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Abstract Neonatal hypertension occurs in 2% of all
infants and it is caused by renovascular abnormalities in
70% of these infants. The gold standard for diagnosing
renovascular disease is conventional renal angiography.
However, in neonates the procedure is not commonly used
because of its invasive and technically challenging nature.
MRI and MR angiography (MRA) are less invasive yet
reliable means of detecting renovascular disease in adults.
There is minimal literature on the use of MRI/MRA in
neonatal hypertension. We report a neonate with hyperten-
sion secondary to a renovascular abnormality in which
MRI/MRA was helpful in uncovering segmental renal
artery stenosis. The infant underwent partial nephrectomy
with subsequent resolution of his hypertension. Further
studies are needed to validate the use of MRI/MRA in the
evaluation of neonatal hypertension.
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Introduction

Recent advances in neonatal medical care have led to an
increased awareness of neonatal hypertension. Hyperten-
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sion has been reported in about 2% of all infants [1]. The
etiology of hypertension in this age group is secondary to
renovascular abnormalities in 70% of affected infants [2].
In adults, MRI/MR angiography (MRA) has evolved from
an experimental tool to the modality of choice for initial
noninvasive evaluation of renovascular disease [3, 4].
There is very little mentioned in the literature about the use
of MRI/MRA in neonates with hypertension [5, 6]. We
describe a neonate in which MRI/MRA was helpful in the
diagnosis of segmental renal artery stenosis.

Case report

A 2-day-old boy was transported to our neonatal intensive
care unit for evaluation and treatment of severe systemic
hypertension. The child was a full-term product of a 39-
year-old woman, gravida 2, para 2, with no medical prob-
lems. The patient was born by caesarean section and had a
birth weight of 3770 g. On day 2 after birth, the patient was
noted to be dusky and his blood pressure (BP) was elevated
(systolic BP 110-120 mmHg). Laboratory studies showed
normal electrolytes, blood urea nitrogen and creatinine.
An echocardiogram showed left ventricular dilatation. The
patient was started on a nitroprusside drip. He was trans-
ferred to the Children’s Hospital of Michigan for further
management.

On admission, he was afebrile with a heart rate of 129
beats per minute, respiratory rate of 72 per minute and a
blood pressure of 115/89 mmHg. Four-limb blood
pressures showed no significant difference between the
upper and lower extremities. A soft systolic murmur was
heard at the lower left sternal border. Good peripheral
pulses were noted. The abdomen was soft with no masses
or bruit. Renal US showed normal-appearing kidneys
without any thrombosis in the renal vessels. A repeat
echocardiogram showed normal anatomy with mild mitral
insufficiency and a hyperdynamic left ventricle. Plasma
renin activity was elevated at 240,400 ng/dl/h (normal
range 200-3,500 ng/dl/h). Aldosterone level was also
elevated at >120 ng/dl (normal range 1-31 ng/dl). The



significantly elevated levels of plasma renin and aldoste-
rone led to suspicion of a renovascular cause. MRI/MRA
of the abdomen was then performed on a GE Signa 1.5-T
magnet (GE, Milwaukee, Wis.). Procedural sedation was
done using midazolam (0.1 mg/kg). Pancuronium (0.1
mg/kg) with intubation and mechanical ventilation were
used for breath-holding technique during imaging. Coro-
nal 3-D spoiled gradient recalled acquisition (SPGR)

Delayed

Fig. 1
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images were obtained (TR 6, TE 1.4, BW 31.2 kHz 1.6,
spacing 0.8, matrix 256128, acquisition 18 s, number of
excitation 1 nex) before and after gadolinium administra-
tion (0.4 ml/kg). Initially, the results were interpreted as
normal-appearing kidneys with no evidence of main renal
artery stenosis. The patient was discharged at 2 weeks of
age on captopril and proranolol with home monitoring of
blood pressure.

MRA (dynamic gadolinium-enhanced coronal 3-D SPGR) shows decreased perfusion (arrows) of the lower pole of the left kidney
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Fig. 2 Renal arteriogram shows a beaded-appearance contrast
within the lower pole branch of the left renal artery (arrows),
indicating long segment stenosis

An echocardiogram obtained when the child was
2 months old showed a remarkable increase in left ven-
tricular mass. The previous MRI/MRA images were re-
viewed and, in retrospect, the lower pole of the left kidney
showed a slightly irregular contour (Fig. 1). On the dynamic
post-gadolinium images, there was decreased perfusion to
the lower pole of the left kidney, suggesting the possibility
of segmental renal artery stenosis. Subsequently, a conven-
tional renal arteriogram was performed under general
anesthesia, and it confirmed the diagnosis of segmental
renal artery stenosis (Fig. 2). The infant underwent partial
left lower pole nephrectomy with no complications.

The patient’s antihypertensive medications were weaned
and he was discharged home 1 week later on no med-
ication. Continued follow-up showed that the blood pres-
sure remained within normal limits (80-90/40-50 mmHg).
Renal function remained normal. A repeat echocardiogram
when the boy was 4 months old showed significant im-
provement in left ventricular hypertrophy. At the time of
writing, the child had no significant medical problems with
complete normalization of the echocardiogram.

Discussion

The definition of hypertension in term and preterm
neonates has not been standardized. In this age group the
blood pressure increases with both gestational and post-
conceptual age, as well as birth weight [7]. The upper limit
for normal blood pressure has been defined as the 95th
percentile for age, gender and height [8]. The approach for
evaluating neonates with hypertension starts with a focused
history, inquiring about any perinatal exposures, current
medical conditions and medication as well as procedures

undergone such as umbilical artery catheterization. The
clinical presentation of hypertension in this age group
may vary from incidental isolated elevated blood pressure
detection to manifestations of cardiac failure. The initial
diagnostic work-up is directed toward identifying second-
ary causes of hypertension, especially renal and cardiac
etiologies. Included in the evaluation are urinalysis, a
complete blood count, electrolytes, blood urea nitrogen,
creatinine, chest radiograph, renal US and echocardiogram
[2, 71

In our patient, the work-up done for the evaluation of
hypertension led us to consider a renovascular cause,
which was indicated by his very high plasma renin and
aldosterone levels. Although renal US is commonly used in
the evaluation of such patients to asses the anatomy, it is
not a very reliable test in detecting renovascular causes of
hypertension in neonates. Therefore, we elected to perform
MRI/MRA as a non-invasive technique to assess the renal
vessels looking for a treatable cause of his hypertension.

It is widely accepted that the gold standard for
diagnosing renovascular disease is conventional renal
arteriography. However, it is an invasive procedure and
usually used in older patients. In comparison to conven-
tional arteriogram, MRI/MRA is a less-invasive yet reliable
means of detecting renovascular disease in adults, and it is
a well-established method for detecting main renal artery
disease [3, 4]. According to the National High Blood
Pressure Education Program Working Group on High
Blood Pressure in Children and Adolescents, MRA is
increasingly feasible for evaluation of pediatric renovas-
cular disease; however, there are no neonatal guidelines in
the report [8]. There is little literature on the use of MRI/
MRA for the evaluation of renovascular disease in neo-
nates. In one report of a neonate with hypertension and
proteinuria, MRA detected main renal artery stenosis [5].
In another report, MRI was helpful in detecting a retro-
peritoneal hematoma causing renovascular hypertension in
a 7-week-old infant [6].

In our patient, the rapid dynamic post-gadolinium
images showed hypoperfusion of the left lower pole, al-
luding to segmental renal artery stenosis (Fig. 1). Conven-
tional renal arteriography showed long segment stenosis of
the lower pole branch of the left renal artery (Fig. 2). The
patient underwent partial nephrectomy of the lower pole of
the left kidney with subsequent complete resolution of
hypertension one week after surgery. In conclusion, with
appropriate anesthetic support, MRI/MRA is a useful and
feasible technique in evaluating neonates with severe
hypertension. It was helpful in identifying a treatable cause
of the neonatal hypertension in our patient. Further
prospective studies comparable to those in adults are
needed to validate this test in neonatal hypertension. In the
future, MRI/MRA might become the test of choice when
there is a high index of suspicion for renovascular disease
in neonates.
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