Women share the agony of kidney

News

As well as the excruciating pain
of her first bout of kidney
stones, Tina Brock felt a sting of
shame.

Brock, then a pharmacy stu-
dent in her 20s, shared the com-
mon belief that the disease de-
scribed by patients as "100 out
of 10 pain" was mainly experi-
enced by men.

"I thought it was an old
man's disease," says Brock, now
58, whose father also suffered
kidney stones. "I don't know if
shame is the right word, but I
was surprised I was some kind
of weird woman who got kidney
stones, a little ashamed."

After five episodes of the
condition, which is caused by
concentrated minerals in the
urine crystallising into hard
clumps and causing searing
pain as they leave the body,
Brock says anecdotal reports of
agony are no exaggeration.

Her worst attack involved a
stone the size of "a spiky grape"
- but fortunately, she can make
light of the suffering in the
interim.

"Kidney stones don't kill you
- they just make you beg to die,"
quips Brock, who inherited a
predisposition to getting stones
due to metabolic factors.
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One of her kidney stone anec-
dotes involves successfully tak-
ing a roller coaster ride to help
dislodge a small one - a tech-
nique that has been proven to
help some patients by "rattling"
them side to side and up and
down and dislodging the clump.

Though historically kidney
stones have been predomi-
nantly a male disease, the inci-
dence among women is catch-
ing up as lifestyles and the cli-
mate changes.

Hospital admissions for kid-
ney stones are also increasing,
especially in hot countries such
as Australia.

About one in 10 Australians
will get a kidney stone in their
lifetime. Whereas kidney stone
rates among women had tradi-
tionally been about half of
those for men, now they were
approaching even, said Greg
Jack, of the Urology Society of
Australia and New Zealand.

About 10 to 12 per cent of
Australian men experienced
kidney stones, he said, "but
women are catching up to men;
they are up to about 9 per cent'.

The "holy grail" question is
why? Reasons may include that
the female diet is changing to
include more animal-based pro-
tein, and more salt - high con-
sumption of both of which is a

risk factor - and the gap be-
tween men and women in obe-
sity rates is narrowing.

"It's hard to connect the dots,
but risk factors are a sedentary
lifestyle, unhealthy diet and
[being in] positions where you
cannot drink fluids as much any
more; there's no smoking gun,"
said Jack.

Jack, an international lec-
turer in kidney stone treatment,
prevention and surgery, said de-
hydration was a key factor in
the development of kidney
stones and warned that given
the Australian Bureau of
Meteorology had predicted
higher than normal summer
temperatures, a spike in admis-
sions was likely unless preven-
tive action was taken.

Damian Bolton, a specialist
urologist and clinical professor
of surgery at the University of
Melbourne, said the rate of kid-
ney stones occurring per head
of population was increasing
and that weight gain across the
community was believed to be a
cause.

"The obesity epidemic ties
into it; it takes a lot more to re-
hydrate a bigger body than it
does to fully hydrate a body
that is lighter," he said.

However, people who have
lost a lot of weight - which is



happening widely as new
weight loss drugs continue to
increase in popularity - are also
predisposed to getting kidney
stones because the mineral cal-
cium bonds to lipids (water-sol-
uble molecules including fats).
The core demographic for
kidney stones was not elderly
people but relatively young, ac-
tive and healthy people, espe-
cially men in their 40s and 50s.
Like Jack, Bolton said con-
suming enough water would
help people avoid kidney stones
in the coming summer and that
it was important for people to
increase their fluid intake by a
litre a day in hot weather.
"When the temperature is
over 25, they should be consum-
ing an extra litre of water a
day," he said.
Tina Brock inherited a pre-
disposition for kidney stones.
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