Good Fats, Bad Fats

Eating the correct type of fat is an important part of the Zone Nutrition Programme. 

Dietary fats play critical roles in your health and quality of life. Eating the wrong fats can contribute to weight gain, increase your risk of heart disease, cancer and diabetes. If you eat good fats in the correct amounts you can lose weight, dramatically decrease your risk of diseases, and reduce such problems as asthma, arthritis, alzheimer's. 

Why can the fats you eat have such a profound effect on health? Well, some of the fats that you eat are the building blocks of a very important group of hormones called Eicosanoids. Eisosanoids control virtually all physiological actions in your body. They are the hormones that will dictate whether you suffer a heart attack, how well you rally your immune system, whether you have pain and inflammation, plus a myriad of other functions.

Many disease processes can be attributed to an overproduction of “bad” eicosanoids and an underproduction of “good” eicosanoids. 

The Zone Diet is designed to keep these hormones in balance.

The following chart shows just a few of the actions of Eicosanoid hormones.

“The Good”

   


“The Bad”

act as vasodilators (open up blood vessels)       
act as vasoconstrictors (constrict vessels)

enhance immune system           


suppress immune system

decrease inflammation
     


increase inflammation

decrease pain


    

increase pain

increase oxygen flow
     


decrease oxygen flow

increase endurance

     

decrease endurance

dilate airways


     

constrict airways (asthma)

decrease cellular proliferation    

increase cellular proliferation (cancer)

Dietary fats are the building blocks of all Eicosanoids. In order to make more “good” eicosanoids and less “bad” ones and to avoid diseases, we need to eat the correct fats. 

Fats to Avoid

Trans Fatty Acids

Trans fats (also called partially hydrogenated oils) should be avoided at all costs. Trans fats are  manufactured fats. They are made from oils that are treated with heat and chemicals (nickel) to change them from a liquid to a solid fat.

Trans fats are unnatural to our body, they interfere with important metabolic processes, like the formation of critical prostaglandin hormones (eicosanoids).

Trans fats have been banned in Europe and should be avoided at all costs.

One study showed that just a small percentage of these oils in the diet (3.2%) increased the risk of heart disease by 35%.

How do you avoid Trans Fats?

Check food labels - avoid foods that list trans fats and partially hydrogenated oils. This will include high fat crackers, commercial pies and baking, nutella, some peanut butters, and some commercial margarines and hardened vegetable oils. Table margarines do not have trans fats any more. 

Trans fats are also formed when oil is heated to very high temperatures. Deep fat fryers are the worst offenders as the oil is reheated many times. Do not eat deep fried food, including potato chips and taco chips. 

When cooking use heat stable oils such as olive oil, avocado oil and canola oil. Don’t heat the oil to smoking point - sauté veggies in olive oil and water to avoid overheating.

Saturated fats

Saturated fats are fats that are naturally solid at room temperature. They are generally from animal sources, however both coconut oil and palm oil contain saturated fat. Saturated fat is implicated in the development of heart disease and type II diabetes. Saturated fat increases your “bad” or LDL Cholesterol. It contributes to weight gain as it is the most readily stored fat, and is less likely than other fats to be used for fuel.

Keep saturated fat to a minimum. 

Saturated fat is found in pie crusts, pastries, high fat crackers, commercial biscuits and cakes, and chocolate. It is also found in butter, lard, in cheese and most meats.

Arachidonic Acid

This type of fat is the building blocks of  “bad” eicosanoids associated with many disease conditions (heart disease, cancer, diabetes, arthritis etc.)

Avoid foods that contain arachidonic acid: fatty red meats, egg yolks, and organ meats. 

Our body also makes this fatty acid when insulin levels are too high - another good reason to keep insulin levels under control with the Zone Diet.

Fats to Limit

Omega-6 Fatty Acid

A polyunsaturated fat to limit is Omega-6. We need a small amount of Omega-6, but too much of this fat overloads your system and gets converted into  “bad” eicosanoids. We get plenty of Omega-6 in the food that we eat and don’t need to add more. 

Oils that are high in Omega-6 are sunflower, safflower and soybean. These oils are used widely in commercially prepared food.

Flax seed Oil

Flax seed oil is rich in Alpha Linolenic Acid (ALA), which is an Omega-3 fatty acid, and therefore can help stop excess arachidonic acid production in the body. However the Omega-3 fatty acid EPA found in fish oil has a ten times greater impact on reducing the production of bad eicosanoids than does ALA on a gram for gram basis. For this reason fish oil is a better choice.

Another problem with flaxseed oil is that too much ALA can interfere with the production of GLA the building block of good eicosanoids. 

If you are a vegetarian and use flax oil for your Omega-3, we recommend no more than one tablespoon of flax oil per day.

Good Fats

Monounsaturated fats

Monounsaturated fat is a neutral fat in terms of its affect on hormones. It is also beneficial as it increases ‘good’ HDL cholesterol and decreases ‘bad’ LDL cholesterol. 

The best sources of monounsaturated fat are olive oil, avocado, and most nuts.  Cold pressed virgin olive oil has potent antioxidants that help protect your heart.

Omega-3 EPA

The fat your body really needs are adequate levels of Omega-3 fatty acids especially EPA and DHA. EPA helps your body to make more “good” eicosanoids and counteracts the effects of Omega-6 and Arachidonic acid.

EPA and DHA are found in cold water fish such as salmon, sardines, and mackerel. However it is difficult to obtain sufficient from eating fish, which is why Dr. Sears recommends adding extra in the form of supplements. Another problem eating fish are the levels of PCB’s and heavy metals. You can avoid adding these toxins to your diet by taking purified fish oil.

If you suffer any of diseases linked with “bad” eicosanoids (above) you will find increased benefits by adding extra EPA to your diet. 

What fish oil should you take as a supplement?

The highest quality fish oil is Pharmaceutical Grade Fish oil. It is highly purified and concentrated to almost three times the strength of standard fish oil. (See Sears Labs OmegaRx Pharmaceutical Grade Fish oil in product section)

Molecular distilled fish oil is the next best oil. Molecular distillation is an expensive refining process that removes most of the toxins and PCB’s that are found in nearly all fish. However it is not concentrated like Pharmaceutical grade fish oil. (See ZonePerfect  Molecular Distilled Fish oil)

Most fish oils found on health food shop shelves are health grade oil. They have not been through any process to remove PCB’s, heavy metals and toxins so are best avoided. 

When supplementing your diet with fish oil you also need to add extra Vitamin E (500 – 800iu per day) and Vitamin C (1000mg per day). This increases the effectiveness of the fish oil as it keeps it more stable within the body.

Research - The Lyon Diet Heart Study

The Lyon Diet Heart Study showed that by changing the types of fat eaten in a diet the risk of a second heart attack is dramatically reduced. 

Two groups of people (300 in each group) that had suffered a previous heart attack were each given a different diet to follow.

One group followed an American Heart Association recommended diet (high carbohydrate, low fat). The other followed a modified Mediterranean diet. They were told to eat more fish, and substitute poultry for beef, lamb and pork. They also had more fruit and vegetables. They used only olive oil for cooking and supplemented their diet with Omega 3. 

After 2 years, the group on the experimental diet had a 75% reduction in heart attacks and deaths.

(Final  Report of the Lyon Diet Heart Study, Circulation, 1999;99:779-785)

Study: Fish Oil lowers heart disease death rate

The Mediterranean diet has long been touted for its health benefits, and a newly completed study points to one component of that diet - fish oil – as especially beneficial to heart patients.

The study by Italian doctors of more than 11,000 heart attack victims showed they reduced their risk of dying from heart disease by 15% if they took fish oil supplements.

Adding fish oil supplements showed added benefit on top of the protective effect of a Mediterranean diet.

But do you need to take a supplement, or can you just eat fish? 

Doctors say the amount of fish you would need to eat each day is more than most people will tolerate. Therefore supplements are the easiest option.

The subjects in the study were divided into 4 groups. One control group got dummy pills, another got one gram of fish oil per day, a third group got vitamin E and a fourth group got fish oil and vitamin E.

The two fish oil groups saw their risk of dying of heart disease over 3 1/2 years reduced by 15 percent.

All of the patients were following directions to eat a more healthful diet - adding plenty of fruit and vegetables and cutting fat - and exercising. They were also eating fish twice a week.

Fat Rules

Use only mono-unsaturated oils in cooking and salads - Olive oil, canola oil, avocados and most nuts. 

Limit all other vegetable oils - hidden sources are commercially prepared foods.

Avoid trans fats found in commercial margarine, commercial biscuits and cakes and deep fried foods

Keep saturated fat to a minimum: Fats that are solid at room temperature – meat fat, dairy fats, coconut and palm oils.

Avoid arachidonic acid found in egg yolks, fatty red meat and organ meats.

Supplement your diet with Omega-3 Fish oil: Found only in fish oils especially salmon, sardines and mackerel.

