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We arrived in Cochabamba on November 3rd.  Cochabamba is a city of about 600,000 

with a very agreeable climate.  It is dry and the sun almost always shines.  It is in the 

Andes and, at a moderate 8400 feet above sea level, adjusting to the altitude is not too 

difficult.  We were again very graciously received by the many people who are our 

counterparts and support there.  This ranged from the hospital and diocesan staff to the 

hotel.  We immediately ran into a major snag.  Customs took our 31 boxes of surgical 

supplies, medications and equipment.  It took us two days of sweat and tears to liberate 

them.  I think the magnitude of what we were bringing triggered their reaction.  We and 

they have been somewhat lax regarding the letter of the importation law and they decided 

to crack down.  We had to count and describe every item in the boxes, with expiration 

dates, material it was made of and provenance.   

 

We got to work and accomplished much.  Our team had 27 people.  The doctors included 

a plastic surgeon, two gynecologists, a general surgeon, four anesthesiologists, a 

cardiologist, an internist and a pediatrician.  A number of nurses, translators and our 

pastoral team made up the remainder of our team.  Overall, the team of 27 people was 

wonderful and worked exceedingly well together.  We saw over 700 patients (at the 

hospital, prisons and countryside) and performed 47 surgeries.  There was a great 

quantity of medications, surgical supplies and equipment delivered.  The equipment 

included a vital signs monitor worth $10,000, a heart monitor and a machine for 

calibrating pacemakers.  We delivered 29 pacemakers that would have cost at least 

$2,000 each. Through our Link to Life program, we delivered a large quantity of 

medications and supplies to 12 clinics.  These included medications for the psychiatric 

hospital and sutures and other medical supplies for another 11 parish-based clinics. The 

medications we brought included a large donation of an antidepressive. Without this 

donation, the psychiatric hospital may well have been unable to obtain these late 

generation medications in Bolivia, and if they had been able to get them it would have 

cost well over $33,000.  If one adds what was already named, a small fraction of what 

was delivered, the figure comes to $111,000. The value of all the equipment, supplies and 

medication we delivered on this trip was over $250,000.   

 

During this trip we cemented two important new relationships.  There are two top level 

private hospitals in Cochabamba and Santa Cruz, the Hospital Belga and the Clinica 

Foianini.  They both perform open heart surgery and transplants, and thus are the only 

hospitals in Bolivia that can make use of certain extremely sophisticated supplies that we 

donate; in exchange, they have agreed to take our most complex cases, such as heart 

valve and congenital heart problem operations and kidney transplants.  We delivered over 

$20,000 worth of these supplies (including 2 heart valves) that will benefit the very poor.  



All this will make possible about 10 major operations that will mean the difference 

between life and death for 10 people.  This is very good news.   

 

This mission saw the incorporation into our team of Dr. Herlan Murillo, a Bolivian 

general surgeon from El Alto.  This worked beautifully and we hope to continue the 

practice.  Next April, we will be putting together a laparoscopic tower which another 

Bolivian doctor, one of the heads of Clinica Foinini can both operate and teach. 

 

Enrique Via-Reque, M.D. and Juan L. Hinojosa, Ph.D. went to the town of Coroico to see 

if we might be able to start a surgical mission there.  This small town in the tropical 

highlands (5000 ft. above sea level) draws on a large rural area and is on the road from 

the enormous tropical area where the rivers feed the Amazon.  The meetings with 

diocesan leaders and hospital administrators demonstrated that there was a strong desire 

to work together to better the health in that diocese.  We will begin a surgical mission 

there in September of 2004, with some hopes of doing some work to better the nutrition 

in an area where 28% of the children area malnourished. 

 

We also met with the leaders of the Wara Wara cooperative.  They had just completed 

and delivered the last 1000 items for an order for over 4,000 pieces of clothing and are 

currently working on another order for 1,000.  They replicated a number of items that 

promise to generate substantially more work and income for the families in the 

cooperative. 

 

It was decided to have an education mission in Cochabamba at the beginning of August.  

There will be a group of deaf professionals and those who educate the deaf join the 

teachers who work with Fe y Alegria teachers.  They would work with the deaf 

community of Cochabamba.  Preparatory meetings for this effort began in our April 

mission of 2003. 

 

 A formal proposal was made to the archbishop of Cochabamba to convoke a national 

sacred art contest. The proposal had been drafted by the famous Bolivian painter, 

Gonzalo Rivero. The parameters for the submission will require that the faces of Christ 

and Mary reflect the Bolivian people, either indigenous or mestizo.  This project will go 

forward if Archbishop Tito Solari agrees to have the Archdiocese of Cochabamba co-

sponsor the competition.   

 

Overall, this was a very fruitful mission.  The work of Christ is being done, the witness of 

the Gospel is being experienced, and our missioners, counterparts and patients are being 

deeply touched by it all. 


