Essential Fatty Acids: Fat You Can Use
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Many people find it difficult to believe that fat can be essential to your health, but it's true. Fatty acids are the "building blocks" of fat and some of them are called "essential" because your body needs them, yet cannot make them; you must eat them.

Essential fatty acids (EFAs) make up polyunsaturated fats. The two types are omega-3 fatty acids and omega-6. The main omega-3 is alpha-linolenic acid (LNA). Its derivatives include: eicosapentaeonic acid (EPA), docosahexaenoic acid (DHA) and a few others. The main omega-6 is linoleic acid (LA). Like LNA, it also has derivatives, but they are not relevant to the topic of vision.

How Fatty Acids Affect the Eyes

EFAs are connected with visual development in infants. Deficiencies in adults (particularly omega-3) can lead to impaired vision, and studies suggest that prolonged deficiencies might lead to retinal/macular damage. A study published in the August 2001 issue of Archives of Ophthalmology found that omega-6 fatty acids were associated with an increased risk of advanced macular degeneration, but that omega-3 fatty acids protected against it (as long as LA intake was low). Meanwhile, a 2003 study found omega-3 to decrease your risk of developing dry eye syndrome, and other studies have found that LA and gamma-linolenic acid (GLA) improve dry eye symptoms.

The body converts both types of EFAs into prostaglandins, whose functions include helping the eye's aqueous humor to drain and regulating intraocular pressure.

You're Eating Too Much Omega-6 Fatty Acid

How much fatty acid do you need? There is no RDA yet, but sources agree that Americans do not get nearly enough omega-3, and way too much omega-6.

Doctors involved in the Workshop on the Essentiality of and Recommended Dietary Intakes for Omega-6 and Omega-3 Fatty Acids* suggest "adequate intakes" of each:

· omega-3: 0.65 g (grams) of EPA and DHA combined (with neither falling below 0.22 g) 

· omega-6: 4.44 g 

Many sources look at a person's ratio of omega-6 fatty acids to omega-3. Most people in Western cultures fall between 20:1 and 30:1; however, the optimal ratio would be somewhere between 1:1 and 4:1.** For most Americans, this means greatly reducing the omega-6 fatty acids they consume, and probably increasing the number of omega-3 fatty acids.

Omega-3 Fatty Acids:
Eat Plenty of Fish

The best source of omega-3 fatty acids is cold-water fish, which is high in both EPA and DHA. Experts recommend about two servings per week.

Important: Fish oils produce free radicals in your body. You must be sure to get enough antioxidants, particularly vitamin E, when you increase your fish or fish oil intake.

If you don't like fish, you're in a bit of a pickle. Some experts suggest fish oil supplements, while others say they've never been proven, nor studied for long-term results.

You may be tempted to eat foods or supplements that contain LNA rather than EPA and DHA (particularly if you're a vegetarian), but you should be aware that it's not very useful to you, as your body converts it to EPA and DHA very inefficiently. Flaxseed and walnuts are common sources of LNA.

The following chart contains a sampling of foods high in DHA and EPA (combined):

	Foods High in DHA and EPA (Omega-3 Essential Fatty Acids)

	Food
	Grams in 100-gram
serving
	Grams in normal-sized
serving

	Sardine oil
	20.79
	2.83 (1 tablespoon)

	Cod liver oil
	17.87
	2.43 (1 tablespoon)

	Herring oil
	10.48
	1.43 (1 tablespoon)

	Salmon, Atlantic (farmed)*
	2.15
	3.89 (half fillet)

	Mackerel, Pacific and jack*
	1.85
	3.25 (1 fillet)

	Pickled herring
	1.39
	.42 (2 pieces)

	Salmon, chinook*
	1.74
	2.68 (half fillet)

	Salmon, pink*
	1.28
	1.6 (half fillet)

	Mackerel, Atlantic*
	1.20
	1.07 (1 fillet)

	Rainbow trout (farmed)*
	1.15
	.82 (1 fillet)

	Bluefish*
	.99
	1.16 (1 fillet)

	Sardines, canned in oil
	.98
	.90 (1 can, 92 grams)

	White tuna, canned in water
	.86
	.73 (3 ounces, 85 grams)

	*Cooked with dry heat
Note: DHA stands for docosahexaenoic acid. EPA stands for eicosapentaeonic acid. Both are derivatives of alpha-linolenic acid or LNA, which is an omega-3 fatty acid.
Source: National Agriculture Library, U.S. Dept. of Agriculture


Omega-6 Fatty Acids: Time to Switch Cooking Oils?

Most people get omega-6 fatty acids from vegetable oils (including foods made from vegetable oils, like margarine); the popular evening primrose supplements are also high in omega-6. As you can see from the chart below, simply changing the type of oil you use could greatly reduce your intake of LA.

	Foods High in Omega-6 Fatty Acids

	Food
	Grams in 100-gram
serving
	Grams in normal-sized
serving

	Sunflower oil, linoleic
(60% and over)
	65.70
	8.94 (1 tablespoon)

	Corn oil
	58.00
	7.89 (1 tablespoon)

	Sunflower oil, linoleic
(less than 60%)
	39.80
	5.41 (1 tablespoon)

	Sunflower seeds, oil roasted
	37.82
	25.53 (half cup)

	Sunflower oil, linoleic
(hydrogenated)
	35.30
	4.80 (1 tablespoon)

	Sunflower seeds, dry roasted
	32.78
	20.98 (half cup)

	Canola oil
	20.30
	2.84 (1 tablespoon)

	Peanuts
	15.56
	11.36 (half cup)

	Safflower oil
	14.35
	1.95 (1 tablespoon)

	Almonds, unblanched
	12.21
	8.67 (half cup)

	Pumpkin seeds
	8.76
	2.80 (half cup)

	Olive oil
	7.90
	1.07 (1 tablespoon)

	Source: National Agriculture Library, U.S. Dept. of Agriculture


