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REPORT  

GENERAL SURGERY MISSION TRIP  
February 22 – March 3, 2013  

Cochabamba, Tiquipaya and Aiquile, Bolivia  

  

  

 
  
Dr. Gay Garrett and Dr. Gabe Pitta (in blue) and new local partner, Dr. Luis Herrera, performing laparoscopic surgery 

at Tiquipaya Hospital, one of three surgical sites during the 2013 GSMT.  

  

GOALS  

  

The annual General Surgery Mission Trip (GSMT) is a fundamental component of the Solidarity 

Bridge General Surgery Program, which offers surgeries on an ongoing basis performed by our 

Bolivian surgical partners. The Mission Trip has three primary goals:   

  

• To provide high-complexity surgeries to patients who do not have access to such medical 

treatment, both because they cannot afford it and, in particular, because the level or type of 

surgery is not yet readily available.  

• To monitor the performance and continue to upgrade the skills of previously-established 

Bolivian surgical, anesthesia, and other medical partners, and to evaluate and train new local 

partners.   

• To monitor, evaluate and fill equipment and supply needs to maintain and advance the 

program.  
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In addition, this trip included the third surgical team visit to the town of Aiquile as part of an 

agreement with Doctors Without Borders (MSF) to provide megacolon surgeries for chronic 

Chagas disease patients identified through MSF’s Chagas program in that region of Bolivia.  

PRIMARY ACTIVITIES and ACHIEVEMENTS  

  

The 2013 GSMT included four North American surgeons, five anesthesiologists, a 

gastroenterologist, and support personnel at three hospitals in Cochabamba, Tiquipaya and Aiquile.   

  

A total of 46 surgeries were performed:  

• 22 surgeries at the Instituto Gastroenterológico Boliviano Japonés in Cochabamba 

(known as the Gastro Hospital).  

• 15 surgeries at the Hospital Municipal in Tiquipaya, just outside of Cochabamba.  

• 9 surgeries at the Hospital Carmen Lopez in Aiquile, located 5 hours by cobblestone road 

southeast of Cochabamba.  

In addition, 33 gastroenterological procedures were performed by Dr. Michael Fischer, who 

partnered with Bolivian colleague, Dr. Daniel Guerra, at the Gastro Hospital. This was the first 

GSMT to include a gastroenterologist, who proved to be a vital complement to the team.  

  

Our medical teams partnered with local Bolivian doctors and nurses to work and train in distinct 

specialties:   

• Dr. Malcolm Bilimoria performed gastric cancer and other highly specialized operations 

alongside Dr. Vania Lozada, Dr. Angela Ibarcena, and others at the Gastro Hospital.   

• Dr. Paul Grmoljez worked with Dr. José María Luizaga and others on a range of thoracic 

and abdominal cases, including colon and thyroid cancer surgeries, also at the Gastro.  

• Dr. Gay Garrett evaluated and advanced the skills of a new general surgery program 

partner, Dr. Luis Herrera, at the Tiquipaya Hospital, specifically in laparoscopic gall 

bladder and hernia surgery. With help from Solidarity Bridge, this Hospital recently 

inaugurated a second OR to address such needs in this impoverished community.  

• Dr. John Gregory and Dr. Paola Senzano partnered with Dr. Luis López in Aiquile, 

continuing our collaboration with Doctors Without Borders (MSF).  

• Anesthesiologists Dr. Marco Fernandez and Dr. Andy Guiao worked alongside peers at 

the Gastro Hospital. Adapting to local reluctance identified on previous visits to use 

narcotic medications, they introduced alternative proposals to effectively manage 

postoperative pain in a more culturally acceptable manner.   

• Anesthesiologist Dr. Gabriel Pitta helped inaugurate new anesthesia equipment recently 

donated by Solidarity Bridge to the Tiquipaya Hospital, making sure it is in correct 

working order and the local capacity is in place for its use.  

• In Aiquile, our trip Medical Director, anesthesiologist Dr. Enrique Via Reque, was able to 

properly adjust and place into operation a previously unused anesthesia machine that sat 

new for seven years due to lack of local knowledge on its use. He and Dr. Ajay Gopalka 

trained the resident anesthesiologist in the use of the machine and in general anesthesia 

procedures in the case of such complex surgeries as performed on this visit.  
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• An estimated two dozen Bolivian hospital staff doctors, nurses, and residents participated 

in or observed the surgeries and procedures performed on this mission.   

• This Mission Trip was also joined by a physical therapist, Kristi Fischer, who worked 

with staff at a center for disabled children and youth, Centro Sigamos, located in the 

community of Sacaba on the outskirts of Cochabamba.  

  

IN-KIND DONATIONS  

  

Our team delivered an estimated total of $816,000 worth of instruments, supplies and 

medications, for use during the mission trip and by our Bolivian partners within our yearround 

surgical programs. Some of the most notable donations included high-value endoscopic 

instruments and supplies, including three colonoscopes, and several items needed to complete 

a newly-installed laparoscopic tower at the Tiquipaya Hospital, such as back-up light and 

power sources, monitors, an insufflator, and multiple surgical instruments.   

  

A large portion of these donations are procured by the missioners themselves, either 

personally or though their hospitals and practices. Many other significant in-kind donations 

are received from long-standing individual and institutional donors. All of these in-kind 

donations form the backbone of Solidarity Bridge’s budget, because these instruments, 

supplies and medications help us to properly equip our local partners with materials very 

difficult and expensive to obtain in Bolivia. This allows us to raise the level of surgical 

services and expand our reach to more needy patients by lowering local costs.  

  

  

KEY OUTCOMES   

  

• In Tiquipaya, Dr. Luis Herrera will now collaborate permanently as a new general surgery 

program partner. The availability of essential instruments, equipment, and supplies, ranging 

from the laparoscopic and anesthesia towers to stocks of disposable materials, have been 

put in place and will continue to be overseen by our office in Bolivia, Puente de 

Solidaridad (PuenteSol). Dr. Herrera will begin to provide laparoscopic hernia and gall 

bladder surgeries for indigent patients through the Solidarity Bridge permanent program 

locally managed by PuenteSol.  

• In Aiquile, this was the third mission visit to the Carmen Lopez Hospital through our 

agreement with MSF. Given that the MSF Chagas program in Aiquile will close as of 

September 2013, important discussions were held regarding future attention for patients 

from this region. In light of persistent concerns regarding the capacity of this small, rural 

hospital to adequately handle the most highly-complex cases, a system is being established 

to refer these patients to the Gastro Hospital in Cochabamba. Support will also continue to 

be extended to the local hospital, and its management of care for desperately-ill Chagas 

patients will continue to be monitored by PuenteSol.  

• In Cochabamba at the Gastro Hospital, after several mission trip visits observing and 

advancing the professional development of Dr. Vania Lozada, she is considered well 

prepared to perform many of the most highly-complex abdominal surgeries that exist. 

Agreements will be established with the Gastro Hospital to receive the most critical 
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patients referred through PuenteSol from Aiquile and elsewhere, in particular for 

megacolon surgeries.  

  

  

  

  

  

PATIENT STORY  

  

This is the story of just one of the 46 patients directly benefited during the 2013 GSMT.  

  

  

                                            
  

Dr. Gabe Pitta with Teofilia and her son  

  

Teofilia came to Tiquipaya Hospital complaining of pain in her back, neck and abdomen. Because of 

this pain, she was having a very hard time getting any sleep and she could no longer sleep on her 

back. After speaking with our doctors, Teofilia was told she had gallstones and a seriously inflamed 

gallbladder and, in addition, a lipoma (a type of benign tumor) which was causing her back and neck 

issues. She would need operations to remove her gallbladder and the lipoma. Understandably, she 

was nervous about undergoing surgery. Thankfully, the reassuring presence and confidence of our 

team went a long way toward providing comfort to Teofilia and to her son.  
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Teofilia´s procedure went very well. Dr. Gay 

Garrett and local partner Dr. Luis Herrera 

removed the painful lipoma and, despite an 

exceptionally large gallstone, were able to 

perform a laparoscopic removal of the 

gallbladder. As a result, healing time and 

scarring were both minimized. When Teofilia 

woke from surgery and realized her pain was 

gone, she immediately began to cry in joy. After 

only one night in the hospital, she was well 

enough to go home. As she left, she repeated 

again and again, "Thank you! Thank you! I could 

never have paid for this myself." Teofilia 

recovered fully from her surgery. Following our 

departure, Dr. Herrera remains available for any 

follow-up that may be required.  

  

MEMBERS OF THE 2013 GENERAL SURGERY MISSION TRIP TEAM    

  

Coordination:    

  

Juan Lorenzo Hinojosa, Trip Coordinator  

Jodi Grahl, Trip Coordinator   

Kira Foken, Assistant Coordinator  

  

Medical Team:  

  

Dr. Ajay Gopalka, Anesthesiologist  

Dr. Candido “Andy” Guiao,  Anesthesiologist  

Dr. Enrique Via Reque, Anesthesiologist and Trip Medical Director  

Dr. Gabriel Pitta, Anesthesiologist  

Dr. Gay Garrett, General Surgeon  

Dr. John Gregory, General Surgeon  

Dr. Malcolm Bilimoria, General Surgeon  

Dr. Marco Fernandez, Anesthesiologist  

Dr. Mike Fischer, Gastroenterologist  

Dr. Paul Gromljez, General Surgeon  

Eliot Rosado, Nurse  

Katie Kirchgessner, Nurse  

Kirk Kenfield, Physician’s Assistant  

Kristi Fischer, Physical Therapist  

Talya Lorenz, Medical Student  

  

Support:  

  

Amber Guiao, Helper  

Hanna Bilimoria, Helper  

Mariluz Botero, Interpreter  
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Natalie Rodriguez, Interpreter  

Wanda Rowland, Photographer  

  

Local support:  

  

We could not carry out our mission without the staff of Puente de Solidaridad and several additional volunteers!  

  

PuenteSol staff: Carlos 

Laserna  

José Choque  

María Inés Uriona  

Marisol Mamani  

  

Principle Bolivian volunteers: Maria 

Eugenia Rojas  

Dr. Paola Senzano  

Daniela Via Reque  

Gabriela Via Reque  

Miguel Via Reque  

  


