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Nephrology Program

How to Care for Your Fistula 
After Surgery

What is a fistula?
An arterio-venous (AV) fistula is an enlarged vein created in the 
lower arm, upper arm or, occasionally, in the leg.  The dialysis nurse 
uses this vein as a site to place the needles for hemodialysis.

How is the fistula made?
A fistula is made through a minor surgical procedure.  We give you 
a local anesthetic to numb the area.  The surgeon makes a small 
incision (cut) in your lower arm or upper arm and joins together an 
artery and a vein.

The fast-flowing blood from the artery makes the vein enlarge.  
This provides an easy access to the bloodstream for hemodialysis.

What can I expect after the surgery?

ACTIVITY:

• DO move your arm and bend your elbow freely.

FOLLOW-UP APPOINTMENT:

• You will meet with your surgeon 2 weeks after your surgery for a follow-up appointment.  See information 
at the top of this page for your appointment date and time.
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My Follow-Up Appointment

My follow-up appointment with the surgeon  
2 weeks after surgery is on:

Date: ___________________  Time: _____________

Location:  Surgical Outpatient Clinic, 4th Floor 
Humber River Hospital 
1235 Wilson Ave., Toronto, ON M3M 0B2

Closest entrance is Portal of Care A, on the south side of the building.  From the main level, take the East 
Outpatient Elevators to the 4th floor.
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“What can I expect?” continued on next page.  Please turn over.
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What can I expect after the surgery? 
(continued)

SHOWERING/BATHING:

• If you have a clear (waterproof) dressing over 
your incision, you may shower after the surgery.  
Pat the dressing dry after showering.

• If you have a gauze or bandage dressing over 
your incision, do not shower for the first 5 days, or 
until your surgeon tells you it is okay to do so.

• Once the stitches are out and the incision is well-
healed, you may swim, bathe, or shower freely.  

INCISION CARE:

• If you have a clear (waterproof) dressing over  
the incision, leave the dressing on for 5 days.  
After 5 days, remove the clear dressing, but leave 
the strip bandages in place until your follow-up 
appointment with the vascular surgeon.

• If you have a gauze or bandage dressing over  
the incision, leave the dressing on for 5 days and 
keep it dry at all times.  Unless your surgeon tells 
you otherwise,  you may remove the dressing 
after 5 days, but leave the strip bandages in 
place until your follow-up appointment with the 
vascular surgeon.

• The stitches on your incision will dissolve on 
their own.  If you still have stitches or staples at 
your follow-up appointment, the surgeon will 
remove them.

How do I care for my fistula?
Your fistula is your LIFE-LINE.  Taking proper care of 
it will help to ensure that your fistula has a long life. 

Your nurse will show you how to feel a thrill close 
to the surgical site on your fistula.  A thrill is the 
vibration you feel as blood flows through your vein 
(fistula).  This shows that the fistula is working.

• DO check the fistula once a day.  Gently touch the 
vein and feel for the “thrill” or vibration of blood 
flowing through the vein. 

• Go about every day activities but still be 
conscious of your fistula.

For Safety’s Sake...

• Do NOT sleep on the same side as  
your fistula.

• NEVER place a bandage or tape tightly 
around your fistula.

• NEVER pick at any scabs or use a razor on 
the arm with the fistula.

• NEVER allow blood to be taken, 
intravenous started or blood pressures 
done on the arm with the fistula.  This could 
damage your fistula.  Always use hand 
veins for blood work.

• Wear your watch or bracelets on the arm 
opposite your fistula arm.

• Only carry heavy items and your purse on 
the arm opposite your fistula arm.

• Wear loose cuffs and sleeves.

• Do NOT do strenuous exercises such as 
heavy weight lifting (over 25 lb).

• Do NOT do contact sports without wearing 
a protective guard.

EXCEPTION!  If you have a central venous 
catheter, do not get the catheter wet.  This 
includes avoiding showering and swimming.  
Follow the bathing instructions in the Caring 
for your Hemodialysis Catheter handout. 
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How do I exercise my fistula arm?
The stronger your vein and fistula is, the easier it 
is for the needles to be inserted by the nurses for 
your hemodialysis treatment.

The following exercise is designed to help develop  
your vein and fistula.  Do this exercise before 
your surgery to help develop your vein.  After 
your surgery, wait until after your follow up 
appointment with your surgeon before you  
resume this exercise.

1. Hold a softball, soft sponge or a rolled sponge 
in your fistula hand.

2. Let your arm hang down the side of your body.

3. Squeeze the ball for  
5 seconds, then relax the 
grip.  Repeat this exercise  
5 times.

4. Repeat several times a day 
(more times the better).

• Do the exercise slowly and carefully. 

• Do the exercise at least 5 times a day.

Continue this exercise until you are using your 
fistula for hemodialysis or as instructed by your 
nurse, nephrologist, or nurse practitioner.

What complications can occur?
STENOSIS:

Stenosis happens when the fistula or the draining  
vein narrows. 

When this happens, it may be difficult to insert 
needles and perform haemodialysis.  The doctor 
may order a fistulogram or angioplasty to correct 
the stenosis and make it easier for the nurse to 
insert the needles.

ANEURYSM:

An aneurysm is a weakening in the wall of your 
fistula. The weakening is commonly caused by the 
frequent insertion of needles in the same area or it 
may be due to an anatomical defect in the fistula. 

To help prevent this, ask the hemodialysis nurse to 
rotate needle insertion sites with each dialysis and 
avoid placing needles in areas that are large.

BLEEDING:

Once dialysis is completed, the nurse will place 
gauze over the needle site and remove the needle.

To stop the bleeding, place 2 finger pressure over 
the gauze dressing and hold one site at a time for 
10 minutes.  Apply firm and constant pressure;  
not excessive.

If you bleed after dialysis, apply firm pressure 
over the gauze or needle site for 15 minutes.  
If you continue to bleed after 15 minutes, 
keep applying pressure and go your 
nearest Emergency department for help. 

�

Notify your doctor or nurse if:

• The thrill is absent.  This may mean that the 
fistula is not working as well as it should.

• The fistula is inflamed (red), tender, or painful.

• You have a fever of 38°C (100.4°F) or higher.

�



English:  This information is important! If you have 
trouble reading this, ask someone to help you.

Italian:  Queste informazoni sono importanti! Se ha 
difficoltà a leggere questo, chieda aiuto a qualcuno.

Spanish:  ¡Esta información es importante! Si tiene 
dificultad en leer esto, pida que alguien le ayude.
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The information provided in this handout is for educational purposes.  It does not replace the advice or specific instructions from your doctor, nurse, or other 
healthcare provider.  Do not use this information to diagnose or treat.  If you have questions about your own care, please speak with your healthcare provider.

Your Questions:
Remember that your doctors and nurses will help answer any questions that you may have about  
your fistula.

For questions about your fistula, please contact your doctor or your nurse at the clinic or 
unit you attend as a patient.

Dr. A. Beder / Dr. K. Graybiel /  
Dr. L. Figueroa / Dr. A. Saleh 

Vascular Surgeons 
1017 Wilson Ave., Ste. 401, Weston, ON M3K 1Z1 

Tel: (416) 742-2961

Body Access Coordinator 
1235 Wilson Ave., Toronto, ON M3M 0B2 

Tel: (416) 242-1000 ext. 22150 
Tel (mobile): (647) 501-8102

Humber River Hospital 
1235 Wilson Ave., Toronto, ON M3M 0B2

In-Centre Hemodialysis Unit:  (416) 242-1000 ext. 22000

Humber Kidney Clinics 
200 Church St., York, ON M9N 1N8

In-Centre Hemodialysis Unit:  (416) 658-2264 
MultiCare Kidney Clinic:  (416) 658-2241 

Home Dialysis Clinic:  (416) 658-2264 
Transition Care Unit:  (416) 658-2264
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