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What I should know about my kidneys

Most people will have two kidneys, shaped like beans. They are about 6 centimetres long; the kidneys sit deep inside your body so you cannot usually feel them. Waste and excess water are carried around the body in the blood. Blood from the body enters the kidneys via a blood vessel called the renal artery. 
The kidneys are made up of millions of tiny filters called the (glomeruli) in which waste products and water are separated out from the blood, to be collected and stored in the bladder as urine. The bladder holds around 400 millilitres of urine. Most people pass around 2000 millilitres (approximately four pints) of urine every day. This leaves the body when you pass urine.

End Stage Renal Failure (Kidney Failure)
Chronic Renal (Kidney) Failure means that the kidneys are no longer able to work as healthy kidneys do. After a time the kidneys become less and less able to cope and this can lead to End Stage Renal Failure. At this stage dialysis or transplantation is essential to take over the work that healthy kidneys used to do. 
What causes Renal Failure?
There are many causes of renal failure; a doctor who is a kidney specialist (A Nephrologist) will discuss this with you. The kidneys can be affected or damaged by various diseases that we are more likely to get as we get older. For example if you have high blood pressure, diabetes, or somebody in your family has a kidney disease that is hereditary, this can increase the risk of you having renal failure.
When you have reached End Stage Renal Failure, the kidneys need help to get rid of the waste and excess water. This is when dialysis or transplantation becomes essential.

What else do my kidneys do?

Alongside removing waste and excess salts, the kidneys are also responsible for other important functions.

· Within the kidneys a hormone called renin is produced, this helps to regulate blood pressure within the body.

· The kidneys also produce a   hormone called erythropoietin ‘EPO’ to aid healthy red blood cells.

· Within the kidneys, vitamin D becomes modified into a form that helps the body absorb calcium for healthy bones.

Signs and symptoms of Renal Failure

In the early stages of Renal Failure you may experience increasing tiredness and symptoms like nocturia (passing more of urine than normally in the night). Vomiting, oedema (becoming ‘puffy’, for example-swollen ankles) and high blood pressure may develop. You may also have a loss of appetite. Other symptoms depend upon the cause of the failure.
What tests do you need to see if you have Renal Failure?
You will need to have a blood test to measure your glomerular filtration rate (GFR). This is an accurate measurement of how well your kidneys are working.
How do we treat Renal Failure?

Treating Renal Failure involves a lot of different treatments

· Diet You may need to follow a special diet.  A personally advised renal diet can prevent or slow down Renal Failure, and reduce symptoms.

Patients receiving dialysis treatment, in particular, should follow specific eating recommendations. You will see a qualified dietician, this is often helpful to people living with renal failure.

In End Stage Renal Failure Dialysis is needed, there are two types of Dialysis:
· Haemodialysis passes your blood through a machine that filters the blood and returns it to the body. The procedure lasts three to four hours, and requires three sessions a week. Haemodialysis is performed in a hospital.
· Peritoneal dialysis works by using the peritoneum (a lining that surrounds your intestines). A special solution that absorbs waste and excess fluid are put into your peritoneum, it is then drained out.  This is done at home or work.

You may be put on a list to receive a kidney transplant:
· Kidney transplantation requires an operation.  A healthy kidney from another person is placed into your body. The donated kidney does the work that your two failed kidneys used to do.
· Live kidney transplantation It may also be possible for a kidney to be given by a family member or a close friend that will do the work of your failed kidneys.  In order to do so several investigations will be required for both the person giving and receiving the kidney. Feel free to talk to your doctors or nurses regarding this subject at any time.
· Medication You will be asked to take a number of medicines; these will be different in every patient and will be discussed with you when you see your doctor.
What if I decide not to have treatment?

You should feel physically better once dialysis treatment has started and should be able to participate most of the activities you once enjoyed. However some people may experience side effects of dialysis and develop complications. You may feel that dialysis does not 
significantly change your lifestyle and may feel that the quality of life on dialysis has not improved your well being. 
If you decide not to have dialysis treatment or decide not to begin at all, you may live for a few days or for several weeks; this depends on your health and your remaining kidney function. Your doctor can give you medicines to make you more comfortable during this period. Should you change your mind about deciding not to have treatment, you may start or resume your treatment at any time.
Your doctor will help you to understand the risks & benefits of dialysis as well as the risks and benefits of stopping or not starting this treatment.
Keeping Healthy

To keep your kidneys healthy you should aim to maintain a healthy lifestyle by eating a healthy diet, stopping smoking, and increase exercise. It is important to make sure you attend hospital clinic & GP appointments regularly.

If you would like more information about kidney failure you can contact our pre dialysis team on: 0121 424 2677.  You can also access the National Kidney Federation via the internet. Email address: www.kidney.org.uk.

Our commitment to confidentiality

We keep personal and clinical information about you to ensure you receive appropriate care and treatment.  Everyone working in the NHS has a legal duty to keep information about you confidential.
 We will share information with other parts of the NHS to support your healthcare needs, and we will inform your GP of your progress unless you ask us not to. If we need to share information that identifies you with other organisations we will ask you for your consent.  You can help us by pointing out any information in your records which is wrong or needs updating.

Additional Sources of Information:

Go online and view NHS Choices website for more information about a wide range of health topics http://www.nhs.uk/Pages/HomePage.aspx 

You may want to visit one of our Health Information Centres located in:
· Main Entrance at Birmingham Heartlands Hospital Tel: 0121 424 2280

· Treatment Centre at Good Hope Hospital Tel: 0121 424 9946

            or contact us by email: healthinfo.centre@heartofengland.nhs.uk
Dear Patient 

We welcome your views on what you liked and suggestions for how things could be improved at this hospital. If you would like to tell us and others about your experience please make your comments through one of the following sites:
· NHS Choice:-           www.nhs.uk
· Patient Opinion:-      www.patientopinion.org.uk
· I want great care:-    www.iwantgreatcare.org (Here you can leave feedback about your doctor)

Be helpful and respectful: think about what people might want to know about this hospital or how your experiences might benefit others. Remember your words must be polite and respectful, and you cannot name individuals on the NHS Choice or Patient Opinion sites. 
If you have any questions you may want to ask about your condition or treatment, or anything you do not understand or wish to know more about, write them down and your doctor will be more than happy to try and answer them for you. 
Kidney Failure Support Team Department of Renal Medicine
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