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Role of a Minimally Invasive Approach
in the Management of Laparoscopic Adjustable
Gastric Banding Postoperative Complications
Gianfranco Silecchia, MD, PhD; Nicola Perrotta, MD; Cristian Boru, MD; Alessandro Pecchia, MD;
Mario Rizzello, MD; Francesco Greco, MD; Alfredo Genco, MD; Vincenzo Bacci, MD; Nicola Basso, MD

Hypothesis: Complications after laparoscopic adjustable gastric banding as treatment for morbid obesity may
require a major reintervention. A minimally invasive approach represents an attractive management alternative
for such complications.
Design: Prospective case series.
Setting: Major academic medical and surgical center.
Patients: From January 1996 to July 2003, 47 patients
who had undergone laparoscopic adjustable gastric banding were operated on again. Considering the causes for
reoperation, the patients were divided into 4 groups: group
A had major complications (n=26); group B, minor complications (n = 11); group C, psychological problems
(n=6); and group D, insufficient weight loss (n=4).

Main Outcome Measures: Feasibility, safety, and effectiveness of a minimally invasive approach in the treatment of laparoscopic adjustable gastric banding complications.
Results: In group A, 9 of 10 patients with irreversible
gastric pouch dilatation and 15 of 16 with intragastric
band migrations were treated laparoscopically. In group
B, 5 ports were substituted and 2 reconnections of the
catheter-port system were performed. In group C, 6 laparoscopic band removals were carried out. In group D,
4 laparoscopic revision procedures for insufficient weight
loss were performed. The operative mortality was nil. The
most frequent cause of reoperation was intragastric migration (37.2%). A minimally invasive approach was
adopted in 94.7% of cases.

Interventions: Forty-three procedures, 38 using gen-

Conclusion: Laparoscopy is safe and effective, even as
a second operative procedure.

eral anesthesia (groups A, C, and D) and 5 using local
anesthesia (group B), were performed.
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BESITY REPRESENTS ONE

of the major public
health problems in Western as well as in developing countries, and it
may be defined as a “new global epidemic.”1-6 In the United States, the incidence of obesity is around 25% (morbid
obesity is more than 5%), while in Italy
there are about 4 million obese patients
(9.1% of total population). Morbid obesity is a chronic disease, characterized by
a body mass index (BMI) (weight in kilograms divided by height in meters squared)
greater than 40 or greater than 35 when
serious comorbidities are present.
Morbid obesity is often associated with
diabetes, cardiovascular diseases, osteoarthropathies,7 and different types of neoplasm. Unfortunately, medical treatment
has been shown to be effective in fewer than
5% of cases. At present, the surgical treatment of morbid obesity, bariatric surgery,
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represents the only long-term effective treatment. The therapeutic goal is to achieve a
significant and stable weight loss with a BMI
less than 35 or an excess weight loss of 50%.
Laparoscopic adjustable gastric banding (LAGB) using the Kuzmak silicone
ring (BioEnterics LAP-BAND System;
INAMED, Santa Barbara, Calif) or the
Swedish Adjustable Gastric Band (Ethicon Endo-Surgery, Inc, Cincinnati, Ohio),8
proposed by Halberg et al,9 has become in
the last decade the most popular procedure in Europe and Australia (more than
120000 LAP-BAND systems have been positioned). In Italy, according to the data
supplied by GILB (an Italian group for
LAP-BAND use), from January 1996 until present, about 3600 LAP-BAND systems have been positioned. The reasons
are the relative simplicity of the laparoscopic procedure without visceral sections or anastomoses, the adjustability of
the band, the almost complete reversibil-
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Table 1. Causes of Reoperation After Laparoscopic
Adjustable Gastric Banding
Causes of Reoperation

No. of Patients

Major complications
Acute slippage of the stomach
Irreversible pouch dilatation
Intragastric band migration
Minor complications
Infections
Disconnections
Twists
Psychological problems
Insufficient weight loss
Total

26
2
8
16*
7
1
4
2
6
4
43

*In 5 cases, “spy” port infection was present.

ity, and the rapid hospital discharge of the patient.10-12
The therapeutic success of LAGB is strictly related to careful patient selection, the surgeon’s experience, and the
overall management by a multidisciplinary team (surgeon, nutritionist, endocrinologist, and psychiatrist).13
The international literature reports specific postoperative complications after LAGB as major complications (early and late: acute slippage of the gastric wall,
irreversible pouch dilatation, esophageal dilatation
with dysphagia, and intragastric band migration) and
minor complications (subcutaneous port infections,
leaks, disconnections of the port-catheter system, and
port twist). The incidence of these complications
ranges between 0% and 31%, leading to a mean reoperative rate of 7.4%,14,15 which can increase to a maximum
of 58% in some series.13,16-34
The aim of this prospective study was to evaluate the
incidence of postoperative complications after LAGB and
possible causes and management with a minimally invasive approach.
METHODS
Between January 1996 and July 2003, 313 consecutive morbidly obese patients underwent LAGB, according to the perigastric technique described by Cadiere et al10 or the approach
“through pars flaccida” in the last 72 patients. Forty-seven patients (39 women and 8 men; mean age, 41.6 years), who developed post-LAGB complications, were the subjects of the study.
The mean BMI pre-LAGB was 46.1 (range, 36-59). Forty-one
patients had major or minor complications, and 6 had psychological problems and requested the removal of the band in absence of any surgical complication. At reoperation, the mean
BMI of the patients with major complications was 35.5. Causes
of reoperation are reported in Table 1.
A total of 43 reoperations were performed. Thirty-eight reoperations were performed using general anesthesia; of these,
36 were performed laparoscopically. Five reoperations were performed using local anesthesia, in ambulatory or in “1-day surgery” settings. Intraoperative upper gastrointestinal endoscopy was performed during 12 reoperations.
The incidence of major complications was 8.3%, and all but
1 occurred during the learning-curve period (1-50 patients).
The multidisciplinary selection allowed earlier detection of bandrelated complications and improved patients’ compliance.
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Figure 1. Gastric pouch dilatation (megulmine diatrizoate swallow
radiograph).

RESULTS

MAJOR COMPLICATIONS (GROUP A)
Irreversible Gastric Pouch Dilatation
The diagnosis was suspected on the basis of symptoms
(vomiting, food intolerance) and confirmed by radiological examination in 10 patients (Figure 1). Mean BMI
was 50.9 before surgery and 36.9 at the moment of diagnosis. All cases were initially treated conservatively with
a nasogastric tube, intravenous proton pump inhibitors
(40 mg of omeprazol), and metoclopramide hydrochloride (30 mg intravenously 3 times a day). After 2 to 21
days, reoperation was performed.
Two acute slippages (postoperative day 2 and 8) and
8 long-term dilatations (up to 12 months postoperative) occurred. In 9 cases, the band was removed laparoscopically (1 conversion) (mean operative time, 70 minutes); in 1 case, the band was repositioned but eventually
removed after 12 months because of irreversible pouch
dilatation (BMI, 29).
Intragastric Band Migration
Diagnosis was established by routine endoscopic examination an average of 26.4 months after surgery. The
barium swallow radiography results were positive only
when more than 50% of the prosthesis migrated into
the gastric cavity, creating the “double lumen effect”
WWW.ARCHSURG.COM
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Figure 3. Body mass index (BMI) evolution in patients with intragastric
migration, from gastric banding to reoperation. The symbols differentiate
each BMI curve.

Figure 2. Intragastric migration (megulmine diatrizoate swallow radiograph).

(Figure 2). Ten patients were symptom free; 5 of them
had a “spy” port infection, and only 1 had melena. The
concomitant 5 “spontaneous” late port infections appeared 5 to 40 months after surgery.
Sixteen reoperations, after a mean interval of 11.4
months (range, 1-32) since diagnosis, were carried out.
The mean BMI of these patients was 48.2 before surgery, 35.5 at the endoscopic diagnosis of erosion, and 35.1
when the prosthesis was removed. Body mass index evolution in these patients is shown in Figure 3.
The prosthesis removal was performed with 4 different modalities:
(1) Open surgery (1 case).
(2) Intragastric approach with flexible endoscope assistance (2 steps) (4 cases). To promote complete intragastric migration, the gastric wall covering the ring was
cut during 2 endoscopic outpatient sessions, using monopolar electrocautery or an argon plasma scalpel. Then,
the surgical procedure (after a mean observation interval of 6.5 months) was initiated with intraoperative upper gastrointestinal endoscopy to complete the cutting
of the gastric wall covering the ring. Afterward, a minilaparotomy (5 cm) was performed at the level of the access
port, and the reservoir was removed. A 1.5-cm anterior
wall gastrotomy was performed to remove the band, using flexible endoscopy assistance. The gastrotomy was
sutured and checked endoscopically. The mean operative time was 82 minutes; the postoperative course was
complicated by 1 colonic fistula, successfully managed
with drainage, antibiotics, and total parenteral nutrition
in 4 weeks.
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(3) Intragastric approach with flexible endoscopy assistance (1 step) (4 cases). The anterior abdominal
wall was incised (5 cm) in the left subcostal area, and the
reservoir was exposed and removed. Through the same incision, the anterior gastric wall was exposed. Two 5-mm
trocars were introduced into the gastric lumen, using
endoscopic assistance. The prosthesis was cut using an ultrasound scalpel or scissors and gently pulled into
the gastric cavity and then out through a 1.5-cm gastrotomy. The gastrotomy was sutured and checked endoscopically. In 1 case, the “hand-assisted” technique was used.
The patient was discharged from the hospital after 12 days.
There were 2 wound infections. The mean operative
time in this group was 88 minutes, with a mean hospital
stay of 5 days.
(4) Laparoscopic approach (7 cases). Using 3 trocars, a gastrotomy was created where the prosthesis eroded
the gastric wall, followed by section and removal of the
band. Mean operative time was 52 minutes, with a hospital stay of 2 days. After band removal, 6 patients received an intragastric balloon (BIB; BioEnterics) (mean
BMI, 31.5). The other patients refused further surgical
treatment.
MINOR COMPLICATIONS (GROUP B)
There were 5 port infections; 4 of them were successfully treated conservatively. In 1 case, the port was removed and substituted 6 months later.
In 6 cases, there were problems with the catheterport system: 4 disconnections and 2 twists. In 4 cases,
the port was substituted using local anesthesia (Figure 4);
in 2 cases with intraperitoneal disconnection (Figure 5),
the tube was reconnected laparoscopically.
PSYCHOLOGICAL PROBLEMS (GROUP C)
The psychiatric diagnosis of “psychological discomfort” related to the prosthesis led to laparoscopic band removal after a mean period of 27.8 months. All 6 patients had had a
preoperative psychological evaluation, without any evidence of major psychiatric disorders. All patients were disWWW.ARCHSURG.COM
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Figure 4. Subcutaneous tube disconnection (radiograph).

Figure 5. Intraperitoneal tube disconnection (arrow) (radiograph).

charged from the hospital after 2 days. None of them had
any further treatment for their morbid obesity.

incidence of gastric dilatation has been significantly reduced by confectioning the retrogastric tunnel over the
bursa omentalis, the prosthesis fixation, with 3 to 4 gastrogastric stitches and the reduction of the gastric pouch volume (15-20 cm3).19,22,29,31,35 The problems related to the
subcutaneous reservoir were minimized by the new port
system (low profile) and by following the technique suggested by Furbetta and coli.36 Early postoperative band
filling might be associated with an increase of postoperative complications (stoma stenosis, pouch and/or
esophageal dilatation), according to a recent Italian
study.37 The intragastric band migration needs a more appropriate evaluation. The absence of specific clinical signs
may explain the low incidence reported in the literature
(0.5%36 to 10.5%35). Routine upper gastrointestinal endoscopy in the follow-up permitted the diagnosis in the
symptom-free cases and explains the higher incidence of
this complication in the present series (5.1%).
From January 1996 to July 2003, we performed 313
LAGBs, always with the same surgical team. The incidence of major complications during the reoperations was
8.3% and minor complications, 2.2%.
The international literature does not suggest guidelines for the management of postoperative complications that require a reoperation, nor for the early diagnosis, timing, and/or safest and most effective approach.
Furthermore, it has been reported that the rate of complications in reoperations is high.26 The results of the
present study show that laparoscopy is safe and effective in the management of specific LAGB complications, and some recommendations can be addressed.

INSUFFICIENT WEIGHT
LOSS (GROUP D)
Four patients, who had undergone previous LAGB, underwent surgical revision for insufficient weight loss
and/or failure to maintain an initially satisfactory loss.
All cases were revised laparoscopically, 3 of them with a
subsequent laparoscopic Roux-en-Y gastric bypass. One
patient, with a pre-LAGB BMI of 40, at routine follow-up had upper gastrointestinal endoscopy intragastric band migration. The band was removed, and after 1
year (BMI, 30.5), the patient was rebanded.
Our results are summarized in Table 2 for each group
of patients. The overall conversion rate was 5.2% (2/
38). The perioperative mortality was 0%. The overall 30day morbidity was 7.9%: 2 wound infections and 1 colonic fistula (3/38). The mean hospital stay of the patients
treated by laparoscopy was 3.7 days.
COMMENT

The incidence of postoperative complications after LAGB
ranges between 0% and 31%. These complications can
lead to a mean reoperation rate of 2.0% to 40.0%.12 Cottam et al12 reported an overall band removal, due to different causes, of 11%.
The evolution of the laparoscopic techniques permitted a significant reduction of specific complications. The
(REPRINTED) ARCH SURG/ VOL 139, NOV 2004
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Table 2. Management of Postoperative Complications
Causes of Reoperation

No. of Cases

Approach

Treatment

Postoperative Complications

Acute slippage

2

Laparoscopy

1 Band removal; 1 reposition

Irreversible pouch
dilatation
Intragastric band
migration

8

Laparoscopy (1 conversion)

Band removal

1 Open; 8 intragastric
approaches; 7 laparoscopies

Band removal

16

Irreversible pouch dilatation after
reposition
None
None after open approach or
laparoscopy; 1 colonic fistula
and 2 wound infections after
intragastric approach
None

Intraperitoneal
port-catheter
disconnection
Insufficient weight loss

2

Laparoscopy

Reconnection

4

Laparoscopy

Psychological
Subcutaneous port
infection
Subcutaneous
port-catheter
disconnection
Port twist

6
1

Laparoscopy
Local anesthesia

3 Laparoscopic Roux-en-Y gastric
bypasses; 1 rebanding
Band removal
Substitution

None
None

2

Local anesthesia

Reconnection

None

2

Local anesthesia

Substitution

None

In the case of irreversible gastric pouch dilatation, the
reintervention is mandatory. Furbetta and Coli36 and Peterli et al27 reported the conditions for a successful removal/
repositioning of the band. Laparoscopy performed after 2
to 7 days is effective in 90% of the cases; repositioning or
removing the band is related to the conditions of the gastric wall, the dimensions and type of dilatation (anterior
or posterior), and the patient’s request. Repositioning the
band in a second intervention may be an alternative by creating a retrogastric tunnel through the pars flaccida. Delaying reoperation more than 7 days after onset of the pouch
dilatation may cause gastric wall necrosis.
The interval between surgery and the diagnosis of intragastric prosthesis migration ranges between 12 and 36
months. Early diagnosis is established only by endoscopy; therefore, a regular follow-up schedule (routine endoscopy every 12 months) is extremely important. Prosthesis migration does not represent a surgical emergency,
and it is therefore very important to plan the best strategy to achieve a minimally invasive treatment.38-40 We suggest that the best time for removal is when 50% of the
prosthesis has migrated intragastrically (including the closure system). Intraoperative cooperation with the endoscopist may be very useful. Following these guidelines,
this minimally invasive approach was successful in 90%
of the cases.
Minor complications were managed in the hospital’s outpatient clinic or in the 1-day surgery setting; in the case of
late port infection, upper gastrointestinal endoscopy is mandatory. Early diagnosis of subcutaneous connecting tube
leakage may prevent dislocation in the peritoneal cavity,
avoiding reoperation using general anesthesia.
When psychological problems are present, patients may
ask for band removal, even in the absence of any surgical complication. A psychiatrist’s evaluation and extensive discussion with the patient is mandatory. A more discriminatory preoperative selection of patients decreases
the incidence of these problems. All of our cases occurred during the learning-curve period (first 50 cases).
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None

Gagner et al41 and Weiner et al42 reported favorable
results of the laparoscopic “redo” surgery. All our reoperations for insufficient weight loss were successfully performed laparoscopically.
CONCLUSIONS

The results of this study demonstrate that the multidisciplinary team’s experience in patient selection and followup, combined with the standardization of the laparoscopic procedure, play a major role in prevention, early
diagnosis, and treatment of the specific postoperative complications after LAGB. A minimally invasive approach (laparoscopy and/or endoscopy) seemed to be safe and effective in the treatment of more than 90% of the
postoperative complications requiring a reintervention.
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