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1. Introduction  

Preterm birth is the leading cause of morbidity and mortality in the neonatal period (Ward 
and Beachy 2003) and in childhood overall (McCormick, 1985). Over recent decades both the 
incidence of preterm birth and survival rates of preterm infants has increased, with babies 
born as early as 25 weeks gestation now having about an 80% chance of survival (Kutz et al., 
2009). Preterm birth is defined as birth prior to 37 weeks of gestation; it can be further sub-
classified as moderately preterm (birth between 32 and 37 weeks gestation) very preterm 
(birth < 32 weeks gestation) and extremely preterm (birth at < 28 weeks gestation) (Tucker 
and McGuire, 2004).   
Due to the immaturity of the organs at the time of birth, preterm infants exhibit an increased 
risk of developing a number of postnatal complications including renal insufficiency and in 
severe cases renal failure (Drukker and Guignard, 2002; Choker and Gouyon, 2004); the 
mortality rate in these infants is very high (Drukker and Guignard, 2002; Andreoli, 2004). 
There is also evidence that preterm birth adversely affects nephrogenesis (the formation of 
nephrons) in the developing kidney; if this is the case, this has the potential to not only 
adversely affect renal function in the early postnatal period but to also increase the risk of 
renal disease later in life. Certainly, there are many studies linking a reduced nephron 
endowment early in life with hypertension (Keller et al., 2003; Luyckx and Brenner, 2005) 
and vulnerability to secondary renal insults in adulthood (Nenov et al., 2000; Zimanyi et al., 
2006; Hoppe et al., 2007). In this regard, there is substantial recent epidemiological evidence 
linking preterm birth with an increase in blood pressure in adulthood (Siewert-Delle and 
Ljungman, 1998; Kistner et al., 2000; Kistner et al., 2002; Doyle et al., 2003; Bonamy et al., 
2005; Hack et al., 2005; Johansson et al., 2005; Dalziel et al., 2007; Cooper et al., 2008; Keijzer-
Veen et al., 2010b); these observations may be due to a reduced nephron endowment in 
preterm individuals. 
In this chapter, we review the current knowledge of the effects of preterm birth on 
nephrogenesis in the developing kidney and on renal function postnatally.    

2. The effects of preterm birth on nephrogenesis 

The human kidney develops from a ridge of mesodermal tissue (known as the nephrogenic 
cord) which is found along the posterior wall of the abdominal cavity on either side of the 
primitive aorta (Blackburn, 2003).  Development of the permanent kidney involves the 
formation of the pronephros and mesonephros (transitory organs) and the metanephros (the 
permanent kidney) (Saxen, 1987; Clark and Bertram, 1999; Sweeney and Avner, 2004; Moritz 

www.intechopen.com



 
Basic Nephrology and Acute Kidney Injury 

 

62

et al., 2008). Development of the metanephros, begins at approximately week 5 of gestation 
with the outgrowth of the ureteric bud from the Wolffian duct (Saxen, 1987). Subsequent 
events include invasion of the mass of metanephric mesenchyme by the ureteric bud, 
followed by reciprocal inductive interactions between the ureteric bud and metanephric 
mesenchyme that lead to both dichotomous branching of the ureteric bud and the formation 
of nephrons at the ureteric bud tips (Moritz et al., 2008). Formation of the functional units of 
the kidney, the nephron, commences at approximately week 9 of gestation (Figure 
1)(Blackburn, 2003).  
As shown in the timeline in Figure 1, nephrogenesis in the human kidney is not complete 
until ~34-36 weeks of gestation with the majority of nephrons formed during the third 
trimester (from ~20 weeks of gestation onwards) (Hinchliffe et al., 1991). In very preterm 
and extremely preterm neonates, nephrogenesis is still on-going at the time of birth and 
continues in the ex-utero environment. Hence it is imperative to get a good understanding of 
how preterm birth affects the developing kidney and in particular the effects on 
nephrogenesis.  
 

 

Fig. 1. A timeline of human nephrogenesis during gestation. Nephrogenesis is rapidly on-
going at the time when most preterm neonates are delivered. 

To date, there have been few studies examining the effects of preterm birth on 
nephrogenesis. In vivo, clinical studies have utilised renal ultrasound and magnetic 
resonance imaging (MRI) to estimate kidney size as a proxy measure of nephron 
endowment. However, such extrapolations should be treated with caution. Although kidney 
size is generally a good predictor of nephron number, this may not be the case in the 
preterm infant, with kidney size likely to be influenced by glomerular and tubular 
hypertrophy and increased interstitial mass due to the increased postnatal functional 
demands. Hence, it is often difficult to make predictions based on parameters such as 
kidney size (Lodrup et al., 2008). In this regard, autopsy studies in deceased preterm 
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neonates have provided insight into how preterm birth affects the structure of the kidney 
and the number of glomerular generations formed within the kidney. As well, carefully 
controlled experimental studies in the nonhuman primate provide valuable insight into the 
effects of preterm birth on nephrogenesis and on the total number of nephrons formed.  

2.1 Clinical in vivo studies 

Table 1 summarizes the main in vivo clinical studies that have investigated the effects of 
preterm birth on kidney length and volume. Overall, the findings in relation to the effects of 
preterm birth on kidney size are conflicting; however, it is difficult to compare between 
studies due to the varying time points of assessment and the differences in the control 
groups used in each study.  
In order to establish the normal expected renal growth in preterm neonates, in a recent 

study van Venrooji et al (2010) examined kidney lengths and volumes of 30 very preterm 

neonates (gestational age ranging from 23.6 weeks to 30.6 weeks) at 1, 4 and 8 weeks after 

birth through ultrasound measurements. Significant correlations were found between 

average renal size (volume and length) with both body weight and age. The study also 

found no significant difference in growth rates between the extremely low birth weight 

group (<1.0 kg; GA 23.6 – 27.1 weeks) and the very low birth weight group (1.0 – 1.5 kg; GA 

26.1 – 30.6 weeks). In another study, Huang and colleagues (2007) compared postnatal 

kidney growth in preterm neonates (<34 weeks gestation) to kidney growth in utero in a 

control group (28-40 weeks of gestation).  Kidney volumes were measured in 56 preterm 

neonates at postnatal time points ranging from 14 to 96 days after birth. In the control 

group, kidney volumes were measured within 48 hours of birth. Kidney volumes of preterm 

neonates with a postconceptional age (defined as the sum of gestational age and postnatal 

age) equivalent to less than 31 weeks of gestation were significantly larger compared to 

controls, whereas the preterm neonates with a postconceptional age greater than 31 weeks 

of gestation had a significantly smaller kidney volume compared to controls. In the preterm 

infants where kidney volume increased, it is likely that the increase in kidney size is 

indicative of the response of the neonatal kidney to increased functional demands. 

However, if this is the case, it is unclear why the renal response was different in the preterm 

neonates greater than 31 weeks of postconceptional age where kidney volume was 

significantly less than controls. Another study by Kent et al (2009) compared MRI 

measurements of kidney volume and kidney volume relative to body weight in extremely 

preterm neonates (25-28 weeks gestation) to term-born controls. Kidney volumes in the 

preterm neonates were measured once they reached term-corrected age (37-40 weeks 

gestation) and within the first 4 weeks of life in the term controls. Interestingly in that study, 

no differences were found between groups. 

Findings from older preterm infants, children and adults have been more consistent across 

studies and generally demonstrate a decrease in kidney size (relative to body size) 

compared to term controls. Firstly, Schmidt et al (2005) reported significantly smaller 

relative kidney volumes in preterm infants (born at less than 37 weeks of gestation) at 3 

months of term-corrected age compared to 3-month-old term infants. Furthermore, preterm 

children at 18 months of term-equivalent age had slimmer shaped kidneys compared to 

term-born infants perhaps suggestive of decreased glomerular generations. In the most 

comprehensive study of renal growth in preterm infants to date, (involving 466 infants from 

3 months through to two years of age), Drougia et al (2009) showed that kidney length was  
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Author & Year 

Gestational 
age at birth 

(weeks), 
range 

Age at 
assessment 

Study Groups 
and sample size 

Outcomes on renal size 

Huang  (2007) 24-36 14-96 days 
Preterm (n=56) 

Gestational 
controls (n=44) 

Larger relative volume in 
preterm <31 weeks PCA 

Smaller relative volume in 
preterm >31 weeks PCA 

Van Venrooij 
(2010) 

23-30 1, 4, 8 weeks 
ELBW (n=14) 
VLBW (n=16) 

No differences in volume or 
length 

Kent (2009) 25-28 
37-40 weeks 

(term 
equivalent) 

Preterm (n=17) 
Term (n=13) 

No differences in volume 

Drougia (2008) 28-41 

36 and 40 
weeks (term 
equivalent) 

3, 6, 12 and 24 
months 

Preterm 28-34 
weeks  

(SGA: n=100 
AGA: n=54) 

Preterm 34-36 
weeks (SGA: 

n=80 AGA: n=61) 
Term (AGA: n=90 

SGA: n=81) 

Smaller right kidney length 
in preterm SGA 28-34 week 

group compared to AGA 
group at all postnatal time 

points 

Schmidt (2005) <37 
40 weeks 
3 and 18 
months 

Preterm (n=59) 
Term (n=801) 

Smaller relative volumes at 
3 and 18 months 

Zaffanello (2010) 26-31 5-6 years 
ELBW (n=36) 
VLBW (n=43) 

ELBW have smaller 
volumes 

(Right, Left, Total) 
ELBW have smaller length 

(Right and Left) 

Kwinta (2011) 26-29 6-7 years 
ELBW (n=78) 
Term (n=38) 

ELBW have smaller volume 

Rakow (2008) <32 (mean=27) 9-12 years 
Preterm (n=33) 

Term (n=37) 

Smaller absolute volume; 
not significant when 

adjusted for body  
surface area 

Rodriguez-
Soriano (2005) 

23-35 6-12 years Preterm (n=27) 

Length and volume 
appeared to be in  
normal range; no 

comparison group 

Keijzer-Veen 
(2010) 

<32 (mean=31) 20 years 

Preterm SGA 
(n=22) 

Preterm AGA 
(n=29) 

Term AGA (n=30) 

Smaller length and volume 
in preterm (SGA and  
AGA) female group 
compared to term 

 

Table 1. The main studies that have examined renal size (volume and length) in preterm 
neonates, children and adults (PCA=post-conceptional age, ELBW=extremely low birth 
weight, VLBW=very low birth weight, SGA=small for gestational age, AGA=appropriately 
grown for gestational age) 
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significantly decreased in small-for-gestational age preterm infants (born 28-34 weeks of 

gestation) compared to those born at term. In addition, Kwinta et al (2011) recently reported 

in 6 to 7 year old children, reduced absolute and relative kidney volumes in those born 

extremely low birth weight (26 – 29 weeks of gestation) compared to children born full-term. 

Furthermore, extremely low birth weight (birth weight <1.0kg; 26.3 - 27.7 weeks of 

gestation) children in a similar age group (5-6 year olds), had significantly reduced right and 

left kidney volumes and lengths  compared to very low birth weight children (birth weight 

1.0-1.5 kg; 29.9 - 31.3 weeks of gestation) (Zaffanello et al., 2010). This is the only study to 

date demonstrating significant differences in kidney size due to severity of prematurity.  

To our knowledge, there has only been one study to date examining kidney size in preterm 
individuals in adulthood. In that study, 20-year-old adults born preterm (less than 32 weeks 
of gestation) had significantly smaller absolute and relative left kidney lengths and volumes 
compared to 20 year-old term controls; the difference was only significant in females 
(Keijzer-Veen et al., 2010a). 

2.2 Human autopsy studies 

There have been three published human autopsy studies (apart from case studies) that have 
examined the effect of preterm birth on postnatal nephrogenesis (Rodriguez et al., 2004; Faa 
et al., 2010; Sutherland et al., 2011b). Since non-uniform portions of the kidney are usually 
collected at autopsy, stereological methods cannot be accurately employed. Under these 
circumstances, the medullary ray glomerular generation counting method (Hinchliffe et al., 
1992b) (also referred to as radial glomerular count or glomerular generation count) is a 
useful technique to provide insight into renal maturity and potentially nephron endowment. 
The method involves counting all developed glomeruli along one side of clearly 
distinguishable medullary rays in histological renal sections. Glomeruli are counted from 
the inner to outer renal cortex. Importantly, in our studies we have found a strong 
correlation between glomerular generation number and nephron number, which supports 
the validity of the technique (Sutherland et al., 2011a). 
In one of the first autopsy studies conducted, the number of radial glomerular counts in 

kidneys from extremely preterm neonates (56 neonates) was compared to 10 full-term 

infants (Rodriguez et al., 2004). Radial glomerular counts were found to be significantly 

reduced in preterm infants; however, since many of the preterm infants were also 

intrauterine growth restricted (IUGR) it is difficult to determine the effects of preterm birth 

per se from this study. In a smaller study, Faa et al (2010) have reported significantly reduced 

radial glomerular counts and marked inter-individual variability in the number of 

glomerular generations among the kidneys from preterm neonates compared to term 

newborns. In that study, 8 human fetuses, 12 preterm neonates and 3 full-term neonates 

were examined; it is unknown whether any of the neonates were also IUGR. 

As follow on to these studies, we have recently undertaken a study examining kidneys 

obtained at autopsy from 28 preterm infants and 32 still-born gestational controls 

(Sutherland et al., 2011b); the preterm group included 6 infants that were also IUGR. 

Importantly, analyses comparing growth restricted and non-growth restricted kidneys 

demonstrated no significant differences, although the findings are limited by the small 

sample of growth restricted neonates. In contrast to the studies described above, we found 

accelerated nephrogenesis in the preterm group demonstrated by an increase in the 

number of glomerular generations, a decreased nephrogenic zone width (suggesting 
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earlier cessation of nephrogenesis postnatally) and a decreased proportion of glomeruli in 

the immature V (vesicle) -stage of maturation compared to still-born gestational controls. 

Furthermore, mean renal corpuscle cross sectional area was significantly larger in the 

preterm kidneys. Of particular concern, kidneys from preterm infants had a higher 

percentage of structurally abnormal glomeruli compared to the gestational controls with 

up to 13.7% of glomeruli affected. These abnormal glomeruli exhibited a dilated 

Bowman’s space and shrunken glomerular tuft. The factors associated with the 

development of abnormal glomeruli are yet unknown and this is an important area of 

future research. 

2.3 Nonhuman primate animal studies 

We have shown that the baboon is an ideal model to study human kidney development, as 
the ontogeny of the kidney very closely matches that of the human (Gubhaju and Black, 
2005).  Similar to the human, nephrogenesis in the baboon commences at approximately 30 
days of gestation (Hendrickx et al., 1971) and ceases prior to term by 175 days gestation 
(Term = 185 days gestation) (Gubhaju and Black, 2005). Similar to the wide range in nephron 
number found in human kidneys, in the kidneys we examined total nephron number 
ranged from 193,983 to 334,316 in baboons delivered at term.  
In collaboration with researchers at the Southwest Foundation for Biomedical Research 
(San Antonio, Texas, U.S.A) we have examined the kidneys from fetal baboons that have 

been prematurely delivered and ventilated after birth in a neonatal intensive care unit 
(NICU) in a similar manner to human preterm babies (Gubhaju et al., 2009).  These 

appropriate weight-for-gestational age baboons were delivered extremely preterm (125 
days of gestation); equivalent to approximately 27 weeks gestation in humans. After birth, 

all preterm neonates were intubated, administered 100 mg/kg surfactant (Survanta; 
donated by Ross Products, Columbus, OH), and ventilated with pressure limited infant 

ventilators (InfantStar; donated by Infrasonics, San Diego, CA). All preterm neonates were 
also treated with ampicillin and gentamicin for the first 7–10 days of life (Thomson et al., 

2004). Further doses of antibiotics were only administered in cases of clinically suspected 
infection. Following birth, the baboon neonates were ventilated in the NICU for a 

maximum period of 21 days. 
In this model, kidney volume, nephron number and size of the renal corpuscle were 

estimated using unbiased stereology, the gold standard method for the determination of 

nephron number (Bertram, 2001; Sutherland et al., 2011a). One of the most significant 

findings from the nonhuman primate studies was the clear evidence that nephrogenesis was 

on-going in the extrauterine environment following preterm birth. There was structural 

evidence of on-going nephrogenesis in the outer renal cortex (branching of the ureteric bud, 

metanephric mesenchyme and Comma and S-shaped bodies) and this was accompanied by 

a significant increase in the number of glomerular generations and nephron number in the 

postnatal environment by postnatal day 21 (Gubhaju et al., 2009).  Furthermore, kidney 

weight and volume relative to body weight were significantly higher in the preterm baboon 

neonates compared to gestational age-matched controls; a finding that has been previously 

reported in human studies (Huang et al., 2007). There was a significant decrease in 

glomerular density (glomeruli/gram of kidney) in the kidney from preterm baboon 

neonates compared to gestational controls suggestive of altered renal growth and 

potentially an increase in tubular mass.  
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Fig. 2. A representative photomicrograph of a histological renal section from a preterm 
baboon showing abnormal glomeruli in the outer renal cortex; these morphologically 
immature glomeruli exhibited a shrunken glomerular tuft and enlarged Bowman’s space.  

Scale bar = 100 m 

Similar to the findings from the human autopsy studies, morphologically abnormal 
glomeruli were also found in kidneys from preterm baboon neonates; with up to 18% of 
glomeruli affected (Figure 2). High proportions of abnormal glomeruli were only found in 
those kidneys from preterm baboons, whereas in gestational controls the proportion of 
abnormal glomeruli was negligible. The observed abnormal glomeruli were only present in 
the superficial outer cortex of the preterm kidney suggesting that it is the glomeruli that are 
recently formed (possibly those formed in the extrauterine environment) that are ‘at risk.’ 
Further immunohistochemical analyses demonstrated that the abnormal glomeruli were 
poorly vascularised (lack of endothelial cell marker, CD31 immunostaining). In addition, 
immunostaining with the podocyte marker, WT-1, revealed that the abnormal glomeruli 
were in a relatively immature stage of development since the glomerular tuft contained WT-
1 positive cells surrounding a mass of relatively undifferentiated cells. Importantly, there 
were a large number of parietal epithelial cells surrounding the Bowman’s capsule; previous 
human studies have reported a similar morphology in atubular glomeruli (Gibson et al., 
1996; Bariety et al., 2006). If the abnormal glomeruli in the preterm kidneys are atubular, 
then they will never be functional. Further studies are required to determine whether this is 
the case. Certainly, a large proportion of non-functional glomeruli in the preterm kidney is 
likely to have adverse consequences on renal function both in the neonatal period and in the 
long-term (by reducing the functional reserve of nephrons). 
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3. Renal function in the preterm neonate 

There have been a number of studies that have examined the effects of preterm birth on 
renal function. However, it must be kept in mind when interpreting the data from these 
studies that the function of the immature preterm kidney is likely to be quite different to 
that of the term infant, which in turn is likely to be quite different to the adult. Hence, 
although the ‘normal’ levels of the standard markers of renal function (such as serum 
creatinine and urinary albumin) have been well-established for the adult population, the 
standard levels in the neonate, especially those of the preterm neonate, are not clearly 
defined.  This often makes the clinical assessment of renal function in the preterm neonate 
difficult.  In future research, it is necessary to establish the ‘normal’ levels of renal function 
in the preterm infant and to identify robust biomarkers for the early diagnosis of renal 
injury in the neonatal period, which may in turn prevent long-term renal dysfunction. 

3.1 Fluid and electrolyte homeostasis 
An imbalance of fluid and electrolyte intake versus excretion is very common in premature 
neonates, and can lead to significant morbidity and mortality (Bhatia, 2006); 
hypernatraemia, for example, can result in severe neurological injury (Moritz and Ayus, 
2005).  Insensible fluid loss is a major factor (Bhatia, 2006), and is primarily transcutaneous 
due to the developmental immaturity of the skin and a high body surface area to body 
water mass ratio (Baumgart and Costarino, 2000).  Equally, the delayed loss of extracellular 
fluid volume following preterm birth is also associated with an increased risk of morbidity, 
in particular bronchopulmonary dysplasia (Oh et al., 2005) and patent ductus arteriosus 
(Bell and Acarregui, 2008).   
Three phases of fluid and electrolyte homeostasis have been observed in the immediate 
period following preterm birth; these phases occurred similarly in extremely low birth 
weight infants and those at older gestational ages (Lorenz et al., 1982; Lorenz et al., 1995).  
As described by Lorenz et al., (1982; 1995) in the first 24 hours following birth, a period 
known as the pre-diuretic stage, urine output is minimal and sodium excretion is low.  On 
postnatal days 2-3, termed the diuretic phase, sodium excretion and urine output 
significantly increase, which occurs independently of fluid intake.  From approximately 
days 4-5 of life, the post-diuretic phase, urine output changes in response to fluid intake 
(Lorenz et al., 1982; Lorenz et al., 1995).  Importantly, however, the postnatal time-point that 
these phases occur, and their duration, differ between individual neonates (Lorenz et al., 
1995), as does the amount of insensible fluid loss; together, this highlights the need for an 
individualised approach to fluid therapy in preterm neonates. 
Urine output is the most commonly and easily measured indicator of renal function in the 
preterm neonate.  Urine output less than 0.5 ml/kg/h, known as oliguria, can be indicative 
of acute kidney injury (AKI).  AKI, however, can also be non-oliguric, therefore urine output 
is not a very specific indicator of renal function.  Furthermore, from the post-diuretic phase 
of fluid homeostasis urine output is highly dependent upon fluid intake; high intakes may 
artificially increase urine output, while not accurately reflecting renal functional capacity.   
The most common measure of electrolyte balance in the neonate is the calculation of the 
fractional excretion of sodium (FENa), which is the percentage of sodium that is excreted 
and not taken up through tubular reabsorption. The calculation of FENa takes into account 
the levels of both serum and urine sodium, and it is corrected for serum and urine creatinine 
levels.  Therefore, high urine sodium levels may be indicative of structural immaturity of the 

www.intechopen.com



 
Effects of Preterm Birth on the Kidney 

 

69 

renal tubule (short length of the tubules, and changes in the density and structure of 
transporter proteins) (Jones and Chesney, 1992), or due to renal injury (Ueda and Shah, 
2000; Bonventre, 2007).   
Studies that have assessed FENa during the neonatal period have determined that sodium 
excretion is significantly higher in preterm neonates compared to term controls (Siegel and 
Oh, 1976; Aperia et al., 1981), and significantly decreases with increasing gestational (Gallini 
et al., 2000) and postnatal age (Ross et al., 1977; Sulyok et al., 1979; Aperia et al., 1981; Gallini 
et al., 2000; Giapros et al., 2007).  Therefore, with increasing renal maturity a positive sodium 
balance (low FENa) is achieved, which is essential for the growth and development of the 
neonate and the maintenance of fluid homeostasis (Engle, 1986).   

3.2 Glomerular filtration rate 
Endogenous creatinine is the most practical and commonly used marker of renal function, 
with calculated creatinine clearance widely used as an estimate of glomerular filtration rate 
(GFR). In the clinical setting, repeated serum creatinine levels are used to gauge renal 
function in neonates; this is an easily obtainable measure via routine blood collection and 
does not rely on timed urine samples or additional invasive procedures.  This method does, 
however, have significant limitations. Immediately following birth, serum creatinine levels 
are equivalent to the fetal levels, which during the third trimester of gestation rise from 42 
µmol/L at 23 weeks to 47 µmol/L at term; the increase likely reflecting an increase in muscle 
mass (Moniz et al., 1985).  In the first forty-eight hours following birth, however, serum 
creatinine levels significantly increase (Bueva and Guignard, 1994; Miall et al., 1999). This is 
considered to be due, in part, to tubular creatinine reabsorption, as has been evidenced in a 
neonatal animal model (Matos et al., 1998), and also due to the inadequacy of glomerular 
filtration during the early postnatal period (Miall et al., 1999).  Peak serum creatinine levels 
are reached at postnatal day 2-4 of life, with the highest levels and most delayed timing of 
the peak creatinine level seen in neonates at the lowest gestational ages (Miall et al., 1999).   
During the first week of life following preterm birth, GFR is significantly lower in preterm 
neonates than in term-born controls (Siegel and Oh, 1976; Finney et al., 2000; Schreuder et 
al., 2009), and is significantly positively correlated with both gestational age at birth, and 
postnatal age (Clark et al., 1989; Gordjani et al., 1998; Iacobelli et al., 2009).  Compared to 
term neonates, the rate of increase in GFR after birth is slower in neonates born preterm 
(Gordjani et al., 1998).  Up until two months of age there are similar findings, with a number 
of studies observing an increase in GFR concurrent to increasing gestational and postnatal 
ages (Ross et al., 1977; Fawer et al., 1979; Sulyok et al., 1979; Aperia et al., 1981; Wilkins, 
1992; Bueva and Guignard, 1994; Gallini et al., 2000; Cuzzolin et al., 2006; Thayyil et al., 
2008).  Although a number of studies have now been performed in this area, there is still a 
lack of clear definition regarding expected GFR values in the preterm neonate.  Recently 
published standard curves of GFRs in neonates born at 27-31 weeks gestational age, from 7 
to 28 days of life, will go some way in aiding in the clinical interpretation of renal function in 
this particular group of neonates (Vieux et al., 2010). 
Given that age has been found to be a strong determinant of GFR, the low GFR observed in 
the preterm neonate after birth is likely the result of renal immaturity (a low number of 
filtering glomeruli), and it is also likely to be influenced by differences in renal blood flow 
and vascular resistance.  It is essential that GFR is monitored in the postnatal period 
following preterm birth, as a very low GFR is likely to impair renal drug clearance, leading 
to nephrotoxicity.   
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3.3 Acute kidney injury 
Acute kidney injury (AKI; previously referred to as acute renal failure) is reported to occur 
in 8% to 24% of preterm neonates admitted to neonatal intensive care units (Stapleton et al., 
1987; Hentschel et al., 1996).  The current diagnosis of AKI is primarily based on the RIFLE 
system, which categorises the stages of increasing AKI severity: Risk, Injury, Failure, Loss 
and End-stage kidney disease (ESKD) (Bellomo et al., 2004). This system was further 
modified following recommendations from the acute kidney injury network (AKIN) (Mehta 
et al., 2007).  The initial clinical indication of AKI risk includes a 50% increase in serum 
creatinine (or ≥ 0.3 mg/dl within a 48 hour period), and/or a urine output less than 0.5 
mg/kg/hr for a period of six hours (Bellomo et al., 2004; Mehta et al., 2007), which are 
changes indicative of a significantly reduced GFR.  Classifications for the definition of AKI 
in a neonatal specific population, however, have not been developed.   
The causes of AKI in the preterm neonate are primarily pre-renal in origin, arising from 
conditions which affect renal perfusion such as hypotension, hypoxia and sepsis (Stapleton 
et al., 1987; Cataldi et al., 2005).  These in turn lead to apoptotic, necrotic and inflammatory 
processes within the kidney (Ueda and Shah, 2000; Bonventre, 2007).  Importantly, AKI in 
the preterm neonate may subsequently lead to long-term chronic renal disease (Abitbol et 
al., 2003).   
In a study involving 172 preterm neonates by Cataldi et al. 2005, the risk factors for AKI 
were found to be maternal and neonatal drug administration (non-steroidal anti-
inflammatory drugs (NSAIDs) and antibiotics, especially ceftazidime), a low Apgar score, 
and a patent ductus arteriosus.  Interestingly, gestational age did not affect risk of AKI, 
however, the majority of AKI cases (79%) weighed < 1.5 kg at birth (Cataldi et al., 2005).  In a 
larger study by Cuzzolin et al. (2006), involving 281 preterm neonates, a number of risk 
factors for AKI were also identified. These included maternal NSAID administration, low 
Apgar score, respiratory distress syndrome, neonatal drug administration (antibiotics and 
NSAIDs), and a number of clinical interventions (intubation at birth, catheterization, 
phototherapy, and mechanical ventilation).   
Given the importance of the early diagnosis and treatment of AKI, there has been much 
recent focus on the discovery of novel urinary biomarkers.  The expectation of a new 
biomarker is to enable the diagnosis of cellular injury before a decline in renal function 
occurs. For example, serum creatinine is not elevated until 48-72 hours after an acute injury 
has occurred (Moran and Myers, 1985); such a prolonged delay before diagnosis and 
treatment likely results in further renal injury.  As Rosner (2009) describes, it would be 
optimal if a biomarker could be developed to: 1) assess the response to, and any adverse 
effects of therapeutic interventions 2) indicate the severity of renal injury 3) inform on the 
etiology of the injury and 4) identify the location of injured cells.  In a systematic review of 
the current literature, Parikh et al. (2010) determined that the molecules with the most 
promise for the diagnosis of established AKI include interleukin-18 (IL-18), kidney injury 
molecule-1 (KIM-1), N-acetyl-beta-D-glucosaminidase (NAG) and neutrophil gelatinase-
associated lipocalin (NGAL). NGAL, IL-18, fatty acid binding protein (FABP), and cystatin-
C are the most encouraging biomarkers for the early diagnosis of AKI, given that the 
upregulation of these molecules following injury onset precedes the rise in serum creatinine 
by many hours (Parikh et al., 2010).   
In the preterm neonate, a small number of studies have been conducted for the assessment 
of urinary NGAL levels, with mixed results.  These studies have shown that the highest 
NGAL levels are evident in the neonates that are critically ill, with and without evidence of 
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renal dysfunction (Lavery et al., 2008; Parravicini, 2010); in particular, NGAL shows 
potential as a promising biomarker of late-onset sepsis (Lavery et al., 2008; Parravicini et al., 
2010).  Urinary NGAL levels also strongly correlated with gestational and postnatal age 
(Lavery et al., 2008; Huynh et al., 2009), perhaps reflecting the renal production of NGAL 
during nephrogenesis (Gwira et al., 2005) which is often still ongoing during the early 
postnatal period.  Normative values for urinary NGAL in preterm neonates with 
uncomplicated clinical courses have also been published, with the results indicating a 
greater variation in females than males (Huynh et al., 2009).  

3.4 Proteinuria 
Proteinuria, the presence of high levels of protein in the urine, may be of glomerular and/or 

tubular origin.  The number of different proteins that have been identified in the adult 

urinary proteome is 1,543, and these are primarily of membrane, extracellular and lysosomal 

origin (Adachi et al., 2006).  Despite this large number, unless renal function is impaired, 

proteins are normally only present at very low levels in urine, due to the function of the 

glomerular filtration barrier and tubular reabsorption capabilities.  

Presence of high molecular weight (HMW) proteins in the urine, such as albumin 

traditionally indicates a disruption in the integrity of the glomerular filtration barrier.  

Recent debate, however, has suggested that the contribution of tubular reabsorption of 

albumin from the filtrate may be greater than previously considered (Comper et al., 2008).  

In general, albuminuria is a strong marker for renal and cardiovascular disease, and a risk 

factor for mortality (Matsushita et al., 2010; Methven et al., 2011).  Normally, adults excrete 

less than 30 mg of albumin per 24 hours (Mathieson, 2004).  Urinary albumin levels between 

30 – 300 mg in 24 hours is considered microalbuminuria, with levels greater than 300 mg 

classified as macroalbuminuria (Mathieson, 2004).  Traditionally, 24 hour urine samples 

were required for reliable estimates of urinary protein. However, single random spot 

samples with protein levels corrected for urine creatinine, have been shown to be 

significantly correlated with results from 24 hour collections, and are equally effective in the 

prediction of outcomes (Ralston et al., 1988; Methven et al., 2011).  In neonates, 24 hour urine 

collection is difficult, therefore analysis of urinary protein levels are undertaken using spot 

urine samples obtained using urine collection bags. 

Low molecular weight (LMW) proteins, such as ┙1-microglobulin, ┚2-microglobulin and 

retinol binding protein pass freely through the glomerular filter and undergo reuptake via 

proximal tubule cells (Tomlinson, 1992).  Megalin and cubulin have been identified as 

important receptors involved in tubular protein uptake, with mutations in the receptors 

resulting in proteinuria (Christensen and Birn, 2001).  To date, LMW protein levels in the 

urine are not routinely measured in the clinical setting.  Importantly, however, amongst the 

LMW proteins there may be potential novel biomarkers of tubular cell injury and this 

requires further research (Rosner, 2009; Parikh et al., 2010). 

In the preterm neonate, few studies have been conducted to examine urine protein 
excretion.  In general, there is a high variability in urine albumin levels between individual 
neonates (Clark et al., 1989; Fell et al., 1997), with the highest levels exhibited by those with a 
low gestational age at birth and those that are clinically unstable (Galaske, 1986; Clark et al., 
1989; Tsukahara et al., 1994; Fell et al., 1997; Awad et al., 2002b).  The majority of studies 
have only been conducted during the first week of life following preterm birth. However, in 
a study by Tsukahara et al. (1994) urine albumin levels were assessed in preterm and term 
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neonates over the first 28 days of life.  Urine albumin levels were found to remain relatively 
stable postnatally over the one month period in the term neonates, whereas in the preterm 
neonates, urine albumin was seen to decrease with increasing postnatal age.  These findings 
suggest that the glomerular filtration barrier following preterm birth is structurally 
immature, until beyond one month of age.   
Urinary ┚2-microglobulin levels have also been shown to be significantly greater in the 
preterm infant compared to term-born infants throughout the first month of life (Aperia et 
al., 1981; Tsukahara et al., 1990; Tsukahara et al., 1994), and are decreased with increasing 
gestational and postnatal age (Takieddine et al., 1983).  Similarly, levels of 1-microglobulin 
and RBP are higher in preterm neonates than neonates born at term (Clark et al., 1989; Fell et 
al., 1997; Awad et al., 2002a).  To date, however, it remains unclear whether the increased 
urinary high- and low- molecular weight protein levels reported in preterm neonates are 
associated with renal immaturity and/or injury. The high variability in urinary protein 
levels may also reflect differences in the postnatal clinical course in preterm neonates; 
further studies are necessary to verify whether this is the case. 

3.5 Long-term effects of preterm birth on renal function 
Renal function in preterm-born children and adults, has to date only been investigated in a 
small number of studies, with inconclusive results.  In school-aged children, Rakow et al. 
(2008) found no difference in GFR or urinary levels of both HMW and LMW proteins 
between children born less than 32 weeks gestational age, and those that were born at term.  
Similarly, Vanpee et al. (1992) determined no difference in renal function in preterm and 
term-born children at 8 years of age, despite lower GFR and higher urine albumin levels 
being evident in the preterm group at 9 months of age.  In contrast, however, a study by 
Rodriguez-Soriano and colleagues (2005) reported that GFR was significantly reduced in 
preterm-born children compared to term controls, with impairments in electrolyte excretion 
also evident.  Furthermore, in children examined at 6-8 years of age, Iacobelli et al. (2007) 
demonstrated microalbuminuria in 8.3% of the preterm neonates, which was associated 
with postnatal factors such as neonatal hypotension and increased catch-up growth.  
Increased risk of renal demise was also evident in individuals born preterm who were obese 
during childhood (Abitbol et al., 2009).   
Two studies have also been conducted to examine renal function in young adults (20-30 
years of age), with both Keijzer-Veen et al. (2007) and Kistner et al. (Kistner et al., 2000) 
finding no effect of preterm birth on GFR or albuminuria.  To the contrary, in a cohort of 19 
year old young adults, those who were born preterm as well as IUGR, there was a 
significant reduction in GFR (Keijzer-Veen et al., 2005).  Given these results in preterm-born 
children and adults, there is some suggestion that preterm birth adversely affects the growth 
and functional capacity of the kidney and may result in progressive renal failure later in life. 
Importantly, adverse consequences appear to be more likely to occur in combination with 
other insults. Therefore, future research must be directed towards identifying these insults 
and their effects on the structure and function of the kidney.  

4. Preterm birth leads to glomerular abnormalities – Areas of future research 

One of the most important findings we have shown thus far, is the presence of abnormal 
glomeruli in both the human and nonhuman primate (baboon) preterm kidney. These 
abnormal glomeruli are located in the outer renal cortex and are in the most immature stage of 
development (stage 1); they are composed of an undifferentiated glomerular anlage of cells 
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(foundation group of cells) surrounded by a layer of podocytes with scant, if any, 
capillarisation. Our findings thus strongly suggest that it is the very immature glomeruli 
(possibly those formed in the extrauterine environment) that are particularly vulnerable to 
preterm birth. Given the gross abnormalities observed in these glomeruli, it is unlikely that 
these glomeruli will ever be functional and thus, it is expected that they will be subsequently 
resorbed into the surrounding tissue. In the short-term, such abnormalities will likely lead to 
marked impairment of renal function in the neonate if a high proportion of the nephrons are 
affected, or to minor impairment if only a small proportion are abnormal. When the kidney is 
severely affected this will adversely impact on the number of functional nephrons at the 
beginning of life and thus reduce the long-term functional reserve of the kidney, rendering it 
vulnerable to hypertension and secondary life style insults. 
The cause(s) of the glomerular abnormalities in the preterm infant is currently unknown. 
Importantly in this regard, we have shown that there is a wide variation in the proportion of 
abnormal glomeruli within the kidneys of preterm infants, with the kidneys of some 
preterm infants appearing morphologically normal whereas in others a large proportion of 
the glomeruli appear abnormal (Sutherland et al., 2011b). Given the wide variation in the 
proportion of abnormal glomeruli within the kidneys of preterm infants, this suggests that it 
is not preterm birth per se that leads to the glomerular abnormalities; instead they are likely 
due to factors often associated with preterm birth as shown in Figure 3. It is likely that these 
deleterious effects may relate to: 1) adverse factors in the in utero environment that have led 
to premature delivery, 2) factors in the neonatal care of the preterm infant and 3) 
pharmacological interventions/therapies administered to mothers prior to birth and/or the 
infant after birth. There are many factors which apply to each of these categories; below we 
have selected some that we consider are important for future research. 
 

 

Fig. 3. Depiction of the potential factors that may contribute to impaired nephrogenesis in 
the preterm kidney and consequently lead to a reduced nephron endowment and 
vulnerability to renal disease in adulthood 
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4.1 Adverse factors in the in utero environment 

Two potential factors in the in utero environment that may render the preterm kidney 
vulnerable are IUGR and/or exposure to chorioamnionitis. 

4.1.1 Intrauterine growth restriction  

IUGR (growth below the 10th percentile for gestational age) is often a co-morbidity of 

preterm birth. Certainly, it is well described in both human and experimental models that 

IUGR leads to a reduced nephron endowment at birth (Hinchliffe et al., 1992a; Merlet-

Benichou et al., 1994; Manalich et al., 2000; Zimanyi et al., 2004; Zohdi et al., 2007). This is 

likely due to the reduced growth of the fetal kidney (with the number of nephrons directly 

proportional to kidney size). In this regard, there is often redistribution of blood flow in the 

growth-restricted fetus, leading to preferential blood flow to the brain (termed brain 

sparing) and reduced blood flow to organs such as the kidneys (Behrman et al., 1970; 

Gunnarsson et al., 1998). To our knowledge the impact of reduced blood flow to the 

formation of nephrons in the IUGR fetal kidney has not been investigated. Given the 

dramatic change in hemodynamics at the time of birth (elevation in blood pressure and 

increased renal blood flow) it is conceivable that the recently formed glomeruli in the IUGR 

kidney (with a reduced renal blood flow prenatally) may be particularly vulnerable to the 

haemodynamic transition at birth. This is an important area of research that needs to be 

thoroughly investigated. 

4.1.2 Chorioamnionitis  

Chorioamnionitis (a bacterial infection of the chorion and amnion) is a common antecedent 
of preterm birth (Romero et al., 2006; Goldenberg et al., 2008), especially in births prior to 30 
weeks of gestation (Lahra and Jeffery, 2004); it is often complicated by IUGR. 
Chorioamnionitis may manifest as either a clinical or subclinical condition. When severe, it 
can ultimately give rise to the fetal inflammatory response syndrome which is characterised 
by funisitis, fetal vasculitis and an increase in of pro-inflammatory cytokines in fetal blood 
and amniotic fluid (Romero et al., 1998; Romero et al., 2003; Gotsch et al., 2007). It is likely 
that the fetal systemic inflammatory response will lead to renal inflammation in 
chorioamnionitis-exposed infants; conceivably if present in utero this will have deleterious 
effects on nephrogenesis, and if present at the time of delivery, it will adversely impact on 
renal function. In this regard, we have recent evidence in fetal sheep to demonstrate that 
exposure to chorioamnionitis late in gestation does adversely affect nephrogenesis, leading 
to a 23% and 18% reduction in nephron endowment in singleton and twin-exposed fetuses, 
respectively (Galinsky et al., 2011). It is important to note that we did not observe any 
morphological abnormalities in the glomeruli of these fetal kidneys. However, it is 
conceivable, that if renal inflammation is present at the time of birth, that this will further 
compromise postnatal nephrogenesis and renal function in the neonate. Following the 
hemodynamic transition at birth, it may be then that glomerular morphological 
abnormalities develop in these already compromised kidneys. Importantly in this regard, a 
multiple logistic regression analysis of 2508 preterm neonates, treated with indomethacin, 
showed a significant correlation between intrauterine inflammation and prevalence of renal 
and electrolyte abnormalities (Itabashi et al., 2003), thus suggesting that intrauterine 
inflammation in concert with postnatal indomethacin treatment can lead to renal 
dysfunction. Certainly our results support the idea that prematurity, when complicated with 
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chorioamnionitis, is likely to exacerbate postnatal renal dysfunction and further studies are 
required to determine whether renal inflammation at the time of birth is associated with the 
formation of abnormal glomeruli in the neonatal period. 

4.2 Factors in the neonatal care of the infant 
4.2.1 Hyperoxia 

The administration of supplemental oxygen to preterm infants experiencing respiratory 
distress is standard therapy, however, the effects of high levels of oxygen in the bloodstream 
on the development of organs is not well understood. Although the levels of supplemental 
oxygen administered to the preterm infant have been substantially reduced in recent years, 
the levels of oxygen in the bloodstream remain elevated above normal; hence it is important 
that research is conducted into the effects of hyperoxia on nephrogenesis in the preterm 
infant. Certainly, experimental studies in the lung have shown that hyperoxia can lead to 
the generation of oxygen free radicals, infiltration of inflammatory cells, collagen deposition, 
cellular apoptosis and subsequent tissue injury (McGrath-Morrow and Stahl, 2001; 
Dieperink et al., 2006; Alejandre-Alcazar et al., 2007; Chen et al., 2007; Chetty et al., 2008). 
Whether this is also the case in other tissues has not been examined. 

4.2.2 Ventilation 

The mode of ventilation of the preterm infant also has the potential to impact on the 
developing kidney, since alterations in airway pressure are reported to lead to significant 
cardiopulmonary haemodynamic changes (Polglase et al., 2009) which may subsequently 
affect renal perfusion. For instance, mechanical ventilation has been shown to alter renal 
hemodynamics by leading to an increase in intrathoracic pressure, therefore decreasing 
cardiac output, leading to renal vasoconstriction and decreased GFR (Arant, 1987). It is 
likely that changes in renal blood flow will directly influence the growth of the kidney. 
Hence, it is important in future research to determine the effects of altered renal 
hemodynamics on growth of the developing kidney and how this is influenced by different 
modes of ventilation. 

4.2.3 Extrauterine growth / nutrition 

In general, postnatal growth of the preterm infant is markedly attenuated when compared 
to the term infant and when compared to the normal rate of growth in utero for the same  
post-conceptional age (Ehrenkranz, 2000; Clark et al., 2003). Extrauterine growth restriction 

in premature neonates (defined as growth below the 10th percentile of intrauterine growth 

expectation) is likely to directly influence nephrogenesis. In support of this concept, 

Bacchetta et al (2009) reported lower GFRs (albeit in the normal range) in 7 year old children 

who had been born very preterm (< 30 weeks gestation) and who were either IUGR or 

extrauterine growth restricted. However, it is important to note that in some preterm infants 

there can be a disproportional increase in kidney size (relative to body weight) after birth 

(Huang et al., 2007; Sutherland et al., 2011b) most probably due to the increased functional 

demands on the kidney. Importantly we have shown in our preterm baboon studies that 

under these circumstances, there remains a significant correlation between kidney size and 

nephron number (Gubhaju et al., 2009).  

Taken together, these studies highlight the importance that neonatal nutrition can 
potentially have on kidney development in the preterm infant. Since nephrogenesis is 
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ongoing after birth in the preterm infant, this provides a window of opportunity whereby 
early postnatal nutrition in the intensive care unit may be able to directly influence  
the number of nephrons formed within the kidney. Hence optimising nutrition in  
the neonatal period, with an aim to maximising nephron endowment in the preterm 
newborn, is an important area for future research. At this stage, there is no known maternal 
nutrient supplementation that can improve renal outcomes in the fetus; it is critical to 
investigate this.  

4.3 Pharmacological treatments to the mother prior to birth and / or the infant  
after birth  

There are a number of medications routinely administered to women during pregnancy and 
to preterm infants. Some of the most commonly used are: 1) antenatal glucocorticoids which 
are routinely administered either to the mother ‘at risk’ of preterm delivery (Vidaeff et al., 
2003) or to the preterm infant immediately after delivery to accelerate lung maturation in the 
infant, 2) antibiotics, often administered to the mother with chorioamnionitis and to the 
infant with postnatal conditions such as necrotising enterocolitis (Gortner et al., 1991) 3) non 
steroidal anti-inflammatory drugs (such as ibuprofen and indomethacin) which are often 
administered to close a patent ductus arteriosus (Ellison et al., 1983) and 4) inotropes (such 
as dopamine and dobutamine) which are administered in cases of hypotension and poor 
blood flow (Osborn et al., 2002). Importantly, and of concern, all these medications have the 
potential to adversely impact on nephrogenesis.  

4.3.1 Glucocorticoids 

In addition to leading to lung maturation in the preterm infant, administration of 

glucocorticoids has been favourably reported to accelerate renal maturation thus 

establishing an adequate GFR and efficient tubular reabsorption (Ervin et al., 1996; Ervin et 

al., 1998; Petershack et al., 1999). However, the question remains: ‘Does this acceleration in 

renal maturation lead to an abnormal and rapid cessation of nephrogenesis which would 

ultimately affect nephron endowment? In support of this, a number of experimental studies 

(conducted in animal models) have shown that exposure of the fetus to maternal 

glucocorticoids can lead to reduced nephron endowment in the offspring (Celsi et al., 1998; 

Ortiz et al., 2001; Moritz et al., 2002). As follow up to these studies, in a carefully controlled 

study in our baboon model we have examined the effect of administration of antenatal 

betamethasone (intramuscular injection of 6mg at 48 hours and 24 hours prior to preterm 

delivery) on nephrogenesis in the neonatal baboon kidney (Gubhaju et al., 2009).  We found 

that although there was acceleration of glomerular maturation in the betamethasone-treated 

baboons, the total number of nephrons was within the normal range and importantly we 

demonstrated that fetal exposure to maternal glucocorticoids was not the cause of the 

glomerular abnormalities associated with preterm birth. 

4.3.2 Antibiotics 

The use of antibiotics is often essential in the treatment of the mother during pregnancy and 
of the preterm infant after birth. Alarmingly, it has been shown that antibiotics, such as the 
aminoglycosides, can be nephrotoxic in the newborn with the preterm infant most 
vulnerable (Giapros et al., 2003). This is of concern, given that aminoglycosides are not 
metabolised in the body and thus accumulate in the kidney where they are eventually 
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eliminated (Nagai and Takano, 2004). In experimental studies antibiotics are also linked 
with impairment of nephrogenesis (Gilbert et al., 1990; Gilbert et al., 1994; Cullen et al., 2000; 
Nathanson et al., 2000). For instance, it has been shown that incubation of metanephroi in 
culture with gentamicin leads to decreased branching morphogenesis of the ureteric tree; 
this is a likely mediator of the reduction in the number of nephrons formed (Cullen et al., 
2000). Given that antibiotics can readily cross the placenta, plus their wide use in the 
neonatal care of the preterm infant, it is imperative in future studies to gain a more precise 
understanding of the dose, duration and class of antibiotic treatment that leads to adverse 
effects in the neonatal kidney; such information would likely influence the care in the 
neonatal intensive care unit. 

4.3.3 Non steroidal anti-inflammatory drugs 

NSAIDs, such as ibuprofen and indomethacin are usually administered to preterm neonates 
to stimulate closure of a patent ductus arteriosus; this can occur in up to 80% of extremely 
preterm infants (Ellison et al., 1983). Importantly, there have been a number of studies that 
have reported adverse effects on both the structure and function of the preterm kidney 
following treatment with NSAIDs. For example, renal insufficiency, demonstrated by a 
significant increase in serum creatinine has been reported in infants following either antenatal 
or postnatal exposure to NSAIDs (Kang et al., 1999; Butler-O'Hara and D'Angio, 2002). Of 
concern, in a case-controlled study where renal impairment was reported in preterm neonates 
that had received indomethacin treatment for a patent ductus arteriosus, 24% of the babies 
suffered acute renal failure (Akima et al., 2004). In addition, in the rat model where, similar to 
the preterm infant, nephrogenesis is ongoing after birth, exposure to indomethacin, ibuprofen 
and gentamicin have all been shown to lead to renal injury in the immature kidneys. There 
was evidence of vacuolization of epithelium and loss of microvilli in proximal tubules, 
effacement of podocyte foot processes and irregularities of the basement membrane in the 
glomeruli and edema within the interstitium (Kent et al., 2007).  

4.3.4 Inotropes 

At birth, there is a marked change in hemodynamics, with a subsequent rise in blood 
pressure and heart rate (Teitel et al., 1987; Louey et al., 2000). Preterm birth causes an abrupt 
and premature shift in the circulation from the fetal to postnatal configuration at a time 
when the cardiovascular system is still relatively immature; as a result, it is often necessary 
for inotropes to be administered to preterm neonates when blood pressure remains 
abnormally low after birth (Kluckow and Evans, 2001; Osborn et al., 2002). Given the 
importance of renal blood flow to growth of the kidney it is important that future research 
examines how the hemodyamic transition at birth affects the development of the immature 
renal vasculature and/or nephrogenesis and what effect the administration of inotropes 
have on the developing kidney. 

5. Conclusion 

Over the past decade, considerable advances have been made in our understanding of the 
effects of preterm birth on the developing kidney. Encouragingly, it has clearly been 
demonstrated that nephrogenesis continues after birth in the preterm neonate, however, 
glomerular abnormalities are commonly observed. Future research should be directed into 
the causes of these abnormalities, so that strategies can be implemented to maximise the 
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number of functional nephrons at the beginning of life in the preterm infant in order to 
ensure long-term renal health. It is important that renal clinicians are made aware of the 
potential deleterious effects of preterm birth on developing glomerui, so they are aware of 
the renal vulnerability in subjects that are born preterm. 
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