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®o down most supermarket aisles and you will
see food items cooking and salad oils, tuna, some
breakfast cereals, even certain types of eggs labeled
“Rich in Omega-3’s.” A quick look around most
health food stores will reveal an abundance of
omega-3 products, including fish oil supplements,
specially processed flax seeds, and evening primrose
oil and flax oil capsules. We've heard about the
benefits of omega-3’s on TV, in magazines and
newspapers. What exactly are they?

Omega-3 fatty acids are a subser of the
family of essential fatty acids (EFA’s), long-chain
polyunsaturated acids derived from marine and

vegetable sources. EFA’s are classified as “essential”|
because they cannot be synthesized in the body and,
must be obtained from the diet. Important omega-
3’s are the parent compound, alpha-linolenic aci ‘
(ALA), and its metabolites, eicosapentaenoic
acid (EPA) and docosahexaenoic acid (DHA).
EPA and DHA are derived from cold water
oily fish such as salmon, herring, mackerel,
sardines and albacore tuna. ALA is found
in plant sources, including flaxseed, hemp,
canola, soybeans and walnuts. The body can
metabolize ALA to the longer-chain EPA
and DHA, but only to a limited degree.
Another group of EFA’s are the omega-6
fatty acids, found in the healthful source evening
primrose oil, as well as in less desirable vegetable
oils, such as corn and sunflower oils, present in
processed foods. Both omega-3 and omega-6
fatty acids are essential; however, metabolites

of the omega-6 group are significantly more
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inflammatory than those of omega-3 and may
lead to negative health consequences. Researchers
postulate that the dramatic decline in the dietary
intake of omega-3’s and the escalating consumption
of omega-6’s in the Western world in the past
century may be at the root of the corresponding
rise of many illnesses. Clinical studies suggest that
consumption of higher levels of omega-3’s may
stem this trend and benefit such diverse conditions
as heart disease, mental illnesses, inflammatory
disorders and certain types of cancer.

The role of omega-3 fatty acids in promoting
cardiovascular health has been well established.
Populations with high fish consumption, such
as Eskimos, have a relatively low incidence of
cardiovascular disease (CVD), a finding that has
prompted researchers since the 1970's to study
the effects of omega-3 fatty acids on the heart.
Clinical trials have shown that omega-3’s reduce
cholesterol and triglyceride levels, and lower blood
pressure. (High cholesterol and triglycerides and
elevated blood pressure are risk
factors for heart disease.) In
addition, omega-3s reduce
the risk of arrhythmias (which
can lead to
death),  decrease
plaque, and lower CVD incidence. In
those who have survived a heart attack, omega-3

sudden cardiac
atherosclerotic

supplementation can markedly reduce the risk
of death, future heart attacks, and stroke. The
evidence is strongest for EPA and DHA found in
fish and fish oil.







