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Relieving Pressure on Kidney Disease

The kidneys are two small bean-shaped organs situated on the lower track of the abdomen. Small they may be, but they do an enormous job. In fact, one functioning kidney is essential for life – a really good reason then for celebrating what is now known as Wee Week.

Wee Week, which runs this year 28 May until 3 June, is all about increasing the awareness of the need to keep our kidneys healthy. The theme is “are you one in three? Ask your GP” and stresses the importance of a regular kidney and urinary tract check-up. Particularly amongst those one in three Australians who are at high risk of kidney disease.

If the lungs are our air-conditioning unit, then the kidneys are our body’s washing machine and waste disposal system. They’re also a superbly effective filter system with about 2000 litres of blood passing through 2 million tiny filters every day.

As well as enabling us to excrete certain unwanted and toxic substances, the kidneys produce hormones and regulate water levels and blood pressure.

Of course, properly regulated blood pressure is critical for good health. While there are no firm and fast rules about what constitutes a normal blood pressure reading – blood pressure varies from person to person and with individuals from time to time – a confirmed reading of greater than 140/90 is considered sufficiently high to require treatment. 

There is a close relationship between high blood pressure and kidney disease: high blood pressure can cause kidney damage and kidney damage can cause high blood pressure. 

The kidneys produce a hormone called renin which helps control blood pressure. When the kidneys are not functioning effectively, there is often an increase in the release of renin and a subsequent rise in blood pressure. Likewise, if high blood pressure is left unchecked, it can cause the walls of blood vessels in the kidneys to become, thickened. The blood vessels therefore become narrow causing reduced kidney function and ultimately kidney failure. Kidney failure causes or contributes to around 10% of all deaths in Australia.

The causes of high blood pressure can’t always be identified, but we do know that some people are at greater risk. These include older people, people with a history of heart disease, smokers and people with a high fat, high cholesterol and high salt intake. Too much alcohol and too little exercise can also contribute to high blood pressure or make its affects more serious.

Being overweight or obese is another factor likely to increase the risk of blood pressure problems, diabetes and kidney disease.

One reason for the higher rate of kidney failure amongst overweight people is that, simply speaking, as the person gets bigger their kidneys have to cope with a greater workload. Another reason is that obesity leads to diabetes and high blood pressure – themselves risk factors for kidney disease.

Ms Anne Wilson, CEO of Kidney Health Australia, said a new study has shown that being obese nearly doubled the risk if kidney failure. Becoming overweight is a very visible personal characteristic; but having high blood pressure and kidney disease can often go unnoticed until it’s too late. So a regular visit to the doctor is essential. The kidney health check involves a blood pressure test, a urine test for protein and blood test for a substance called creatinine. 

The initial treatment for high blood pressure involves dietary and lifestyle changes – losing weight, cutting down on alcohol intake, exercising regularly and stopping smoking. When medication is necessary it may mean life-long treatment. 

You can learn more about blood pressure and its relationship with kidney disease from pharmacies providing the Self Care health information. Ask for the fact card titled Blood Pressure. Phone the Pharmaceutical Society on 1300 369 772 for the nearest location.
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