FAT MAY NOT be always good for your
waistline, but the right sort of fat is vital 1o
boost your brain power. Omega-3 and
omega-6 essential fatty acids are found 1n
ordinary foods such as meat, dairy., oily
fish, nuts, seeds and oils, yet people who
don’t cat enough in their diet are at risk of
depression, nsomnia and behavioural
problems. Itis an irony of modern life that
what we now ctmsi-:lf:r to be a ‘healthy’
diet - low in meat, fat and dairy and high
in vegetable olls — could be contributing to
these problems, while a more old-fash-
ioned ‘halanced’ clict could be what we
need to keep brains healthy.

For Jang Hammonds, 33, essential fatty
acids helped her beat chronic fatigue
syndrome (CFS). Jane, a gcography teacher
from North London, was off work [or ninc
months batthng extreme tredness and
exhaustion associated with the debilitating
illness. “I didn’t have the energy 1o walk
upstairs to liec on the bed, let alone go to
the corner shop,” she remembers. ©1
couldn’t watch a film because it was (oo
taxing to concentrate for that amount ol
time. My brain felt fuzzy and vacant, as
though I were detached from everything.”
By the time she came across omega-3, she
had already tried antidepressants, nutri-
tional therapy, lymphatic dramage
massage and herbs. “Within a month of
taking the supplements of essential fatty
acids, my brain felt sharper, I had more
energy and my sleep improved,™ she says.
She was back at work within four months.

The key to_Jane's recovery is that 60 per
cent of the brain is made up purely of fat,
says Basant Puri, medical professor at
Hammersmith Hospital and Imperial
College, London, and one ol the country’s

1y fat 15 essential

leading authoritics on essential fatty acids
and the brain. “The most important fats
in the brain are omega-3 and omcga-6,”
he explains. “Feeding the brain with a
regular intake ol essential fatty acids helps
keep the bram nourished.”

Thesc necessary fats cannot be manu-
factured from scratch by the body, but
must be provided by the diet. When we
cat a food containing omega-3 or omega-
6, 1t 1s converted in the body by special
cnzymes into even more crucial types of
fat. One of these — and one we are defi-
cientin—is the long-chain polyunsaturated

COMMUNITIES
1THAT ATE 1THE
MOST FISH WERE
LEAST LIKELY
TOSUFFER FROM
DEPRESSION

fatty acid I'PA, converted from omega-3
and found in foods like oily fish and lin-
seed. Some experts, including Professor
Puri, believe that we are also deficient in
the fatty acids DGLA and AA, both of
which are converted from omega-6, and
which are found in vegetable oils and
evening primrose oil.

Put simply, the work of these converted
fats is to ensure that the cell membranes
of the body, including those of the brain,
are kept fluid. Most fatty acids in the brain
link up with other molecules o form phos-
pholipids - important membrane nutricnts
whose responsibility it is to ensure that vital

messages are transmitted smoothly between
the neurons in the bramn,

A deficiency means the phospholipids
become sluggish. This in turn translates
into a slowing down of the transler of vita!
brain chemicals such as serotonin and
dopamine, that keep emotions, behaviour
and (hought on track. Low levels of
serotonin arc characteristic of depression.

A study by Dr Joseph Hibbeln of the US
National Institutes of Health, published in
1998, showed that communitics who
consumed the most fish were least likely to
suffer from depression, He found that
countries with the lowest fish consumption.
like New Zcaland, had rates of depression
60 times higher than in Japan.

Lissenual fatty acids are also vital during
pregnancy, both tor the foetus’s brain and
to prevent postnatal depression. Professor
Puri’s own studies show that il” a pregnant
woman’s diet is lacking in [atty acids, her
baby’s brain will scavenge them from her
own body. Women'’s brains shrink during
pregnancy as a result. “I'hey will return to
normal afterwards il essential [atty acids
are plentiful in her diet,” he says.

Experts suspect that this scavenging
could be a cause of postnatal depression.
“Although we don’t know enough causes
for certain, there 1s a strong suspicion that
by giving her own essential fatty acids to
the baby, a new mother is left short,” says
Dr Alex Richardson, semior rescarch
fellow at the Oxford University Laboratory
ol Physiology and co-director of the
charity Food and Bchaviour Rescarch
(www.fabresearch.org).

Dr Richardson recently published a
study of children with developmental co-
ordination disorders, like dyspraxia, in >
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WHICH VITAMINS AND
MINERALS WILL HELP?
The Fellowing will Felp the body
utilise fatty acizs eff ciently:

o Macin — found ir b ekt
ceraals, poultry, Tish, meat,
whinleneal bread

® Folc acid - green leafy
vegarabiles, ofal, chickpeas, nuts
* Vitomin Bo  walnwts, soye,
auocadn fich

¢ vitamin BlZ - offal, fist, eges.
chesce

¢ Vitamin C=citrus fri
vegaliabios

& Selenivn - Bragil ncls, Lonitls,
wholemeal bread cggs

® JinC - 0ysiars rec meat,
coultry, beans

= Magnesiurr = nuts, wholemeal
aread, seeds, green leafy
vapetablas

LIFESTYLE CHANGES

® Eeep junk food to a nminimum
to reduce harmtul trans fats

® Cut back on coffee and tea,
opting Instead "ot hervel brews
® Cult smeking

® Try to relax

& Eat a healthy Mediterrarean
et with lots of Fish, preen lsa’y
vegetables, nuts ond sceds

DO | NEED
SUPPLEMENTS?

Both Professar Puri and Dr
Richardson take supplements to
erisul e they 261 snough EPA
Rather thay taking Fishvoil
supplemants, which contain
saturated fat anc put you at nsk of
ngesting toc many PCBs, as well
gs potentially toxic doses of
witamin 4, Pun chooses VepEFA
Capsules {'-"J'n'W.'.'i—"E_l—‘]H1 i) Each
capsule provides 280me of pure
FPA willy virgin evening primrose
ail, ang no DHAL " Tog miuch DHA,
inh bits the convarsion Into 24,
ad there is also the risk that it
will tury into free radicals. which
car Ce Carcinmogenic,’ savs Pur.
Cr Rithardson takas MorEPA
(wwew Fealt) iyarndesse tial com),
contairing obout cdUmg of

FPA pey camaile.

which they were given @ mix of omega-3
and omega-6 lor three wonths, *Thew
reading showed three times rhe normal
progress, and theirr spelling twice the
normal progress compared to the placebo
group,” she says. “Their behaviour and
roncentration also mproved consideralbly:”

But depession and belavioural dlnesses
aren’t the orly aroblems. As we get older,
the brain stops growing and gradually
deteriorates and shrinks, leading o
memory loss and demenda. A deficiency
of omegz-3 and omega-6 aggravates this
cffect, bul according to Prolessor Purd, co-
enthor of The Nalwval Wiy 1o Beat Diedression
(Hodder Mobius, £7.94), 1t can he
reversed with a sufficient shot of cssential
fauy acids, “When patients take high doses
ol omega-3 and omega-5, no matter what
thew lluess, you see a regrowth of
the braw.” he says. “l have seen it
depression, schizophrenia, chronic fatigur
syndrome and dementia.”

Work has also been done on patients
with Huntngtons disease, @ genetic
degenerative bram disorder. Svimptoms
incades loss of motor conuol, awvoluntary
spasms_and ciminisheed memory. There
was thought to be no curc, but a 2002
study by Purt and his team revealed that
Huntngton's sufferers treated with high
coses of EPA showed an improvement in
notor co-ordinaion and brain scans,

T'his 1s qust ane of maay skidies pomnt-
g to EPA as the most useful of all the

WHAT SHOULD | BE EATING?

omega-3 and omega-6 fas, “We used o
think DHA |also [rom omega=-3] was Lhe
most valuable beranse 1t s found n the
brain structure,” explamms Dr Richardson.
“But 10 years apo, scientists started to And
that EPA had an effect on schizophrenia
ard depression, anc i each case, EPA
worked beter Cian a clacebo™
IRicharcdson thirks we should concen-
tratc on increasing our mtake of foods
that are high in omega 3, as she reckons
the average Western diet is already rich in

SCIENTISTS
SITARTLED 1O FIND

THAL EPA HAD
AN EFTECT ON
SCHIZOPHR ENITA

omega-tb. “The original hunter-gatherer
diet had a ratio of four to one omegza 6 to
omegza-3. But the modern Western diet,
which is low in fish anc hizh 19 processed
[od, has a retio tha. is closer 1o 12 1w one
or even 15 to one m favour of omega-6.
loo much omega-b will lead to problems
such as blood clotting oo casily.”

Other scientists elso suspect that omega
6 competes with omega-3 [or conversion
o ocier essenlial Tatty acids, increasing
the rate of defoiency. Tt is thausht that ¢
surfeait of omega-6 foods may bhe onc

factor [zeding the potential for cancer
And D Juseph Hizbeln clauns that the
escalating depression rates mothe Wesiern
world conld he linked to our wvastly
increased use of vegetable olls —leading to
a shortage of omega-3 in the body.

The rood news is that it is possible w0
get enough essen gal Gatty acids from diet
alone. Turking inta a Mediterranean diet
with lots of fish would be ideal: three
portions of oily fish a week provide the
recommended amount of EPA, while
certain types of meat and dairy such as
cereals, egcs, puulley, most vewe.able oils,
ancd wholegrain breads provide aiga-qual-
ity AA on the omega-6 side.

In theory the conversions by the
enzymes from the parent essential fatty
acid 1o something the brain can use should
haopen msde our bodies, but some life-
style factons conspire to make the ensvines
less efhcient. Stress, tor example, causes
the release of the hormone cornsol, which
stops conversions. Other obstructions are
low levels of certain vitamins and mirerals,
or a high intake of caffeine or nicotine.
Enzyimes will also perform puotdy il a diet
is rich in hydrogenated and wans [ats,
lound m highly processed loods, such as
margarine and crisps.

S, il vou are serious about increasing
vour intake of essental fay acids, your
erorte will be wasted unless you ditch Shat
calleme deperdency and fast-food Junch
acldiction, ton. O

Recommended minimum of farmec, as well 25 organic farme:

essential fatty acids a week is
3g, and no more than 3g a day.

® About three portions of cily

fish & wzek provides the mirimum
weskly pruirgmant, Gooc
sources are nackerel, kiopers.,
salmon, trout, tuna and herring.
Women and girls should eat
slightly less because of the risk of
taking in toc many pollutants,
known as polychlornatsd

b prenyls (FCBs), which could
cause problems in unborm children,
Choosing wild veneties of fish over

SHE  JaRLIAR™ 2004

should help kesp PCBs low

® Linseed cil — alsc known a3
Haxseed  taken glone or

mixes intc dressngs, or ¢rushec
linseecs. A tzblasgoon of ground
seEds con_dns arounc 2.8g o
ALA, the parent ype of omega-2
fat. "The ALA in linseeds and
lnseed od still neads conversion
to EFA and DHA ancther fatty

ac d VWhereas fish oil doesn'”

says Dr Richa-dson. "Some
knowledzeable vegalarians,
therafore, choose an algal-source
DHA supplement, in addition to

plerty o linsee:s 2nd 2reen |eafy
vegetables to provide ALA"

® Lat your greens several times a
week, Most of the little fat in leafy
grocn vegetables, like broccoll or
cabbage, (s ALA laroLnd 003g of
ALA per 1C0g of brocca i),

® Cmega-d-enricher] egps from
hens fed on fish cil. Cach egg gives
U1g of DHA and UUZg of EPA.

® Walnuts - 3 30¢ senving containg
2Eg of ALA,

OMEGA-3 FOODS
® Cily fish such as salman,
trout, mackerel, herring,

lura, sardines anc kippuers

® Seeds and oils derived from
them. such as hemp. Unseed
and pumpkin seeds

® YWan.ts and wa.n.t oil

® Eoos enciched by cmega-3

® (Green leafy veg liks armezoli
arcl cabbage

* Verison

OMEGA-6 FOODS

® ‘agetazls olls such as ollve
ane sunf.ower

3 E,Er”:-:.r.'_-:|

* Meat and dairy from anirmals
fed on grass
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