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FACT SHEET: Kidney disease in cats (feline renal failure)

Where are the kidneys and what do they do?

Like us cats have 2 kidneys. These are located in the mid back, either side of the spine. They receive a rich blood supply almost directly from the heart. The kidneys consists of millions of ‘nephrons’, each a microscopic leaky pipe which filters the blood and forms urine. Functions of the kidneys include:

· Filtration- removing harmful substances produced by the body 

· Hormone production- to control blood pressure, red blood cell production, and calcium levels within the body

· Blood pressure maintenance

· Maintaining blood concentration 

You are probably aware that we can survive with only one kidney, infact we only need around 30% our nephrons to work. This means that by the time a cat shows the effects of reduced kidney function, much damage has already been done. Indeed a cat diagnosed with kidney disease usually has quite advanced damage. 

What can go wrong with the kidneys?

Kidney disease can be acute, due to a sudden severe damage. Given prompt treatment, this may be reversible. Known as Acute Renal Failure this condition may be due to poisoning, infections or blockage of the pipes involved in urine removal.

Unfortunately chronic kidney disease is more commonly seen, this is due to progressive, irreversible damage. Damage to cells within the kidney is part of the normal ageing process; other causes include cancer, immune-mediated disease, reduced blood supply or infections. 
How do you know if your cat has kidney damage?

Damaged kidneys fail to perform their functions fully and this gives rise to clinical signs including:

· Increased thirst

· Increased urination

· Weight loss

· Poor appetite

· Poor coat quality

· Vomiting

· Diarrhoea

· Anaemia

· Sudden onset blindness

· Bad breath, drooling and mouth ulcers

· Lethargy and weakness

· Neurological signs such as seizures

Many of these signs are non-specific, i.e. they can indicate diseases other than renal failure

How does a vet diagnose kidney disease?

A vet will ask questions such as ‘has your cat started drinking more?’ or ‘lost weight?’ Examination of your cat will include coat quality and the presence of mouth ulcers. The kidneys can often be carefully felt from the outside. Urine samples can be assessed for concentration or the presence of protein which can indicate increased leakiness. Blood tests can show increased levels of toxins which would be filtered into urine by healthy kidneys. Examination and laboratory tests will also help rule out other diseases which can cause similar clinical signs.  X-ray, ultrasound or kidney biopsies may in certain circumstances provide extra necessary information.

How is kidney disease treated?

In chronic renal failure, the damaged nephrons cannot be replaced or repaired. However much can be done to make your cat more comfortable and reduce further damage. If dehydrated, a cat will need extra fluid and may need to go on a drip (fluids directly into the blood). Medication can be given for mouth and stomach ulcers. Other drugs can stop vomiting and stimulate appetite. Anaemia may also need treating. Antibiotics may also be given if the cause of damage was likely to be a bacterial infection. A very important aspect to the care of cats in renal failure is diet. Several food manufacturers produce diets which reduce the production of toxic wastes within the body. This reduces the kidneys workload and the levels of toxins left unfiltered in the blood stream.

Neither kidney dialysis or kidney transplants are currently undertaken in animals in this country

What is the prognosis for cats with kidney disease?

Some cats survive for several years after diagnosis of chronic renal failure. The healthy lifespan of your cat can be maximised by regular check ups and repeat blood tests. Cats should be regularly weighed and monitored for eating and drinking. Most cats will eat a ‘prescription diet’ this will reduce toxin levels within the blood and therefore damage to other organs. Such diets are also supplemented with extra vitamins and minerals. If cats loose interest in food they can be tempted by warming the food slightly or hand feeding. Food should be given ‘little and often’ with ignored food discarded. Plenty of fresh clean water should always be available.
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