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healthy fats are essential

Sources of essential 
fatty acids: What’s  
the Difference?

Cod liver oil provides EPA and 

DHA plus naturally occurring vita-

mins A and D.

Fish oil provides EPA and DHA 

from sources other than cod, such as 

anchovies and sardines.

Flaxseed oil only provides alpha-

linolenic acid, or ALA. Even when 

large amounts of ALA are consumed, 

the body can only convert small 

amounts of it into EPA and DHA. 
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More than 300,000 

Americans die every year 

from sudden cardiac 

death. Their heartbeats 

become unstable 

from disturbances 

in the rhythm. 



every heart beats 
stronger with

The situation has become so common that you 
now see automated external defibrillators (AEDs), 
devices that shock the heart back to normal, hanging 
on the wall in airports. Some parents even encour-
age the placement of these devices in schools and 
at sporting events, should their child suffer cardiac 
arrest on the playing field or the basketball court.

Are portable defibrillators the answer? It’s inargu-
able that they can save lives, but a natural, preven-
tive approach is also effective. Research finds that 
consuming more of the omega-3 fatty acids eicosa-
pentaenoic acid (EPA) and docosahexaenoic acid 
(DHA) from fish oils could do more to save people 
from sudden death than placing AEDs in homes and 
public places. Not only do omega 3s beat out AEDs 
in the lifesaving business but these fats also bested 
implanted cardioverter defibrillators, another de-
vice designed to keep the heart beating normally in 
people with heart problems. Researchers estimate 
that omega-3 fatty acids would have eight times the 
impact of AEDs and double the impact of implant-
ing defibrillators on preventing sudden deaths.

F o r  a  H e a l t h y  H e a r t
EPA and DHA are involved in healthy cardiovascular 
and immune systems and help support the formation 
of prostaglandins (hormone-like molecules involved 
in a variety of actions, including smooth muscle 

contraction and blood pressure control). DHA is a 
vital component of the retina, brain, and neurons. 
Based on two decades of studying EPA and DHA 
research, I have come to believe that living without 
fish oils is living dangerously. Regarding heart health, 
experts now believe that the presence of omega 3s 
in heart cells stabilizes the electrical activity of the 
heart, helping to maintain normal heartbeats.

A new Australian study supports this theory. In 
this trial, participants who took fish oils for only 
four weeks experienced a 71 percent reduced risk of 
sudden cardiac death due to irregular heart rhythms. 
The lead author of the study concludes that dietary 
supplementation with fish oil may reduce susceptibil-
ity to sustained abnormalities in heart rate or rhythm.

E v e r y o n e  B e n e f i t s
Even the American Medical Association endorses fish 
oils, recommending that every person at risk of heart 
disease consume omega 3s. Several well-conducted, 
randomized, controlled trials report that, in people 
with a history of heart attack, regular consumption of 
oily fish or fish oil/omega-3 supplements reduces the 
risk of fatal and nonfatal heart attack, sudden death, 
and all-cause mortality (death due to any cause.)

In 2006 a group of researchers conducted one of 
the most thorough reviews of fish oil research to date. 
They found that increased consumption of omega-3 
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fatty acids from fish or fish oil sup-
plements, but not from alpha–lino-
lenic acid sources, reduces the rates 
of all-cause mortality, cardiac and 
sudden death, and possibly stroke.

A 2005 analysis in the Archives 
of Internal Medicine found that 
omega-3 fatty acids were even 
more protective than statins, the 
blockbuster cholesterol-lowering 
drugs. Swiss researchers reviewed 
97 randomized, controlled stud-
ies of the effectiveness of statins, 
diet, fish oil, and other therapies 
(including diet and niacin supple-
mentation) in preventing cardiac 

deaths. Researchers found that 
omega 3s reduced the risk of overall 
and heart-related death more than 
statin drugs or any other therapy.

D o s a g e  a n d  Q u a l i t y
The question is not, “should I take 
fish oils?” The question is “how 
much fish oil should I take?” If 
you have elevated triglycerides, 
the American Heart Association 
recommends 2,000 to 4,000 mg 
of EPA and DHA combined. For 
anyone with heart disease, the 
recommendation is 1,000 mg of 
EPA and DHA. For everyone else: 

Eat two servings of oily fish (such 
as salmon, sardines, or albacore 
tuna) per week to provide about 
500 mg of EPA and DHA per day.

Be sure to only choose products 
that state right on the label that 
they have been independently 
tested and found to be free of 
detectable levels of contaminants 
like mercury, lead, cadmium, 
and PCBs. Statements claim-
ing “pharmaceutical grade” or 
“molecularly distilled” are not 
giving you enough informa-
tion—look for the “no detectable 
level” statement to be safe. R
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