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REPORT 

 2015 GENERAL SURGERY MISSION TRIP II 
March 8 - 15, 2015 

Santa Cruz, Bolivia1 

 

 

 

I. INTRODUCTION 

 

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

Bolivian partner surgeons. The program is based in Cochabamba, Bolivia, which also hosts an 

annual General Surgery Mission Trip to support the program and partners. 

 

Discussions have developed in recent years regarding the possibility to expand the General Surgery 

Program to the eastern Bolivian city of Santa Cruz, where other Solidarity Bridge programs are 

already active. In 2014, a request was presented by the surgical department of the primary public 

hospital in Santa Cruz, the San Juan de Diós Hospital, for training in higher-complexity laparoscopic 

procedures. Conditions were evaluated, and the decision was made to organize a small mission trip 

to offer the requested training, while simultaneously evaluating the potential and possibilities for a 

permanent presence of the General Surgery Program in Santa Cruz. 

 

A team composed of one general surgeon specialized in advanced laparoscopy, a surgical assistant,  

an interpreter, a chaplain, and a trip coordinator spent a week in March working alongside the local 

surgical staff at the San Juan de Diós Hospital. Key planning and preparation were managed by the 

Santa Cruz office of Puente de Solidaridad, with support from the central office in Cochabamba.  

 

 

                                                 
1 This mission trip was immediately preceded by the annual General Surgery Mission Trip to Cochabamba, reported 

separately. 

U.S. surgeon, Dr. Magued Khouzam, 

reviews a patient x-ray with Bolivian 

surgeon, Dr. Boris Urna. 
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II. MISSION GOALS 

 

The Mission Trip had three primary goals:  

 

A. To upgrade the advanced laparoscopy skills of Bolivian surgeons at the San Juan de Diós 

Hospital in Santa Cruz who serve the region’s most impoverished population.  

B. To provide surgeries to patients who do not have access to such medical treatment. 

C. To assess the overall conditions for expansion of the Solidarity Bridge General Surgery 

Program to Santa Cruz, specifically the San Juan de Diós Hospital. 

 

 

III. MEETING OUR GOALS 

 

A. To upgrade the skills of Bolivian surgeons. 

 

The San Juan de Diós Hospital has invested important efforts in recent years to expand its offerings 

in laparoscopic procedures. However, the hospital’s surgeons have limited opportunities to train in 

more advanced surgeries, leading to the hospital’s request to Solidarity Bridge. 

 

Training commenced just hours after the team’s arrival in Santa Cruz. Medical missioners Dr. 

Magued Khouzam and surgical assistant Algis Marcinkevicius worked closely with the host hospital 

staff to review more than a dozen cases identified as potential surgical candidates. This final 

evaluation process was an essential part of the training, as many of the identified patients were found 

to not fit the criteria for surgery or for the proposed procedure. Additional tests were ordered and 

performed on several of the patients, including three endoscopies and one colonoscopy performed by 

Dr. Khouzam. 

 

Each surgery was performed with local surgeon Dr. Boris Urna and other local staff and residents for 

hands-on training. In addition, surgeries were broadcast live with simultaneous interpretation 

through closed-circuit television in the hospital auditorium. Each surgery was viewed by as many as 

100 people, including other San Juan de Diós surgeons and specialists, medical students, and 

surgeons who traveled from hospitals throughout the state of Santa Cruz. Viewers were able to ask 

questions during the surgeries and in post-surgery Q&A sessions with the surgeons. Post-surgical 

rounds were also heavily attended by the host hospital’s surgical staff, residents, and medical 

students, providing additional opportunities for education and training. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Each of the laparoscopic surgeries 

was transmitted live in the 

hospital auditorium via closed-

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

 

A total of eight patients were selected for surgery. Operations performed included: one gallbladder 

surgery, one hiatal hernia, two umbilical hernias, one bilateral inguinal hernia, two esophageal 

achalasias, and diagnostic and palliative procedures for a gastric cancer patient. All surgeries were 

completed laparoscopically with the exception of the bilateral inguinal hernia which converted to 

open surgery. 

 

In addition, medical treatment plans were formulated for many of the originally-identified patients 

for whom surgery was not the best option. 

 

 

 
 

 

C. To assess the overall conditions for expansion of the Solidarity Bridge General Surgery Program 

to Santa Cruz. 

 

Throughout the course of the mission trip, from the planning process through to post-mission patient 

follow-up, conditions were evaluated for a possible permanent presence of the General Surgery 

Program. Elements considered in such evaluations include, among others:  

 

 patient need,  

 the presence, suitability, interest and commitment of local partner surgeons, hospitals, and 

other individual and institutional partners,  

 availability of essential infrastructure, equipment, and other local resources to take advantage 

of the program, and 

 the ability of Solidarity Bridge to take on the new effort. 

 

Initial results of this assessment may be summarized as follows: 

 

 Little more than a walk through the hospital wards is needed to confirm that the region’s  

poorest patients come to the San Juan de Diós Hospital, which is overwhelmed by the need.  

Ample time was dedicated before and 

after each surgery to discuss surgical 

options and plans with patients. Here, 

Dr. Boris Urna (back left) and Dr. 

Magued Khouzam (back right) answer 

final questions for a patient scheduled 

for surgery the following morning. 
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 The mission team found a young, dynamic, and well-prepared local surgical staff, eager to 

partner and learn. The mission team was also pleased by the supportive leadership of the host 

hospital. In addition, the fact that doctors from other regional hospitals referred patients and 

attended the closed-circuit surgical viewing are indications of broader interest in the Santa 

Cruz region.  

 The hospital staff is missing a few key professionals, such as a gastroenterologist, critical to 

both the diagnostic and treatment processes. Other staffing gaps were revealed by the heavy 

working schedule of a mission trip; for example, additional shifts should be scheduled to 

manage sterilization demands during long surgery days. 

 General surgical facilities at the San Juan de Diós Hospital were found to be adequate for the 

most part, with some gaps that can be addressed for the future. The hospital has two 

laparoscopic towers, although one was unusable during the mission trip due to relatively 

minor missing elements. A LigaSure device is recommended for optimal vessel sealing 

during the types of surgeries being performed. Various needs were also identified in the 

hospital’s surgical trays and supplies, ranging from specialized instruments to sutures. 

 There is interest and availability among Solidarity Bridge missioners to continue to expand 

efforts in Santa Cruz.  

 Solidarity Bridge’s currently limited supplies of such high-end materials as trocars, 

laparoscopic instruments, specialized sutures, and others are insufficient to meet the demand 

that would derive from permanent program expansion to Santa Cruz. The national and local 

staff of Puente de Solidaridad would also require reinforcement to manage additional case 

loads. 

 

The future of the General Surgery Program continues to be discerned and discussed by the Solidarity 

Bridge/Puente de Solidaridad leadership, staffs and boards. 

 

 

 

IV. IN-KIND DONATIONS 

 

The mission team delivered an estimated $28,425 worth of in-kind donations, primarily for use 

during the mission trip. The team made due with limited local resources for other needs.   

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Dr. Urna and Dr. Khouzam 

discuss with other host 

hospital staff how to adapt 

available supplies for the 

planned surgeries. 
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V. PATIENT STORY:  Rolando Cespedes 

 

Rolando is a father of seven who lives in Santa Cruz with his wife and youngest daughter. A mechanic by trade, 

Rolando is unable to work due to his health problems. The family survives by renting out a few rooms in their 

home and with help from their adult children, most of whom now live abroad in search of economic opportunities. 

 

Rolando began to have trouble swallowing about a dozen years ago. When the Solidarity Bridge mission team 

met him at the San Juan de Diós Hospital, he could no longer eat solid foods, and lived with intense abdominal 

pain. Doctors had diagnosed Rolando with esophageal achalasia secondary to Chagas disease. The Chagas 

parasite had colonized his lower esophagus, destroying the muscle fibers until they no longer functioned properly, 

leaving Rolando unable to pass food. 

 

Dr. Magued Khouzam performed an endoscopy to verify Rolando’s condition before confirming surgery. Dr. 

Khouzam and local partner Dr. Urna were able to access the esophagus laparoscopically to remove and 

reconstruct the diseased area. Rolando and his 

family were especially happy that the surgery 

could be performed with only tiny incisions, 

greatly reducing post-operative discomfort, 

especially given the intense heat and humidity 

endured by patients in the hospital which would 

have made a heavy bandage all the more 

uncomfortable. Rolando was discharged from the 

hospital four days after surgery, and continues to 

receive follow-up care from Dr. Urna and the 

rest of the San Juan de Diós Hospital staff. 

 

 

 

VI. 2015 SANTA CRUZ GENERAL SURGERY MISSION TRIP TEAM 

 
Solidarity Bridge is grateful for each of the missioners and the many others – our Bolivian medical partners and 

hospital staff, donors and supporters, and families and colleagues back home – who made this trip possible. 

 

Missioners: 

Jodi Grahl, Trip Coordinator  

Sarah Hinojosa, Chaplain 

Dr. Magued Khouzam, General Surgeon 

Algimantas Marcinkevicius, Surgical Assistant 

Natalie Rodriguez, Interpreter & Photographer  

Elena Morales-Grahl, Helper 

 

Local support: 

Local preparation and planning prior to the mission and permanent support throughout the week were provided by 

the staff of Solidarity Bridge’s local offices of Puente de Solidaridad: 

Patricia Vargas, Executive Director 

Beatriz Rojas, Coordinator of the Santa Cruz office 

Carmen Salses, Santa Cruz Social Worker 

Carol Ardaya, Santa Cruz Administrative Assistant 

Dr. Magued Khouzam, Dr. Boris Urna, and 

surgical assistant Algis Marcinkevicius 

review follow-up care instructions with 

Rolando the day after surgery.  


