba: Drs. Jaime Vallejos, Luis Herrera, and Jhonny Camacho. 

The group discussed the current status and challenges of the year-round program, including progress and 

future plans for the mobile laparoscopic surgery unit, which recently completed its fifth surgical campaign 

treating patients and training surgeons in remote hospitals. A report on the topics discussed and proposals that 

emerged from this meeting is available separately. 

C. To monitor, evaluate and fill equipment and supply needs to maintain and advance the program. 

Our team delivered an estimated $1,074,758 worth of in-kind donations for use during the trip and by our 

Bolivian partners within the year-round surgical programs. Supplies donated include a portable ultrasound 

machine for anesthesia and pain control (see text box), bronchoscopes and colonoscopes donated by George 

Lederhaas, 65 Medtronic pacemakers with leads, a variety of surgical mesh, lidocaine patches and other 

supplies donated by AmeriCares, and an array of high-value instruments. Many items were gathered by the 

missioners themselves according to the surgeries foreseen for the trip, in response to partner needs identified 

on previous trips, and for use in the year-round surgical programs.   

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Hands-on demonstration 

and training in the O.R. and 

simulation sessions between 

surgeries seized on high 

interest among staff and  

residents in the ultrasound 

technology. 

Effective technology transfer through solidarity 

Dr. Marco Fernandez is an anesthesiologist uniquely gifted with strong teaching skills in two languages. 

Over five mission trips to Cochabamba, Marco has been instrumental in progressively upgrading 

anesthesiology and pain control capacities in mission site hospitals. After his first visits learning about 

local approaches to the field – in particular the strong resistance in Bolivia to use of narcotics – Marco 

identified and has progressively helped introduce and disseminate a culturally-appropriate option for many 

applications: the use of ultrasound-guided regional anesthesia. Benefits of this technology include less 

nausea and other side effects of general anesthetics and narcotic analgesics, significant financial savings 

thanks to decreased use of inhalational anesthesia and post-op pain medications, and fewer post-op 

complications. 

In collaboration with Solidarity Bridge and fellow anesthesiologist and trip medical director Dr. Dan 

Yousif, Marco selected and procured a portable SonoSite Nanomex Ultrasound machine to bring to 

Bolivia for use on GSMT and beyond. Marco then used every available moment at the Viedma Hospital to 

teach the enthusiastic staff anesthesiologists and residents how to use the ultrasound equipment.  

It is important to note that a few years ago Marco brought an earlier version of the same equipment to the 

neighboring El Gastro Hospital. Since its revolutionary introduction there, one El Gastro staff 

anesthesiologist pursued specialized certification in pain management to help make full use of the 

equipment, which continues to be well maintained and used there. 
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V. PATIENT STORY 

 

Susana, age 18  

 

On Sunday morning, as the mission team walked 

room-to-room at the Viedma Hospital meeting 

critically-ill patients in desperate need of surgery, 

they were confused for a moment when their hosts 

stopped in the hallway and motioned to a family 

group standing around a visibly nervous but healthy-

looking young woman. They were soon introduced to 

Susana,* whose family asked them to review her 

case. The doctors, somewhat doubtful but wishing to 

be polite, accepted the x-ray images that were thrust 

toward them. They then began to grasp the situation.  

 

Susana, a college student, is the youngest of five 

siblings. She lives with her mother and a 

developmentally-disabled older sister, whom she 

helps care for. Her mother sells sodas and sandwiches 

outside a government office, and the three oldest siblings chip in when they can so that Susana can 

finish her studies.  

 

Over the past year, Susana suffered chronic constipation with increasingly debilitating and now constant 

abdominal pain. She was eventually diagnosed with dolichocolon, the medical term for an abnormally 

long large intestine. Many people may live without even knowing they have such a condition, but 

Susana’s case was severe enough to warrant surgery to prevent a lifetime of discomfort, complications, 

and even disability. 

 

After two days prepping Susana for her surgery, on Wednesday March 2, Dr. John Gregory and local 

partner Dr. Walter Antezana performed 

laparoscopic hemicolectomy surgery to remove the 

left half of Susana’s colon. Her recovery was 

quick, and the next day Susana was on her feet and 

smiling, relieved and eager to get back to school 

and back to her life, finally pain free. 
 

 
*Patient name has been changed. 

 

 

 

 
 

Drs. John Gregory, Malcolm Bilimoria, and 

Gay Garrett studied Susana’s x-rays with 

Viedma surgeon Dr. Walter Antezana, while 

medical residents looked on.   

  

Susana with her mother and trip chaplain  

Jim Manzardo. 
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VI. MEMBERS OF THE 2016 GENERAL SURGERY MISSION TEAM 

 
Solidarity Bridge is grateful for each of the following named individuals, as well as the many unnamed 

others – the host hospital staffs, multiple donors and other supporters, and the families and colleagues 

who picked up the slack back home – who together made this mission possible. 

 

Coordination:   

Jodi Grahl, Trip Leader  

Mary McCann Sanchez, Assistant Leader 

Dr. Daniel Yousif, Trip Medical Director 

Jim Manzardo, Chaplain  

 

Missioner Team: 

Dr. Malcolm Bilimoria, General Surgeon 

Dr. Patrick Duey, Anesthesiologist 

Dr. Marco Fernandez, Anesthesiologist 

Dr. Gay Garret, General Surgeon 

Dr. John Gregory, General Surgeon 

Dr. Andy Guiao, Anesthesiologist 

Vivian Joffre, Interpreter 

Marci Levy,  Physician Assistant 

Maria Mason, Surgical First Assistant 

Matilde Mérida-Manzardo, Interpreter 

Stephanie Morup, Physician Assistant 

Natalie Rodriguez, Interpreter  

 
 

We extend a special Thank You! to the leadership and staff of Viedma General Hospital, in 

particular Hospital Director Dr. Isaac Rico and Chief of Surgery Dr. Juvenal Butrón. 
 

 

 

 

 

Local support: 

The dedicated staff and board of Puente de 

Solidaridad manage local planning and logistics 

for our missions. They are key to the success of 

everything we do, and we are most grateful for all 

their work! 

 
Puente de Solidaridad, Cochabamba: 

Patricia Vargas, Executive Director 

María Inés Uriona, Medical Programs Coordinator 

José Choque, Medical Supplies Coordinator 

Marcela Canedo, Public Relations 

Marizol Mamani, Social Worker  

Alfonso Flores, Logistics 

Pablo Galindo, Research and Data Manager 

Verónica Castellón, Administrative Assistant 

Maria Eugenia Rojas, PS Board Member, Chaplain 

Fr. Dae Kim, Chaplain 

 

Missioners, Viedma staff, and General Surgery Program partners celebrated a successful mission! 
(Back row) Viedma chief resident Dr. Milton Almendras, Dr. John Gregory, general surgery program partner Dr. Jhonny 

Camacho, Dr. Patrick Duey, Dr. Malcolm Bilimoria, incoming Viedma Hospital Director Dr. Daisy Rocabado and her 

son, and Stephanie Morup, P.A. (Front row) Viedma chief of surgery Dr. Juvenal Butrón, Dr. Marco Fernandez, and 

general surgery program partner Dr. Jaime Vallejos 


