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Better understanding of fatty liver
disease

Richard Béliveau
Translated from Le Journal de Montréal, June 18, 2018

A significant proportion of overweight adults exhibits
excessive accumulation of fat in the liver. According to
several recent studies, this non-alcoholic fatty liver disease
represents an important risk factor for certain types of
cancers.

We are all familiar with some obvious aspects of excess weight
and obesity, made easily visible by the excessive accumulation of
fat within adipose tissue. What is less well known, however, is that
there already exists a form of invisible obesity in which certain
internal organs such as the liver can become overloaded with fat.

This accumulation of excess fat in the liver, which medical
terminology calls non-alcoholic hepatic steatosis or fatty liver
disease (to distinguish it from the hepatic damage caused by excess
alcohol) is directly linked to a diet overloaded with sugar and fats.
This “foie gras” is very dangerous because excess hepatic fat
provokes a strong immune response which triggers the production
of fibrous tissue to “plug” the damage, causing scars (fibroses)
which perturb the blood circulation within the organ and can
eventually lead to cirrhosis. Upon reaching this stage, liver
function is irretrievably compromised and only an organ transplant
can save the life of the patient. It is believed that fatty liver disease
caused by excessive food consumption will become the main cause
of liver failure in the coming years.

INCREASE IN CANCERS

Two recent studies suggest that fatty liver disease also has a strong
influence on the risks for certain types of cancers. In the first study,
performed with a cohort of 25,947 subjects, a team of South
Korean scientists observed that patients who have developed
hepatic steatosis were at 32% greater risk of developing a cancer of
some type compared to those who did not have excess hepatic fat.

This rise is particularly pronounced for the most common form of
hepatic cancer (hepatocellular carcinoma) with a 17x increase in
risk, but it is also observed for cancers of the colon in men and for
breast cancer in women (risks were increased 2x for both of these
diseases).

The authors observed a strong correlation between these increases
in cancer risk and the presence of hepatic fibroses, which suggests
that the strong hepatic inflammatory reaction in response to excess
fat could contribute to tumor development.

PRO-CANCEROUS FAT

Another mechanism involved in the progression of fatty liver
disease into hepatocellular carcinoma was recently identified by a
study appearing in the prestigious journal Cancer Cell?. A team of
Swiss researchers showed that the cells of the liver possess an
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enzyme (MTORC2) which induces the production of significant
quantities of fats essential for the growth of cancerous cells, such
as sphingolipids (present in the membranes of these cells) and
cardiolipins (present in the mitochondria and indispensable for the
production of energy). This phenomenon very probably plays an
important role in tumor progression because an analysis of biopsies
from patients affected by hepatocellular carcinoma showed
overactivation of the enzyme mTORC2.

These observations show that non-alcoholic hepatic steatosis is a
very serious condition which should not be regarded lightly. All
individuals who have significant excess weight should be aware
that they are at risk of developing this disorder, even if they do not
exhibit any symptoms. Happily, like all the other complications
that result from excess weight and obesity, hepatic steatosis is a
disease directly linked to lifestyle and, consequently, can be
prevented. To prevent it, avoiding excessive consumption of
processed foods rich in fats and sugars certainly represents an
essential prerequisite for diminishing the loss of hepatic function
resulting from excess fat. The adoption of a diet principally
focussed on plant-based foods is an excellent alternative, especially
since recent results have suggested that elevated consumption of
red meats and processed meats is also associated with an increased
risk of hepatic steatosis®.
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