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LOW AMMONIUM LEVELS IN URINE MAY INDICATE 
SERIOUS RISKS FOR KIDNEY DISEASE PATIENTS 

 
Highlight 

• In patients with chronic kidney disease, low urine ammonium excretion identified 
individuals at high risk of kidney disease progression or death. 

 
Washington, DC (April 6, 2017) — New research indicates that measuring ammonium 
excretion in the urine may be help identify patients with chronic kidney disease (CKD) 
who face serious health risks. The findings appear in an upcoming issue of the Journal of 
the American Society of Nephrology (JASN). 
 
Keeping the body’s pH level in balance is important for normal organ function. Doctors 
commonly assess whether a patient’s body fluids contain too much acid, a condition 
called acidosis, by measuring bicarbonate levels in the blood. This can indicate whether 
the body is having trouble maintaining its acid-base balance, but it may reveal only part of 
the picture because the kidneys are important for eliminating acid in the urine.  
 
Kalani Raphael, MD (University of Utah) and his colleagues looked to see if urine levels 
of ammonium may be a better indicator of acid accumulation in the body. Their analysis 
included 1044 individuals with CKD in the African American Study of Kidney Diseases 
and Hypertension. 
 
The researchers found that low urine ammonium excretion predicted kidney failure or 
death in CKD patients irrespective of serum bicarbonate concentration. Compared with 
participants with the highest levels of daily ammonium excretion, those with the lowest 
levels had a 46% higher risk of dying or needing dialysis, and those with intermediate 
levels had a 14% higher risk. Low ammonium excretion predicted these outcomes even 
in patients who had normal serum bicarbonate. In addition, those with low ammonium 
excretion had a 2.6-fold higher risk of developing acidosis within one year.  
 
“These results suggest that low urine ammonium excretion identifies individuals at high 
risk of CKD progression or death irrespective of the serum bicarbonate concentration,” 
said Dr. Raphael. “Overall, acid levels in the urine provide important information about 
kidney health above and beyond acid measurements obtained from the blood.” The 



The American Society of Nephrology®, ASN®, Kidney Week®, CJASN®, JASN®, NephSAP®, and 
ASN Kidney News® are registered trademarks of ASN 
 

findings also suggest that CKD patients with low urine ammonium excretion might benefit 
from alkali before overt acidosis develops. Additional research is needed to test this. 
 
Study co-authors include David Carroll, Jennifer Murray, Tom Greene, PhD, and 
Srinivasan Beddhu, MD. 
 
Disclosures: The authors reported no financial disclosures.  
 
The article, entitled “Urine ammonium predicts clinical outcomes in hypertensive kidney 
disease,” will appear online at http://jasn.asnjournals.org/ on April 6, 2017, doi: 
10.1681/ASN.2016101151. 
 
The content of this article does not reflect the views or opinions of The American Society of 
Nephrology (ASN). Responsibility for the information and views expressed therein lies entirely with 
the author(s). ASN does not offer medical advice. All content in ASN publications is for 
informational purposes only, and is not intended to cover all possible uses, directions, precautions, 
drug interactions, or adverse effects. This content should not be used during a medical emergency 
or for the diagnosis or treatment of any medical condition. Please consult your doctor or other 
qualified health care provider if you have any questions about a medical condition, or before taking 
any drug, changing your diet or commencing or discontinuing any course of treatment. Do not 
ignore or delay obtaining professional medical advice because of information accessed through 
ASN. Call 911 or your doctor for all medical emergencies. 
 
Since 1966, ASN has been leading the fight to prevent, treat, and cure kidney diseases throughout 
the world by educating health professionals and scientists, advancing research and innovation, 
communicating new knowledge, and advocating for the highest quality care for patients. ASN has 
nearly 17,000 members representing 112 countries. For more information, please visit www.asn-
online.org or contact the society at 202-640-4660. 
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Tweet:  Low ammonium levels in urine may indicate serious risks for kidney disease patients. 
http://www.bit.ly/ASN-XXXX.  
 
   
Facebook: New research indicates that measuring ammonium excretion in the urine may be help 
identify patients with chronic kidney disease (CKD) who face serious health risks. The findings are 
published in the Journal of the American Society of Nephrology. 
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