
Caring for Your Fistula
Chronic Kidney Disease

Infection Control
Your fistula is under the skin and has no
artificial material. This makes it much less
likely to get infected than a catheter or even
a graft. However, fistulas can get infected. 
Your fistula can get infected if the skin
around it gets infected or if you develop a
blood stream infection.  
Therefore:

Examine the skin around your fistula
every day.
Wash your fistula with soap and water. 
Never pick at your fistula.
Make sure caregivers use clean, gloved
hands whenever they are examining
your fistula.
Never let anyone use your fistula or your
fistula arm for blood draws or for an IV.
Call your CKD nurse or your
nephrologist if the skin around your
fistula:
•  Looks red or swollen.
•  Feels warm to touch.
•  Hurts or is tender.
•  Feels hard.
•  Has any type of fluid or pus draining.

It is a big decision to get an access placed, and yet
it makes such a big difference in your dialysis
treatment.  It can be scary to have surgery but you
did it.  Now we want to keep it healthy and working
the best that it can for as long as it can.
Patients with catheters have more infections and
problems.  They go to the hospital and die more
often than patients with fistulas.  That’s why, if
possible, we want you to never have a catheter.
Here are some tips on how to take good care of
your fistula. We hope this will help you protect your
lifeline and you won’t need to have a catheter
placed in the future.
If you have a fistula but are not ready to start
dialysis, these tips are important to keep it healthy
until you are ready to start dialysis.  If you have any
signs and symptoms of infection or it feels like it is
not working, call your CKD nurse, your nephrologist,
or your vascular surgeon.

Congratulations on Having a Fistula

Your Fistula is Your Lifeline. 
You have a hemodialysis fistula, and this fistula is
your lifeline. If you take good care of it, your
fistula can last for as long as you need it. A fistula
is the best form of hemodialysis access. It is much
more trouble-free than a catheter or even a graft.
It is worth preserving. 
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Protecting Your Access
Do not allow blood pressure
checks on your fistula arm.
Do not allow blood draws or IV
placement in your fistula arm.
Only allow people who have
been trained to put needles in
your fistula.
Do not wear tight clothing /
jewelry or sleep on your fistula
arm.
Do not pick at your fistula.
Know what to do if your fistula
starts to bleed. This can be an
emergency.  If you cannot stop
the bleeding, call 911.
Feel your fistula every day. If
you do not feel the thrill, call
your CKD nurse or your
nephrologist.
Some fistulas need help to
develop properly.  Your CKD
nurse or nephrologist may ask
you to have your access tested.
If your team asks to have your
access tested, please go.  If you
don’t have transportation or
home care, talk to us so we can
help you with arrangements.
Remember, this is your lifeline
and we want it to work as long
as it can.

Make sure caregivers use clean, gloved
hands whenever they are examining
your fistula or inserting needles.
Find out what the clinic policy is for
cleaning your sites before putting in
your needles.  Each cleaner has
different rules for how long it takes to
disinfect your skin.
Do not touch your fistula after it has
been cleaned.
Use a tourniquet or tourniquet-type
pressure when inserting needles.
Keep your fistula visible to staff at all
times while on dialysis.
Do not peek at your sites while holding
pressure at the end of treatment.
Wash your hands after dialysis.

You have a temperature over 100°

Your fistula bleeds at home

You do not feel a thrill

Your fistula feels different on dialysis
or hurts during treatment

A needle site doesn’t heal promptly

Your fistula gets bigger

Your fistula gets harder

The dialysis staff are going to check your
fistula at every treatment and make sure
that it works properly and stays healthy.

If You Need Dialysis

Let Your Dialysis Team Know if:

Remember
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