Hydronephrosis
By Robert S. Gillespie, M.D., M.P.H.

What is hydronephrosis?

Hydronephrosis is a swelling of the kidney.  It shows that the kidney contains more urine than normal.  It can happen in both kidneys or only in one kidney.
What causes hydronephrosis?

Hydronephrosis comes from a mixture of genetic and other factors.  It’s not caused by anything the mother does during pregnancy.  Hydronephrosis occurs when there is something blocking the urine flow, or when urine flows backwards from the bladder up into the kidney, as shown below.
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To find out which type of hydronephrosis your child has, your doctor may want to do some more x-rays, ultrasounds or kidney scans.  These tests take pictures of your child’s kidneys and other organs.  
There are different degrees of hydronephrosis.  Most people describe it as mild, moderate or severe.  Some doctors use a numbering system:  Grade 1 is mild, grade 2 is moderate, and grade 3 is severe.
Is hydronephrosis harmful?

Hydronephrosis can damage the kidneys if the urine flow is severely blocked.  Sometimes this damage happens even before the child is born.  In fact, doctors often discover hydronephrosis on ultrasound tests done before the child is born.

However, hydronephrosis does not always damage the kidneys.  Your doctor will carefully examine your child for signs of kidney damage.  He or she will develop a treatment plan to help prevent any kidney damage.
What is the treatment for hydronephrosis?

The treatment for your child depends on many things, including the degree of hydronephrosis, the cause, and the results of other tests.  Each child is different.  Your doctor will develop a plan especially for your child.  These are some of the treatments:
· Mild hydronephrosis may not require any treatment at all. Often, it gets better or goes away by itself.  Your doctor may want to do another ultrasound in the future to see if it is getting better.

· With moderate or severe hydronephrosis, your doctor will do a kidney scan to see how well the urine is draining.  
· If the urine drains well, then no further action is required.  But your doctor will still want to recheck your child in the future.
· If the urine is does not drain well, your doctor will send you to a urologist or a surgeon.  These doctors can tell you whether surgery would help improve the urine flow.  
· If your child has reflux, your doctor will give your child an antibiotic to help prevent urinary infections.  In some cases, surgery can be done to treat reflux.
Your doctor will explain which treatment options he or she feels are best for your child.
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In this normal urinary system, urine made in the kidneys quickly flows down into the bladder.





In this patient, urine flows backwards from the bladder up to the kidney. This is called reflux. This urine puts pressure on the kidney, causing hydronephrosis.





In this patient, urine flows in the right direction, but something is blocking it.  As a result, fluid is trapped in the kidney, causing hydronephrosis.
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