Certain dietary fats promote the
growth of an aggressive type of breast
cancer
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A recent study showed that excess linoleic acid, the main
omega-6 in the diet, significantly stimulates the progression of
triple-negative breast cancer, a cancer that is difficult to treat.

The human body is unable to produce omega-3 and omega-6
polyunsaturated fatty acids on its own, and these lipids must
therefore be supplied by what we eat.

For omega-6 fatty acids, such as linoleic acid, this requirement is
not really a problem: this fat is present in large quantities in most
common foods (meat, eggs, various vegetable oils) as well as in
several ultra-processed industrial products.

The distribution of omega-3 fats, such as linolenic acid, is more
limited, as this fat is mainly found in plants (nuts and seeds, in
particular) and fish. As a result, omega-3 intake is generally much
lower than omega-6 intake in the modern Western diet. For
example, while we should be consuming roughly equivalent
amounts of these two types of fat, it is estimated that the current
intake of linoleic acid (omega-6) is 20 to 50 times higher than that
of linolenic acid (omega-3) in people whose diets are low in plant-
based foods and primarily based on the consumption of processed
industrial products.

A DANGEROUS IMBALANCE

A recent study suggests that this excess of linoleic acid could play
a crucial role in certain particularly aggressive forms of breast
cancer (1).

By comparing the response of cancer cells from patients with
different breast cancers, the researchers observed that the addition
of omega-6 linoleic acid, but not omega-3 linolenic acid,
specifically activated the growth of cells derived from breast
cancers known as "triple negative."

These cancers are so named because they do not express any of
the receptors targeted by current treatments (estrogen,
progesterone, and EGF receptors).

This specific pro-cancerous action of linoleic acid appears to be
due to the overexpression by triple-negative breast cancer cells of
a protein (called FABP5), whose role is to transport this omega-6
fat into the cells.

The biochemical mechanisms involved are extraordinarily
complex, but let's just mention that the FABP5-linoleic acid
complex acts as a potent activator of the enzymatic cascade
involved in cell growth. This activation is at work in the
progression of triple-negative breast cancers, as analysis of tumor
samples from patients affected by this cancer shows a marked
increase in FABP5 and omega-6 levels within these tumors
compared to other types of breast cancer.

MEDITERRANEAN DIET

These results are very important, as these cancers are relatively
common (10 to 15% of all breast cancers), very difficult to treat
due to the absence of the receptors targeted by current therapies,
and are characterized by very rapid growth and an aggressive
clinical course, associated with a low patient survival rate.

Prevention therefore remains the best weapon against these
cancers, and the evidence of a procarcinogenic effect of omega-6
fats suggests that reducing dietary intake of these fats could help
reduce the risk of this disease.

In this sense, it is important to note that a Mediterranean-style
diet, characterized by a high intake of vegetables and olive oil and
a moderate consumption of animal-based foods, represents a good
way to reduce linoleic acid intake and has been associated with a
reduced risk of breast cancer mortality, particularly in the case of
triple-negative breast cancer (2).
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