A Fatty Acid Primer

“EFAs” and “Omega -3 fatty acids” are very often recommended for a variety of inflammatory disorders.  Not all fatty acids are created equal.

Fatty acids are required for normal cellular function.  The essential fatty acids (or EFAs - those that must be provided in the diet to prevent nutritional deficiency) are linoleic acid and alpha linolenic acid for dogs.  Cats require linoleic acid, alpha-linolenic acid and arachadonic acid.  

Essential fatty acids come from plant and animal fats.  The types most usable for animals are described as omega-6 fatty acids and omega-3 fatty acids.  The omega-3 fatty acids, when incorporated into the cells of the body, tend to influence cells to make less inflammatory responses.  When omega-6 fatty acids accumulate in cells, the responses they make to threats are more inflammatory. When an animal has a chronic, abnormal inflammatory condition such as allergies or autoimmune diseases, the better scenario is to have the cells full of omega-3 fatty acids for less inflammation and better comfort. 
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The most anti-inflammatory omega-3 fatty acid is EPA, contained in fish, krill and algae oils.  Flax seed oil contains ALA, which is not nearly as potent as EPA.  A single exception to the omega-6 fatty acid rule is GLA, which is an ANTI-inflammatory omega-6 fatty acid. 

We use fish oil for high EPA content.  Flaxseed oil contains 55% ALA but unfortunately, it is converted inefficiently to EPA and is not a strong anti-inflammatory fatty acid. GLA is contained in evening primrose oil at 8-10% concentration, in black currant seed oil at 17%, and in borage oil at 23%.
