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I.  INTRODUCTION 
 
Solidarity Bridge conducted a Neurosurgery Mission Trip to La Paz and Santa Cruz, Bolivia, 
from April 16 -24, 2016.  This mission encompassed a strong training component, 
congruent with the goals of the Institute for the Development of Neurosurgery (IDN) 
created in 2015 through the collaboration of Solidarity Bridge, Puente de Solidaridad, and 
the Bolivian Society of Neurosurgeons.  A leader in this mission, Solidarity Bridge board 
member and Neurosurgery Program medical director Dr. Richard Moser drew together a 
three-country faculty and imparted the III International Course on Endoscopic Skull Base 
Surgery at the Caja Nacional Hospital in La Paz.  The course was followed by a case analysis 
and two gatherings of neurosurgeons in Santa Cruz. 
 
Nineteen medical professionals from Bolivia and Peru (15 neurosurgeons and four ENTs) 
completed the course, which combined lectures, observation of five pituitary adenoma 
surgeries, and post-surgical discussions.  Solidarity Bridge donated instrumentation valued 
at $38,690, of which $7,000 was used in the mission’s surgeries. 
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MISSION GOALS 
 

The foundation of Solidarity Bridge’s Neurosurgery Program is its commitment to work 
alongside the Bolivian neurosurgical community to restore health and improve the quality 
of life of patients through specialized surgeries.  Specific goals of this Mission Trip were to: 
 

A. Strengthen the capacity of the Bolivian neurosurgery community to provide 
endoscopic transnasal surgery. 

B. Provide life-changing surgical treatment to patients with pituitary adenoma, 
particularly to those individuals with financial limitations. 

C. Develop synergies within the international neurosurgical community through 
advancement of the IDN.   

D. Detect equipping needs in Bolivian hospitals with a view to developing viable supply 
channels.  

 
II. MEETING OUR GOALS 
 

A. To strengthen the capacity of the Bolivian neurosurgery community to provide 
endoscopic transnasal surgery.  

 
The III International Course on Endoscopic Skull Base Surgery, organized by Solidarity 
Bridge, Puente de Solidaridad, and the Institute for the Development of Neurosurgery, 
attracted 15 neurosurgeons (including three neurosurgery residents) and four ENTs who 
completed the course hosted by the Caja Nacional Hospital in La Paz.  These participants 
joined the course from public and private hospitals in La Paz, Santa Cruz, Cochabamba, 
Tarija, Trinidad, and Oruro, Bolivia, as well as Lima, Peru. For most participants, it was 
their first experience in an IDN activity, 
demonstrating the high demand for 
continuing education opportunities for 
neurosurgeons in the Andean region. 
 

The three-day course, held on April 18 
through April 20, combined lectures, 
observation of five surgeries on patients 
with pituitary adenoma, and energetic 
post-surgical discussions on the procedures 
observed. Lecture topics ranged from 
Principles of Transsphenoidal Surgery, 
Operative Setup and Nuances, Review of Sinus 
and Endonasal Skull Base, Vascular Nasal 
Flaps, Reconstruction of the Skull Base, 
Management of CSF Leaks to Maximizing 
Pituitary Gland Preservation & Visual Function, 
among others. Each surgery was 
accompanied by expert commentary by one 

Bolivian ENT, Dr. Sergio Rojas, prepared the 

entry way for the extirpation of pituitary 

adenoma in five simulcasted surgeries, 

mentored ENTs from other Bolivian cities, and 

delivered two lectures on anatomy and 

surgical techniques at the course. 
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of the faculty and ended with a discussion on the control and management of surgical 
difficulties observed in each operation.   
 
Participants benefited greatly from the expertise of the four-member international faculty 
that included Dr. Richard Moser who directs the neurosurgery department of the 
University of Massachusetts Medical School, neurosurgeon Dr. Pedro Mariana of Sao Paulo, 
Brazil, ENT specialist Dr. Sergio Rojas of La Paz, and neurosurgeon Dr. Martin Aliaga, who 
also served as host at his home hospital, the Caja Nacional in La Paz.  
 
Participants evaluated the course, which rendered very high to superior ratings in regard 
to purpose, content, methods, organization, expertise of the faculty, and notably its 
applicability in their professional service.  
 

B. Provide life-changing surgical treatment to patients with pituitary adenoma, 
particularly to those individuals with financial limitations.   

  
The Caja Nacional Hospital in La Paz is one of the busiest hospitals in the country, with a 
steady turnover of patients, comprised of working people anxious to resolve health issues. 
Located in the bustling Bolivian capital with a metropolitan area of more than 2.1 million 
inhabitants, the hospital faces the daily challenge of responding to the multiple needs of 
men, women and children from that area and beyond, seeking medical care. 

 
Dr. Martin Aliaga brought to this mission the cases of five patients suffering chronic 
headaches and visual loss indicative of 
pituitary tumors. The IDN course faculty 
conducted careful clinical analyses, carried out 
a consultation with each patient, and met as a 
team to determine the benefits and risks of 
each potential surgery.  The three 
neurosurgeons rotated as lead surgeon and 
assisting surgeon in the operating room, and 
as faculty commentator in the classroom for 
the following surgeries: 

 
 Removal of a pituitary adenoma of a La 

Paz public school teacher and widow of 
56 years of age who had suffered vision 
loss. The patient had received no treatment for this condition prior to this successful 
surgery.  

 The mission’s second case, a 46-year-old mother two children, had benefited from 
cranial surgery and radiation in 2011 in La Paz.  However, growth of residual tumor led 
to loss of her peripheral vision and headaches.  Extirpation of her tumor, involving a 
nasal septal flap, resulted in patient- reported visual improvement.   

 A 43-year-old teacher and mother of two children had traveled from Tarija in southern 
Bolivia to the capital, seeking specialized expertise. Her teaching career had been 

[Type a quote from the document or the 

summary of an interesting point. You can 

position the text box anywhere in the 

document. Use the Drawing Tools tab to 

change the formatting of the pull quote text 

box.] 

Neurosurgeons and faculty Dr. Martin Aliaga and 

Dr. Pedro Mariani performed surgery as a team. 
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interrupted due to headaches and the loss of her peripheral vision, a condition that 
transcranial surgery a year ago had not resolved.  The surgery was successful with a 
good prognosis for the improvement of both conditions. 

 A pituitary adenoma had resulted in partial loss of vision for a 66-year-old widow and 
mother of ten who worked as a cook in the outskirts of La Paz.  Her case had the added 
complexity of scar tissue from two prior surgeries and radiation. This lengthy surgery 
achieved a successful removal of the adenoma and reported improved vision.   

 The son and two daughters of the final patient, an elderly man with a large adenoma 
that had resulted in acute vision loss and extreme headache-producing pressure, 
remained vigilant throughout the surgery performed on the final day of the mission.  
Because the patient otherwise enjoyed good health, normal blood pressure and no prior 
cranial or transnasal surgeries, the team was able to substantially decompress the 
affected area by extirpating part of the tumor. The family expressed gratitude that their 
father can now live more comfortably.   

 
 
C. Develop synergies within the international neurosurgical community through 
advancement of the IDN 

On April 22, neurosurgeon Dr. Gueider Salas, with the assistance of Puente de 
Solidaridad, hosted a gathering of 10 neurosurgeons and additional friends of the IDN, 

in his home in Santa Cruz. Dr. 
Richard Moser, Dr. Carlos 
Dabdoub and Dr. Juan Lorenzo 
Hinojosa presented the 
advances of the IDN, 
particularly its training 
component, and plans for the 
future. Several of those in 
attendance will travel to 
Chicago in early May to attend 
a conference of the American 
Neurosurgery Society (ANSS) 
and participate at a reception 
to be hosted by Solidarity 
Bridge at Lurie Children’s 
Hospital on May 3, 2016. 

On April 23, Dr. Carlos 
Dabdoub and Dr. Ramiro 
Villavicencio met with Dr. 
Richard Moser and SB/PS staff 
to identify next steps within 
the IDN that could include: 
opening of the IDN office in 

 

IDN: Connectivity and Collaboration 

Rooted in solidarity and mutual cooperation, the IDN was 
born out of years of medical mission experience led by 
Solidarity Bridge, Puente de Solidaridad, and the Bolivian 
Society for Neurosurgery. In October 2015, the IDN organized 
and led its first Latin American course, Boot Camp: The 
Fundamentals of Neurosurgery, with support from medical 
industry leader Medtronic. 

The IDN brings together professional organizations of 
neurosurgeons in Latin America with the entities in the 
United States, such as the Foundation for International 
Education in Neurological Surgery (FIENS) and the University 
of Massachusetts Medical School for the purposes of 
advancing professional development through specialized 
courses. The IDN also seeks to leverage resources that will 
benefit a highly underserved population. 
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Santa Cruz, initiation of teleconferencing for the discussion of cases, efforts to include 
industry support, a membership drive, exploration of online libraries, and an endoscopy 
course in early 2017 in coordination with the annual congress of the Bolivian Society 
for Neurosurgery. 

 
C. Detect equipping needs in Bolivian hospitals with a view to developing viable supply 

channels  
 

Our neurosurgery mission team came to Bolivia equipped with instrumentation that 
contributed invaluably to the surgeries performed on the mission.  Solidarity Bridge’s on-
the-ground partner, Puente de Solidaridad, also brought needed instrumentation from its 
offices in Cochabamba and Santa Cruz.   
 
Discussions with faculty and participants in the course, as well as with neurosurgeons in 
the city of Santa Cruz, brought various equipping needs to the attention of the mission 
team. These include neuronavigation equipment, microscopic towers, and endoscopes. 
Generous donations of neurosurgery equipment from hospitals where our missioners 
practice have helped to fill gaps in more than a half-dozen hospitals in Bolivia. Nonetheless, 
the mission observed the need for replacement of expensive items such as drill bits, and 
better equipping of neuro-imaging departments.  
 
These critical concerns of the neurosurgical community have become a priority area in IDN 
planning. Collective purchasing vis-à-vis negotiations with industry and in-country lending 
systems are two alternatives under discussion.  
 
 
III. PATIENT STORY 
Severe headaches became part of Melba’s* life years ago. With small children to raise and 
limited resources, she worked her best to live with the pain. But then partial loss of vision 
set in, and she depended on her young daughter to walk her to each bus and on every 
neighborhood errand. She sought assistance at the Caja Nacional in La Paz where Dr. 
Martin Aliaga identified a pituitary adenoma which he removed transcranially in 2011.  
Radiation treatment followed, and Melba improved. Nonetheless, another mass grew and 

Melba again experienced alarming 
headache symptoms and the loss of 
peripheral vision. When she visited Dr. 
Aliaga for some medical advice, he told 
her about the mission. Melba immediately 
accepted, relieved that she could receive 
the care she needed through transnasal 
surgery.  Although a difficult surgery due 
to scar tissue, the neurosurgeons were 
able to extirpate the adenoma, and Melba’s 
prognosis is very good.                                                                                     
*name changed for patient confidentiality 
 

Melba shared with Patricia Vargas, Executive 

Director of Puente de Solidaridad, her happiness 

after a successful transnasal surgery.  
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IV. CONCLUSION 
 
The Neurosurgery Mission Trip to La Paz and Santa Cruz, organized and led by Solidarity 
Bridge and the Puente de Solidaridad Foundation, contributed to the well-being of Bolivian 
patients, brought new learning to Bolivian neurosurgeons and ENTs, and laid the 
groundwork for future mission trips in neurosurgery. Solidarity Bridge and Puente de 
Solidaridad cordially thank the Caja Nacional in La Paz for hosting the III International 
Course on Endoscopic Skull Base Surgery as well as the individuals, hospitals and 
companies who contributed to this mission with urgently needed funding, equipment and 
supplies. 
 
 
Course faculty: 
Dr. Richard Moser, Neurosurgeon and 
Medical Director the Neurosurgery 
Program 
Dr. Martin Aliaga, Neurosurgeon 
Dr. Pedro Paulo Mariani, Neurosurgeon 
Dr. Sergio Rojas, ENT 
 
 
 

Coordination:   
Juan Lorenzo Hinojosa, Ph.D. Founder of 
Solidarity Bridge and mission chaplain 
Patricia Vargas Rojas, Executive Director 
of Puente de Solidaridad 
Mary McCann Sanchez, Senior Director of 
Programs, Solidarity Bridge 
 
 

 


