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I. INTRODUCTION 

 

The Solidarity Bridge General Surgery Program offers surgeries year-round, primarily performed by 

Bolivian partners. Mission trips provide the opportunity for US–based doctors to work alongside 

Bolivian doctors to exchange techniques and identify and fill training, equipment, and supply needs. 

 

Since 2007, annual General Surgery Mission Trips (GSMTs) to Cochabamba have expanded and 

reinforced surgery services for patients from the central Bolivian region served by that city’s 

hospitals. In March 2015, Solidarity Bridge began to add a second annual GSMT to the eastern 

Solidarity Bridge missioners, Puente de Solidaridad medical supply coordinators, 

and San Juan de Dios nurses and doctors pause for the camera between surgeries. 
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Bolivian city of Santa Cruz. This is the third such trip hosted by the public San Juan de Dios 

Hospital. San Juan de Dios is the highest-level public reference hospital in the region, and therefore 

is tasked with addressing the most complex medical and surgical needs of the low-income 

population in eastern Bolivia. 

 

II. MISSION GOALS 

 

The Mission Trip had three primary goals:  

 

A. To contribute to the development of new 

skills among Bolivian surgeons and 

anesthesiologists, in particular in advanced 

laparoscopic procedures  

B. To provide surgeries to patients who lack 

access to such medical treatment 

C. To support San Juan de Dios Hospital’s 

education and training activities directed to 

medical students, residents, and the broader 

medical community 

 

III. MEETING OUR GOALS 

 

A. To advance the skills of Bolivian doctors 

 

San Juan de Dios Hospital has invested significant 

efforts in recent years to expand its laparoscopic 

capacities. For this mission visit, the host hospital 

chose to take advantage of missioner Dr. Magued 

Khouzam’s strong experience in laparoscopic treatment of complex esophageal and colon diseases. 

Seven Bolivian surgeons took turns operating alongside Dr. Khouzam: Drs. Aponte, Nogales, Pardo, 

Mendoza, Calisaya, Silva, and Ibañez. Some of these surgeons are residents and attending staff at 

San Juan de Dios Hospital, while others traveled from as far as the cities of Trinidad (Beni province) 

and Uyuni (Potosí province) to participate. 

 

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

 

Patient selection began several weeks prior to the mission team’s arrival, under the direction of 

Bolivian surgeon Dr. Boris Urna. Priority was given to patients with especially complex cases, 

several of whom had been turned down for surgery elsewhere due to their particular circumstances. 

Two surgeries were performed each day, with most lasting several hours. A total of nine patients 

ranging from age 32 to 81 underwent surgery, including one woman operated twice. Surgeries 

performed included three Heller Myotomies with Dor Fundoplication for esophageal achalasia, one 

Nissen Fundoplication for Barrett’s syndrome, three particularly challenging colostomy reversals for 

patients who had previously undergone colon surgery for Chagas disease, and one colectomy.      

 

Anesthesiologist Dr. Nabeel Khan explains a 

technique to one of several anesthesiology 

residents who participated in the mission. 
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C.  To support medical education and training activities for medical students, residents, and the 

broader medical community 

 

The mission trip took place within the context of a week-long medical education and training course 

on minimally invasive surgery convoked by the host hospital. The hospital and the Santa Cruz 

medical association co-sponsored diverse activities. The mission team contributed to key aspects of 

the training through the following:  

 

 Mission surgeries were broadcast live, with simultaneous interpretation, through closed-

circuit television in the hospital auditorium. Practicing surgeons from San Juan de Dios 

and visiting states, as well as residents and medical students from throughout Santa 

Cruz, followed and discussed each case in real time. 

 Diverse Bolivian surgeons and other specialists offered grand round lectures in the 

evenings. One evening was dedicated to lectures by the three mission doctors. 

 

 

IV. PATIENT STORY   

 

Victor, age 32 

 

Several of the patients treated on this mission 

suffer distinct sequela of Chagas, a parasitic 

disease prevalent among the low-income 

population of Bolivia. Advanced Chagas disease 

can affect the heart, esophagus, or colon. For an 

unlucky few, it may affect two or more of these 

organs. Such is the case with Victor. In 2009, 

surgeons were forced to remove a diseased 

portion of his colon. After a long recovery, 

Victor was back at his job operating heavy 

construction equipment. But in recent months, 

Victor struggled to swallow food. San Juan de 

Dios doctors diagnosed esophageal achalasia. 

The Chagas parasite had destroyed the ability of 

his lower esophagus to properly contract and 

expand, making it impossible to pass food. When the mission team met him, Victor was subsisting on a 

liquid diet, losing weight at an alarming rate, and too weak to work. The team also met Victor’s wife, 

Rosa, five months pregnant with the couple’s second son.  

 

Dr. Khouzam was informed of Victor’s case prior to arriving in Bolivia and brought the instruments 

needed to perform a laparoscopic Heller Myotomy with Dor Fundoplication. Working through small 

incisions in the abdomen, the team opened the muscles surrounding the lower esophagus and then 

reinforced the area with a section of the upper stomach. By the next day, Victor was overjoyed to have 

recovered his ability to swallow. The US and Bolivian partners closely monitored his recovery, and after 

five days Victor was sent home on a diet of soft food. Within six weeks, he will transition to regular 

food. Victor expects to be back at work to support his family before the baby arrives.  

Dr. Magued Khouzam is delighted to find Victor in 

good spirits the morning after surgery. 
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V. MEDICAL SUPPLY DONATIONS 

 

The team delivered medical equipment and supplies valued at $199,828.81 for use during mission 

trip surgeries and by our Bolivian partners through the year-round programs. Donations included 

pacemakers and leads from Medtronic, a variety of Ethicon hernia mesh and sutures via Map 

International, anesthetics and medications from AmeriCares, and sterile surgical packs and other 

supplies from Hospital Sisters Mission Outreach, among others. Individual donors Dr. Magued 

Khouzam, Dr. Gay Garrett, Dr. George Lederhaas, Dr. Nabeel Khan, and others also contributed 

strategically selected items. On behalf of every patient we serve, we thank each of our corporate and 

individual donors who together make our work possible. 

 

 

VI. 2017 SANTA CRUZ GENERAL SURGERY MISSION TRIP TEAM 

 

Solidarity Bridge is grateful for each of the missioners and the many others—Puente de Solidaridad, our 

Bolivian medical partners and hospital staff, donors and supporters, and families and colleagues back 

home—who made this trip and all the work we do possible. 

 

Missioners: 

 

Dr. Magued Khouzam, General Surgeon 

Dr. Nabeel Khan, Anesthesiologist 

Dr. Kim Grahl, Internist/ Chaplain/ Blogger 

Elena Morales-Grahl, Interpreter 

Jodi Grahl, Trip Coordinator  

 

Local coordination and staff: 

 

Puente de Solidaridad (PdS) managed local planning and coordination. Staff from PdS 

headquarters in Cochabamba and the local Santa Cruz office also accompanied the mission.  

 

Patricia Vargas, Executive Director 

Patricia Paz, Coordinator of the Santa Cruz office 

José Choque, Medical Supplies Coordinator 

Carmen Salses, Santa Cruz Social Worker 

Desirée Méndez, Santa Cruz Supplies Coordinator 

Ariel Montaño, Communications 

 

Solidarity Bridge and Puente de Solidaridad highlight the key leadership and support that our many 

partners at San Juan de Dios Hospital provided, in particular: General Surgeon Dr. Boris Urna, who 

coordinated our visit; Chief of Surgery Dr. Dardo Menacho; as well as the hospital administrators, 

surgeons, anesthesiologists, nurses, and other staff who put in long hours alongside us and who warmly 

welcomed and accompanied us throughout our visit.  

 


