	Handout 13.1 pg1
	MODULE 13


Our kidneys protect us by filtering our blood and removing the things that can harm us, and keeping what we need. Unfortunately, the eyes and kidneys are most affected by damage due to lack of blood flow by smaller blood vessels, called capillaries. Just as diabetes can affect the large blood vessels that go to the heart, brain, and legs, diabetes can also damage these smaller vessels. 

Why does this happen to the small vessels? 
Research has shown that high blood sugar levels can damage these blood vessels 
over time. High blood pressure can also cause damage.
How does diabetes affect my kidneys? 
Kidneys filter the blood. Waste products that have collected in the blood are removed, and leave the body in the urine. Then the cleaned blood leaves the kidneys, ready to collect more waste. 
When people have had diabetes for a long time, their kidneys may become damaged. The kidneys can no longer filter the blood as well as before. The waste products that would normally leave the body in the urine stay in the blood. Products that the body needs that would normally stay in the blood are lost in the urine. This is called nephropathy.
How will I know if my kidneys are affected?

In the early stages, you won’t feel any different. The kidneys are able to work harder and make up for the damage. At first, the kidneys work well enough so that there are no symptoms. Over time, however, the kidneys become worse if they are not able to make up for the damage.
One way to find out how well your kidneys are working is to have your urine tested for protein. (Protein is not normally found in the urine.) Blood tests can also be done. Have these tests done once a year. Ask your health care provider what your results mean. 
High blood pressure can be one sign that your kidneys aren’t doing their job. Other signs of kidney damage that you might notice are itchy skin, extreme tiredness, chronic nausea, and swollen ankles and legs. You might also have to urinate less often. (This can also be a good sign for another reason. Urinating less often can mean that your blood sugar is dropping into the target range.) It is important to report any changes you notice to your provider. Changes do not always mean that your kidneys are affected. 
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How are kidney problems treated?

In the early stages, kidney problems can be treated with medicines. One type of medicine is a diuretic (water pill). This pill will cause you to urinate more often. This gets rid of extra water in your body, and the swelling in your ankles will go down. A pill to lower your blood pressure may also be used. It’s important to take these pills faithfully. If left untreated, high blood pressure increases the rate at which the kidneys fail. High blood pressure can also cause strokes.
Not everyone who takes a diuretic or blood pressure pill has damage to their kidneys from diabetes. Ask your doctor or nurse to tell you the reason for each pill. Ask what each pill does, and about any side effects.
These medicines - along with keeping blood sugar and blood pressure levels near normal - are usually all the treatment that is needed. Sometimes, however, the kidneys become so damaged that another way to filter the blood must be used. One treatment is called peritoneal dialysis. Special fluid flows into the abdomen, stays there for 4—8 hours collecting the waste products, and then is drained out, carrying the waste products with it. This can be done at home.
Another way is to use a kidney machine. This is called hemodialysis. The machine removes the waste products from the blood, just as the kidneys did when they were working). Hemodialysis is done two or three times a week in a special clinic or at home. A kidney transplant may also be considered.
How can kidney disease be prevented? 

Kidney disease caused by diabetes may be delayed or prevented by keeping your blood sugar in the target range. Keeping your blood pressure near normal will also help. Medicines called ACE inhibitors can help lower your blood pressure and protect your kidneys. 
One risk factor for kidney disease is bladder infections. These can lead to kidney infections and damage. If you notice that you are urinating more often, that it hurts or burns to urinate, or that there is blood or pus in your urine, you may have a bladder infection. Bladder infections can be treated with antibiotics. You need to call your health care provider if you have these symptoms, so that you can start treatment right away.

These materials were adapted from Type 2 Diabetes: A Curriculum for Patients and Health Professionals, American Diabetes Association, 2002.

