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The “Bathtub” (Presternal) PD Catheter 
 
If you have kidney failure, you may have been told that you can’t do peritoneal dialysis 
(PD) if you are obese, have an ostomy, or even if you prefer baths to showers.  Think 
again!  The less known “Bathtub” or presternal PD catheter may make PD work for you. 
 
The presternal catheter was first used in the early 1990s at the University of Missouri by 
Dr. Zbylut Twardowski and his colleagues.1  It is placed in the chest (avoiding the bra 
area for women) and the tip of the catheter reaches down into the abdomen.  (See figures 
1 and 2).  PD fluid drains in and out in just the same way as with an abdominal catheter, 
but a little slower.  When the catheter is not in use, it can be held in place with tape. 
 

         
Figure 1:  Drawing of presternal catheter      Figure 2:  Photo of presternal catheter 
Figures used with permission from Dr. Zbylut Twardowski 
 
 
The catheter is a two-part tube made of silicone rubber.  The two parts are joined with a 
titanium Luer-lock device when the catheter is placed, and stitched together.  It has two 
cuffs that anchor it into the skin, and a coiled tip with holes to allow PD fluid to go in and 
out. 
 
Benefits of a Chest Catheter for PD 
When you stand up and sit down, your abdomen moves, which can make it hard for a PD 
catheter to heal well.  But your chest doesn’t move much.  The abdomen also has more 
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germs than the chest, since it is closer to the groin.  And, belts or waistbands may rub a 
standard PD catheter, which can be painful and may raise your risk of infection—a 
presternal catheter won’t be rubbed by tight clothes.  If you are overweight, the fat under 
your skin is much thinner on your chest than on your belly, which makes it easier for the 
exit site to heal. 
 
The first few patients who tried presternal catheters were adults with ostomies or children 
in diapers.2  After 4 years, the new catheter had been used in 24 patients.  Compared to 47 
patients with standard PD catheters, presternal catheters had fewer exit site and tunnel 
infections.  Even people who’d had many infections before had fewer problems with the 
presternal catheters.  A number of patients chose the new catheter due to body image 
reasons or so they could take baths.  Since the exit site is in the chest, the catheter can be 
kept out of the water in a bathtub.3   
 
After 6 years, 58 presternal catheters were compared to 86 standard catheters.  Patients 
chose which type they wanted, with help from the care team.  See Table 1 for results of 
this study; these were not statistically significant, but the trend suggests that presternal 
catheters are safe and effective for adults.4   
 
Table 1:  Presternal Catheters vs. Abdominal Catheters 
 

 Presternal Catheter Abdominal Catheter 
2-year catheter survival rates 95% 75% 
Peritonitis rates 1 per 37.4 patient months 1 per 20.5 patient months 
Catheters removed due to 
infection 

4 9 

  
In children, studies suggest that infection rates may be lower.5  But, there have been 
reports that the two parts of the presternal catheter have come apart in children, due to 
growth.  This can be fixed, but is important to know.6 
 
Why Presternal Catheters Aren’t Used More 
“Diffusion of innovation,” or the spread of new ideas, can take much longer than you’d 
think.  Presternal catheters have been on the market for more than a decade, but they are 
not yet widely used—or even widely known about.   
 
One reason these catheters may not be used as often is that they are more of a challenge 
to put in.  Dr. Twardowski describes the surgical technique in detail in an article.7 
A video8 and book chapter9 have been done to help surgeons learn the new technique.  
Some surgeons have used a laparoscope to place presternal catheters with good results.10  
Others have kept the catheter connector end under the skin of the chest for a few weeks 
before starting PD.11  
 
What You Can Do  
If you are doing PD now but want to be able to take baths, or if you believe a presternal 
catheter might allow you to do PD, print this article.  Take it to your doctor and ask him 
or her if a presternal catheter might work for you, and if a surgeon in your area knows 
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how to place one.  The catheters are offered by Kendall Healthcare, part of Tyco 
Healthcare, which also makes many other types of PD catheters. 
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