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According to a prospective study published in the
Journal of the National Cancer Institute (JNCI)," a
high intake of long-chain omega-3 fatty acids from
foods and supplements could increase the risk of
developing aggressive prostate cancer by 71%. So does
this mean that men should stop eating fish and
supplementing with fish oil supplements? No, it most
assuredly does not. Let’s take a closer look at the study.

The type of study

First of all, it should be noted that this JINCI study was
a case—cohort study in which data was examined from a
different study (The Selenium and Vitamin E Cancer
Prevention Trial). This is significant because that
means that this observational study was not designed to
investigate the role of omega-3s in prostate cancer.
Consequently, there are many factors which could
interfere with an accurate assessment of the data. In
fact, a Nutraingredients article quoted Dr Michéle
Sadler, scientific adviser to the Health Food
Manufacturers' Association (HFMA), as making the
following comment about the JNCI study: "no firm
conclusions can be drawn." "This type of evidence can
indicate an association, but does not demonstrate cause
and effect."

Conflicting data

Nutralngredients also quoted experts from GOED (the
Global Organization for EPA and DHA Omega-3s) as
saying that if the findings of the new study were true,
"then prostate cancer would be rampant in any country
with high seafood consumption (Scandinavia, Japan
etc) and conversely, low level consumption should be
protective.” "Clearly this is not the case.” Likewise, in
speaking to Nutralngredients, Duffy MacKay, vice

president of scientific and regulatory affairs for the
Council of Responsible Nutrition (CRN) indicated that
in addition to the correlation found between omega-3
plasma levels and the risk of prostate cancer in the
JNCI study, there were also several other 'significant
correlations' from the study that did not make sense
when put against the background of scientific
evidence.?

"If you look at the data ... It appears that the
non-smokers had more aggressive prostate
cancer. It appears that non-drinkers, or people
who drank less than one alcoholic drink at
baseline, were at a higher risk of prostate
cancer. So that just shows how carefully we
have to deal with these sorts of statistical
exercises where we take numbers from old
studies and try to make heads or tails of that."
"If you listen to this study, you should not only
cut omega-3 but you should start smoking
cigarettes and drinking more."

Furthermore, the GOED indicated that the difference in
mean blood plasma fatty acids levels for omega-3s
between the groups was small - 4.66% in the combined
cancer group versus 4.48% in the control. This means
that the INCI study is basing their results on just 0.2%
difference in omega-3 levels.” According to MacKay,
"This change [of 0.2%] literally could have occurred if
somebody ate a fish sandwich on their way to get their
blood drawn," he said, "These levels are not
astronomically high levels. Therefore any country that
has a diet based on fish ... would have incredibly high
levels of aggressive prostate cancer, and we know that's
not the case." "It's a tiny and insignificant difference in
plasma levels, which is linked to a 71% increase in
cancer. And that's just a red flag."

Fish and fish oil

Another point of contention is that the authors of the
JNCI study suggest that omega-3 fish oil supplements
can be harmful. However, at no point in the study did
they ever indicate the elevated serum levels of omega-3
fatty acids found in subjects a result of supplementation
with fish oil. It is more likely that the consumption of
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actual fish was the source. This brings into question the
motivation of the authors in drawing conclusions about
fish oil supplements.

Even if the results of the study actually showed a true
association with regard to increased prostate cancer
risk, it may have nothing to do with the omega-3 fatty
acids themselves. While the fish being eaten provided
omega-3 fatty acids, they may also have provided
polychlorinated biphenyls (PCBs)—a common
occurrence.® * ® © 7 ® This is significant since research
suggests that PCB exposure may increase the risk of
prostate cancer.’ *°

As a point of interest, the Food and Drug
Administration’s (FDA) tolerance level for PCBs in
fish is 2,000 ng/g or 2,000 ppb. By contrast, high
quality, processed fish oil pass the test for California’s
Prop 65 stringent requirements for PCBs (90 ng/g or
90 ppb). In fact, they also pass the PCB limits test of
Belgium, Canada, Germany, Sweden and The
Netherlands.' *?

Other studies on fish oil and prostate cancer risk
Given that the INCI study was observational in nature
and not designed to examine prostate cancer risk, have
there been other studies that were designed to do just
that? Yes, there were. In fact, a 2013, randomized,
double-blind, placebo-controlled trial published in the
British Journal of Nutrition found that daily
supplementation with EPA omega-3 fish oils
significantly reduced prostate-specific antigen (PSA)
levels (P=0-004), a measure of prostate cancer risk. In
addition, a 2011 phase Il prospective randomized trial
published in Cancer Prevention Research®® found that
a low-fat diet with fish oil supplementation decreased
prostate cancer proliferation. Another case-control
study published in Clinical Cancer Research™ found
that dietary intake of omega-3 fatty acids was strongly
associated with a decreased risk of aggressive prostate
cancer (P<0.0001).

Conclusion

Don’t stop taking omega-3 fatty acid fish oils for fear of

increasing the risk of prostate cancer. The JNCI article
was flawed, and other research suggests that omega-3
fatty acid fish oils may actually play a protective role in
prostate cancer prevention.
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