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Solidarity Bridge 
The Chicago Catholic Medical Mission 

 

 

Mission Trips #6 and #7 

 

El Alto and San Carlos 

 

Our missions started on April 6th. I will treat each of these two missions in turn, starting with San 

Carlos since I was the field coordinator of that one. 

 

San Carlos – April 6th to the 15th 

 

This mission trip was in a small town about 60 miles from the city of Santa Cruz.  The town is in a 

tropical area of Bolivia with beautiful foliage and abundant animal and insect life.  The insect life 

was a bit more abundant than we would have liked.   

 

The mission was based at the Ichilo Hospital.  This small church hospital was a wonderful place to 

be based.  Their staff was very helpful and we were able to accomplish much.  In their one operating 

room, in concert with their nurses and the local general surgeon and gynecologist, we were able to 

perform 29 plastic surgeries.  There were burns, lip and palate repairs and other deformities.  The 

surgical team was made up of Dr. Roberto Lachica (plastic surgeon), Dr. Judy Ruiz 

(anesthesiologist), Kate Scott (surgical nurse) and Beatriz Ramirez (recovery room nurse).   Dr. 

Nancy Streitmatter, our cardiologist, was able to see 104 patients and Dr. Dan Lum, our pediatrician, 

with the able help of his translator Erin Scott, was able to see 82.   

 

The moment we arrived at Ichilo Hospital, one missioner was called to give of himself in a special 

way.  A baby was brought in who was very weak and the only person whose blood matched was Dr. 

Lachica’s.  So the first service our plastic surgeon performed on this mission was to give his blood 

for the poor. During our time at the hospital, we also got to know the Center for the Malnourished 

Child that is next door.  We saw about 56 children under 5 years of age in the process of recovery.  

Dr. Lum was able to offer some help there.   

 

When we departed from San Carlos, we left a large quantity of medicines and surgical supplies and 

over $2,000 for the continuing care of our patients and of other desperate cases who will come after 

we leave.   

 

An incident, that reveals the reality in the part of Bolivia where we were, is one that happened with 

Dr. Streitmatter.  On our first day, she was in an examination room and realized she needed to 

contact our surgical team.  Asking her Bolivian assistant to show her the phone, she was astonished 

to learn that there was no phone in the examination room.  Not only that, but there was no phone in 

the entire operating area.  As a matter of fact, there was not phone in the whole hospital, except for 

the public phone by the front door! 
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El Alto – April 6th to the 20th. 

 

The hospital in El Alto is very different from the one in San Carlos.  Hospital Boliviano-Holandes is 

a large church-run hospital with over 100 beds and a large staff. Even so, telephones are few and not 

very dependable.  To notify the floor nurses when it is time to bring the next patient down for 

surgery, it was necessary to send someone up to the floor.  Often, Sarah Hinojosa, acting as both 

chaplain and field coordinator on this mission, would climb the two flights of stairs to ensure that the 

correct patient was brought down to surgery, and in a timely manner.  Since the patients do not wear 

hospital name bracelets as they do in the United States, she would write the patient’s name and age 

on a piece of adhesive tape and attach it to the hospital gown.  

  

Situated in the altiplano, at 13,400 feet above sea level, El Alto is a poverty-ridden city on the 

outskirts of LaPaz. This mission was our third one at this site.  Adjusting to the altitude is always 

somewhat of a problem when we go to El Alto, but our team arrived on Monday and started seeing 

patients on Tuesday.  One hundred patients, pre-selected by the Bolivian doctors, were waiting to be 

evaluated for surgery. 

 

The first day of surgery ended in a heart wrenching way.  A young patient developed complications 

during his operation and died.  This difficult and painful loss was deeply felt by all, most especially 

by our doctors, who tried so hard to save him.  The process of dealing with this loss was helped by 

our daily gathering for prayer and by focusing on the important work that lay ahead.  The remaining 

days were very full, with our team performing a total of 44 plastic surgeries, 15 gynecological 

surgeries and 3 neurosurgeries.  When we left, we donated a substantial amount of surgical supplies, 

medicines, and anesthetics, as well as a surgical head light, and a suction machine. We also donated 

over $2,500 to cover costs of medicines and follow-up care for our patients and to provide the 

resources for several desperate cases that we were not able to operate on during our stay in El Alto.  

One of our missioners donated $920 for protein powder for malnourished children.  Our estimate is 

that the donated medicines, anesthetics, supplies and equipment on any one mission total over 

$60,000.  This is borne out by the fact that the suture alone, for the plastics cases was valued at 

$6,214. 

 

The team for our El Alto mission included sixteen people.  The medical director and anesthesiologist 

was Dr. Enrique Via-Reque.  Sarah Hinojosa served as the field coordinator and chaplain. We had 

two plastic surgeons, Dr. Frank Virnelli and Dr. Bud Harlow.  Our gynecologist was Dr. Jan Mezyk 

and, on his first mission, our neurosurgeon was Dr. Richard Moser.  Our ophthalmologist, Dr. 

Richard Gieser, worked in the city of La Paz with Bolivian ophthalmologists and gave a talk at the 

annual ophthalmological meeting.  Gerry Dunne, another first time missioner, functioned as a 

surgical scrub nurse as did veteran, Steve Encinas. Christina Via-Reque, our supply coordinator, 

served by scrubbing and by coordinating in the operating room.  Both new this year, Piaree Moser 

competently handled the recovery room, assisted by Heidi Spaniknow.  Karen Rushen served as a 

chaplain and as an interpreter and Sarah Flosi served as an interpreter. Karen and Sarah were both 

first-time missioners.  An added element to the mission this year was the artistic work of Marjory 

Gieser, assisted by her granddaughter, Hailie.  Marjory’s mural, depicting a scene from the life of 

Christ, will remain as a reminder to all of us-- patients, medical personnel, and staff, Bolivians and 

North Americans alike-- that the source of all healing is the power of God. 


