What You Should Know About Omega-3 Essential Fatty Acids
By Ryan N. Harrison, MA, BCIH

Ryan N. Harrison, MA, BCIH isaboard certified Holistic and Integrative Health Consultant and Educator. He has taught nutrition and holistic
health for many years in both online and traditional settings. He has his Masters Degree in Transpersonal Psychology and certifications in
several areas of health and wellness.

In recent years, there's been quite a buzz about “omega-3s’ and “EFAS,” and for good reason:
omega-3 fatty acids have been shown to provide an amazing array of health benefits literally
from head to toe. Hundreds of studies have aready investigated and confirmed a host of ways
that omega-3s positively affect health. And more research is underway presently, as scientists
seek to unlock additional ways that this amazing nutrient contributes to overall wellness.

But what are EFAs and omega-3s? “EFA” is short for essential fatty acid, a healthy kind of fat
that is actually necessary for life; every living cell in the body needs EFAs to function.' In
nutrition, something is caled “essential” if it's required for life but not produced within the
body, necessitating some kind of intake, such as via the food you eat. So EFAs are a kind of
“good fat” that your body actually requiresto stay alive

There are severa kinds of EFAs, and omega-3s fall under this umbrella. The omega-3 fatty acids
include alpha-linolenic acid (ALA), eicosapentaenoic acid (EPA), and docosahexaenoic acid
(DHA). Of these three, the most readily available and significant fatty acids are EPA and DHA,
most easily obtained via fish oils. Typically found in plant sources, ALA is converted to EPA
and DHA in the body, but only a a very low ratio, and
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Along with the omega-3s, there are also omega-6s, which are required for human life, as well.
It's much easier to get omega-6s than it is omega-3s, and some diets — such as the standard
American diet — are quite rich in omega-6s and poor in omega-3s. Unfortunately, an imbalance



of omega-6s and -3s can result in a host of health problems and chronic diseases such as heart
disease, hypertension, diabetes, obesity, premature aging, and even some forms of cancer.**?

Experts suggest that the human body evolved to thrive on a diet that had a roughly balanced
intake of omega-3 and -6 fatty acids.™ It is proposed that a 1:1 or perhaps 2:1 ratio of omega-6s
to -3s is actually ideal for human health.*** The typical American, however, has a diet that
significantly favors omega-6s, with a ratio somewhere between 10:1 and 40:1!*® And when
omega-6s out-number the omega-3s, they can have damaging results. Omega-6s that are not kept
in proper balance by their omega-3 counterparts translate into huge increases in the risk for
inflammatory and autoimmune diseases.*’

Y ou can approach this issue a few different ways. For starters, you can minimize your omega-6
intake by eating a hedthier diet with less processed and fried foods, less grain-based
carbohydrates, and less reliance on traditionally-raised meat for protein. Alternately, you can
increase your intake of omega-3 foods, such as cold water fatty fish (i.e., salmon, tuna, catfish,
etc.), certain nuts and seeds, and leafy green vegetables.

Unfortunately, trying to meet your EFA needs through changes in dietary choices alone can be
difficult. Many people find it hard to steer clear of omega-6 foods. And getting your omega-3s
from food sources can be tricky: on the one hand, as described above, you have less
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bioavailability when you try to get them from plant sources
(though if you do, you should be sure your sources are organic);
and on the other hand, most seafood available for purchase
today — whether at the market or in a restaurant — is tainted with
any number of contaminants, including unsafe levels of
mercury, arsenic, lead, and PCBs (chemicals that can have
serious long-term health implications).*®*° In fact, even the U.S.
Environmental Protection Agency and Food and Drug
Administration suggest that some populations should only eat
fish once or twice a week, to minimize risk of ingesting
toxins.®?*? An additional concern, when trying to obtain
omega-3s via food, is that you never know exactly how much
EPA and DHA you're actually taking in. Omega-3s fatty acids
are fragile and can be easily lost in cooking or processing, and
there aren’t any labels on seafood to tell you how many omega-
3 EFAs you're getting and in what measure.

Clearly, there should be a better way to balance out our omega-
6 intake and obtain the wellness-promoting properties of
omega-3 fatty acids without compromising your health! And
there is: supplementation. The various health effects of omega-3

supplementation are profoundly pertinent to some of today’s most serious and endemic health
issues, and research continues to support the role that omega-3s can play in prevention and
treatment; even the American Heart Association, which has a longstanding bias against
supplements, recommends that people take fish oil.”® But not al omega-3 supplements are
equally good for you.



As noted above, most omega-3 supplements will be made
with fish oil, which is naturally high in EPA and DHA
omega-3 fatty acids. Unfortunately, not al fish oil
supplements are actually good for your health. One study that
tested 10 different varieties of fish oil capsules for purity
found that each and every one of them contained dangerous
chemical compounds.®* Add to this very real concern the
“fishy aftertaste” that many people dislike where omega-3
fish ail supplements are concerned. As trifling as it may
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supplement with them, either.
Sticking with a high-quality, pure
omega-3 supplement is your best
bet.

Fortunately, there are omega-3 fish oil supplements available
today that meet these problems head on. The best fish oil
supplements will have gone through some kind of toxin-
removing filtration, ensuring purity. Look for an indication on the supplement label that the fish
oil has been “filtered,” “distilled,” or otherwise cleaned; if it isn't on the label, chances are it
isn’t atoxin-free omega-3 supplement. And if the aftertaste of fish oil supplementsis a particular
aversion for you, find one that is labeled “enteric coated,” which ensures that the capsules don’t
dissolve and release the fish ail until they are past your stomach and in your intestines.

Finally, be sure that your omega-3 supplement delivers significant amounts of both EPA and
DHA fatty acids. There is no official RDA for omega-3 EFAS, though the FDA has stated that
intakes up to 3,000 mg per day are generally recognized as safe,®® and many studies confirm
positive health effects within a wide range of 1,000 mg — 10,000 mg per day.?***" Consult a
gualified health practitioner to determine what range of supplementation will best suit your
particular needs, and be sure that whatever supplement you use, it clearly states how much EPA
and DHA isin each dose, so you know how many capsulesto take.
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