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Marine oils containing the omega-3 fatty acids, eicosapentaenoic acid (EPA) and docosahexaenoic acid (DHA), have received considerable attention worldwide due to their potential health properties. EPA and DHA have been shown to reduce inflammation and lower the risk of chronic diseases such as heart disease, cancer, and arthritis. This has resulted in the development and marketing of various functional foods and nutraceuticals containing EPA and DHA. However, these fatty acids are susceptible to oxidation, decreasing nutrient value, quality control, and safety parameters. Rooibos tea (Aspalathus linearis) is an indigenous South African herbal plant containing polyphenolic constituents known to protect against oxidative stress and therefore, likely to provide ideal natural protective effects against the degradation of fatty acid dietary supplements.

The objective of this study was to determine the effect of unfermented rooibos methanol extract on the oxidative stability of fish oil water-in-oil emulsion. Antioxidant protection of the fish oil was tested after heat-induced oxidative stress by measuring peroxide value, conjugated dienes, thiobarbituric acid reactive substances and triglyceride fatty acid content in the emulsion, in the absence and presence of rooibos extract. For the initial investigation, only two levels (1 and 10 mg) of the rooibos extract were mixed into the fish oil emulsion.

Protection against EPA and DHA oxidation was observed with the 10 mg of rooibos tea extract, while 1 mg extract was less effective. This correlated well with the TBARS, conjugated dienes and FA analyses, indicating higher protection by 10 mg vs 1 mg of rooibos extract against oxidative stress. Considering consumer preference for healthy supplement products, the use of naturally sourced antioxidants for stabilizing omega-3 polyunsaturated fatty acid-containing oils can provide additional health benefits.

