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REPORT   

GENERAL SURGERY MISSION TRIP  

January 20–29, 2012: Cochabamba and Aiquile, Bolivia  

  

  

HIGHLIGHTS  

  

• The goal of the trip was to take three expert surgeons and their teams to three different locations in the 

cities of Cochabamba and Aiquile, Bolivia. There they shared their services and expertise with the 

Bolivian surgical community serving impoverished patients. This included but was not limited to 

upgrading the laparoscopic skills of our Bolivian partners and offering educational opportunities in 

laparoscopy, anesthesia and post-operative care.  

• At the Aiquile location we launched our collaboration with Doctors Without Borders (MSF) to 

provide megacolon surgeries for chronic Chagas disease patients. To address Chagas heart issues, a 

few weeks earlier we began our partnership with MSF to provide pacemaker surgeries through our 

year-round Pacemaker Program.  

• We performed a total of 36 surgeries in three hospitals:  

o 17 surgeries at the Instituto Gastroenterológico Boliviano Japonés in Cochabamba  

o 10 surgeries at the Hospital Santa Maria in Cochabamba o 9 surgeries at the 

Hospital Carmen Lopez in Aiquile  

• Our medical teams covered multiple specialties. Dr. Gay Garrett performed laparoscopic and open 

gall bladder, hernia and colon surgeries, Dr. Malcolm Bilimoria performed complex cancer surgeries, 

and Dr. John Gregory headed a delicate lung surgery (see case below) and did multiple colon 

procedures.  

• Our team donated $371,000 worth of general surgery instrumentation, supplies and medications, 

including a portable ultrasound machine. For our ongoing Heart Surgery Program, we also donated 

two Cardiac Rhythm Therapy (CRT) devices worth $74,000, 39 pacemakers worth $312,000, and 99 

leads worth $99,000, for a total of $485,000. The total sum of the in-kind donation made in 

conjunction with this mission trip is $856,000.  
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Surgery at the Carmen Lopez Hospital,    

 Aiquile, January 2012.    
The local surgeon and staff are in    yellow and 

Solidarity Bridge  

 missioners are in blue.  
 
 

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

El Gastro Hospital, Cochabamba, January 
2012. Solidarity Bridge physicians meet patient, 
Carlos Mercado (center), to discuss his 
scheduled surgery.   

   

  

  

  

MEDICAL MISSION   

  

Our mission team was based in Cochabamba, a city founded in 1542 and located at an elevation of 8,430 

ft. above sea level in the beautiful valley of the same name. Two of the three surgical teams spent part of 

their weeks in the city of Aiquile located 4.5 hours by cobblestone road southeast of Cochabamba.  

   

In Cochabamba, we continued to consolidate our relationship with a major partner, the Instituto  

Gastroenterológico Boliviano Japonés, more commonly referred to as “El Gastro” Hospital and a 

distinguished part of the public hospital system. The mutual respect built over recent years with this 

hospital led to the scheduling of multiple highly complex surgeries. At the Santa Maria Hospital we 

performed gall bladder and hernia surgeries with our Bolivian partner, Dr. Jaime Vallejos. Medical 

students observed these last surgeries, providing additional opportunities to upgrade local capacities.   

  

In Aiquile, Doctors Without Borders (MSF) identified nine patients for urgent megacolon surgeries. 

MSF has a longstanding history of working in Bolivia with Chagas disease awareness and prevention but 

had been unable to offer the complex surgeries needed by advanced-stage patients. Our teams adapted to 

the elemental conditions available and worked long hours with a dedicated local surgeon. These types of 

surgeries are limited in this area of the country and are unaffordable by the patients we served. Lessons 

learned from this experience in the Carmen Lopez Hospital will be applied as we discuss further 

collaborations with MSF.  
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 Missioners pose in front of a Doctors Without    
Borders jeep in Aiquile. Missioners were housed   in 
Doctors Without Borders facilities in Aiquile   
and transportation assistance was also provided through 

this productive new partnership.    

       

  

  

  

  

  

  

PATIENT PROFILE  

  

The story of Erika Copa, age 13, and her  

grandmother, Doña Remigia  

  

The first patient operated on during the 2012 General 

Surgery Mission Trip was a 13-year-old girl. 

Solidarity Bridge first heard Erika’s story during the 

September 2011 Multi-Specialty Mission Trip to 

Coroico. Dr. Tim Van Natta had diagnosed a 

possible parasitic cyst in Erika’s lung, although the 

lack of advanced diagnostic equipment made it difficult to verify. The Coroico hospital was not equipped to 

handle the case, so the decision was made to schedule Erika for surgery in Cochabamba during this January 2012 

General Surgery Mission Trip.   
  

As explained to us by her grandmother, Doña Remigia, Erika had always suffered from a debilitating cough. Remigia 

took her to multiple doctors, each of whom offered a different diagnosis, but never a solution. The family is from the 

sparsely populated tropical highlands of Los Yungas but moved to Coroico so Erika and her sister could attend 

school and Remigia could look for better health care for Erika.  
  

As soon as her case was identified, Dr. John Gregory was assigned to head Erika’s surgery in January. Dr. Gregory 

and the Solidarity Bridge staff and other mission team members spent the interim months discussing and preparing 

for the difficult procedure, and specific materials and equipment were gathered and packed. Once surgery was 

underway, the team discovered that Erika actually suffered from a congenital tumor in the lung. This is one example 

of a common occurrence in our surgeries due to the limited diagnostic tools available, obligating our surgeons to be 

prepared to adapt plans midway. The tumor was successfully removed, and Erika is on her way to a level of health 

she never enjoyed.   
  

After so many months preparing for this very special case, we all now breathe easier knowing this young girl has a 

chance to live and laugh and play. We were blessed with the opportunity to stand in solidarity with her and our now 

dear friend, Doña Remigia. Erika spent five days in the hospital following surgery to allow our team to personally 

monitor her progress. After so many years of suffering, it was difficult to convince Erika she was finally on the 

mend. That was where our other mission work came in, focused on healing this dear little girl who had been through 

so much. By the time of her discharge, Erika and her grandmother were smiling and ready to move forward with their 

new lives, and they are now reunited with the rest of their family.  
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MEMBERS OF THE JANUARY 2012 GENERAL SURGERY MISSION TRIP TEAM  

  

Dr. John Gregory, General Surgeon  
Dr. Gay Garrett, General Surgeon  

Dr. Malcolm Bilimoria, General Surgeon  
Dr. Steve Kriner, Anesthesiologist  

Dr. Gabe Pitta, Anesthesiologist  
Dr. Marco Fernandez, Anesthesiologist  

Mr. Kirk Kenfield, Physician’s Assistant  
Ms. Kristin Villa,  Physician’s Assistant  
Ms. Katie Kopin,  Physician’s Assistant  

Ms. Dawn Arnold, Surgical Technician  
Ms. Anacani Ramirez, Translator  

Ms. Robin Wood, Translator  

Ms. Sara Bilimoria, Helper  
Dr. Juan Lorenzo Hinojosa, Mission Trip Coordinator  

Mr. Kurt Florian, Trip Coordinator – Aiquile  

Ms. Jodi Grahl, Assistant Trip Coordinator  
Mr. Mateo Hinojosa, Videographer  

    


