The kidneys are especially important
as together they function as the master
chemist of the body keeping it chemically

1™

balanced and healthy.
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Q What do healthy kidneys do?

Healthy kidneys essentially perform three basic and important
actions.

One of the important tasks of the kidneys is to remove excess
water and minerals from the body. The kidneys also retain
water when intake is reduced so as to maintain balance.
Minerals such as sodium, potassium, calcium and phosphate,
which are needed by the body, are regulated by the kidneys to
keep them at the correct levels.

Waste products in the body are excreted by the kidneys. It
must be kept at a low level, as high levels are toxic.

Healthy kidneys also produce chemical messengers called
hormones. The kidneys release three important hormones:

Erythropoietin, Active form of Vitamin Renin, which
which stimulates D, which ensures that regulates
the bone marrow calcium is absorbed blood

to produce red adequately in bones to pressure.

blood cells. maintain its strength.

HEALTHY KIDNEY UNHEALTHY KIDNEY

Functions: Problems:

© Sodium and water © Fluid overload
removal © Elevated waste such as

© Waste removal e Urea

© Hormone production ¢ Creatinine
* Potassium

Changes in hormone levels
controlling

* Blood pressure

* Making red blood cells

» Uptake of calcium

What is kidney disease?
Kidney disease is any disease process that
can potentially damage the kidneys. This
includes kidney failure from its mildest
form to the most advanced stage. We

use the term kidney failure when damage
has occurred and the function of the kidney
is diminished. In chronic kidney failure (also known as chronic
renal failure), the damage often occurs gradually over the
years. Thus, there may not be any obvious symptoms and
unless one goes for screening, you may not be aware at all.

Who is at risk of kidney disease?

They are the elderly, those with diabetes, hypertension, or who
have family members with hereditary kidney disease. They should
go for regular check-ups to detect early signs of kidney disease.

How do I know if I have kidney disease?

The simplest test is a blood and urine test. However, a full
medical assessment is required to confirm presence of kidney
disease.

What are the common warning signs
of kidney disease?

Sometimes people with serious kidney disease
may not present with any symptoms. This is because kidney
disease progresses silently and can destroy much of the kidney
function before causing any symptoms.

Below are some signs and symptoms that may indicate
kidney disease:

High blood pressure (hypertension)

Puffiness of the eyes, hands and feet due to water retention
Passing out bloody, cloudy or tea-coloured urine

Excessive foaming of the urine that indicates M"}
presence of protein Q

Frequent passing of urine during the night Blood
Passing less or difficulty in passing urine

Fatigue \

Loss of appetite or weight
Persistent generalised itchiness

What is kidney failure?

Kidney failure is a condition where the kidneys stop working
properly. This is either caused by disease or injury to the kidneys.

Why do our kidneys fail?

Most kidney diseases attack the filtering system of the
kidneys. The filtering occurs in tiny units inside the kidneys
called nephrons. Once the nephrons are damaged, the kidney
is unable to perform its normal functions. Damage to the
kidneys may happen quickly, often due to injury or poisoning.
However, most kidney diseases destroy the nephrons slowly
and silently. Only after years or even decades will the damage
become apparent. Most kidney diseases attack both kidneys
simultaneously.

What happens when the kidneys fail?

When the kidneys fail, imbalances of fluid and substances occur.
Waste materials accumulate in the body. This will cause the
symptoms outlined earlier. In early stages of kidney disease, the
body adapts and you may not have any symptoms. However,

in the advanced stages, one can get seriously ill or die if this
condition remains untreated. Renal transplant (for those
suitable) or long-term dialysis treatment is then necessary.

How to prevent kidney disease?

If you are suffering from diabetes and high blood pressure, you
belong to the group of people who are at risk of developing
kidney failure. Measures can be taken to prevent or delay the
progression to kidney failure.

Have your blood pressure checked regularly. Uncontrolled
high blood pressure can speed up the progression of any
underlying kidney disease.

If you suffer from diabetes, make sure your blood sugar
level is well controlled. A growing number of kidney
patients are people with diabetes.

Be cautious of taking medications especially painkillers. It is
wise to discuss with a doctor or pharmacist before taking it.

Certain substances like toxins, pesticides and illegal
drugs can also cause kidney damage. There are problems
associated with long-term use or abuse of these substances.

Points to remember

Your kidneys are vital organs that keep your blood clean and
chemically balanced.

The progression of kidney disease can be slowed, but it
cannot be reversed.

End-stage kidney disease is the total loss of kidney function.

Dialysis and transplantation can extend the lives of people
with end stage kidney failure.

Diabetes and high blood pressure are the two leading
causes of kidney failure.

You should see a doctor regularly if you have kidney
disease.

You may visit these websites
for more information:
http://www.kdf.org.sg
http://www.davita.com
http://www.uptodate.com/patients/index.html
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