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                                          Lipids Metabolism 
 
 

Glycerol is a three carbons compound with three hydroxyl groups bound to each 

carbon, each hydroxyl group forms an ester bond with a fatty acid (these three fatty 

acids can be different) forming a Fat molecule. 

        This ester bond can be cleaved by attacking water and generating a fatty acid and the     

OH of glycerol. 

*NOTE: usually, the second (middle) fatty acid is unsaturated. 
 

Fatty acids have a long hydrocarbon chain that contains a carboxyl group at the end of 

it and doesn’t contain oxygen so this long side chain is completely hydrophobic/non 

polar. 

But the pKa of the carboxyl group in fatty acids is ≈ 4.8, so, at physiological pH fatty 

acids exist as anions (as COO- not COOH). The ionized form is slightly more soluble 

than the protonated form due to the presence of the negative charge at the carboxyl 

group. 

The structure is usually written as an abbreviated form (CH3(CH2)nCOO-) rather than 

the long formula. 

The number of carbons is usually even and this reflects the fact that they are built of 

the condensation of two carbon units (Fatty acids synthesis usually starts from 

acetates: two carbons + two carbons + two carbons….= even number of carbons) 

 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 



 

 

➔ We have to number the carbon atoms and we usually start from the carboxyl 

group carbon so it’s considered as carbon 1. We can also designate the carbon 

atoms using Greek letters (α, β, γ….) so the first carbon after the carbon of the 

carboxyl group is Cα, the third carbon of the chain is β and so on.. the last carbon is 

called Omega (ω) regardless of the length of the fatty acid (because omega is the 

last letter of the Greek alphabet). 

 
In unsaturated fatty acids, we have to identify the carbons involved in the double 

bond(s). 

In this example: CH3-CH2-CH2-CH2-CH2-CH=CH-CH2-CH=CH-(CH2)7-COO-
 

Unsaturated Fatty Acid 18:2∆9,12 or 18:(9,12) 
 

The first double bond is between carbons (9:10) and the second one is between carbons 

(12:13), so we address the double bonds location by writing the carbons numbers which 

are before the double bond and in this case they are carbons 9 and 12. So the double 

bonds are at carbons (9,12) and the fatty acid length is 18 carbons so the fatty acid 

description can be written as 18:2∆9,12 or 18:(9,12). 

*This is an example of a poly unsaturated fatty acid and in humans’ body we can’t 

synthesize it, although we need it as an essential fatty acid and we get it from food. 

➔ Notice that we don’t need to write the complete structure of FA, a simple 

abbreviated form which describes how many carbon atoms are in the structure, 

the number of double bonds and their location is enough to give you the 

complete information about the fatty acid. But you have to imagine the 

structure yourself. 

The hydrocarbon chain can be saturated or it may contain one or more double bonds. 
 

➔ Another way to refer to the double bonds location is counting from the omega 

end. 

For the example above: if you count this way, you will find out that the first double bond 

is at carbon 6 so it’s called an omega-6 fatty acid (ω6). 

**If you would like to know the type of the fatty acid mathematically: you subtract the 

number of carbon which is at the second double bond (counting from the carboxyl side) 



 

from the number of carbons this fatty acid contains. 

Applying for the example above: it’s an 18 carbons fatty acid and the second double 

bond is at the twelfth carbon so (18-12=6), this way we conclude that it’s an ω-6 fatty 

acid. Notice that we don’t need to write the whole structure to know the type of the 

fatty acid, this can be done just by knowing the number of carbons and double bonds 

available. 

Some Physiologically Important Fatty Acids 

*Formic acid, Acetic acid and Propionic acid are not 

fatty acids, they are carboxylic acids and mentioned 

here just for comparison. 

NOTICE that fatty acids start with four carbons. 
 

*Butyric acid is a 4 carbons fatty acid and it is an 

example of a short chain fatty acid. It’s called butyric 

because it was isolated first from the butter. 

 

Butter and dairy products contain large quantities of butyric acid therefore it is named 

according to its source. 

*Most of the fatty acids are given names according to their source (which they were 

isolated from at first). 

Butter is rich with butyric acid and diary milks are usually rich with short chained fatty 

acids. 

 
*Palmitic acid: a saturated 16-carbons fatty acid found in the palm trees. 

*Palmitoleic acid: a monounsaturated omega-7 fatty acid. 
 

*Stearic acid: found in wax. 

*Oleic acid: a monounsaturated omega-9 fatty acid found in olive oil. 

-Palmitoleic acid and Oleic acid are monounsaturated fatty acids. 
 

 
 

 



 

An Example for 

clarification: 

 

 -Notice that Linoleic acid and linolenic acid (both polyunsaturated fatty acids derived 

from linen), their names are very close so we have to distinguish between them: 

*Linoleic acid: contains two double bonds and their locations are at 9,12. 

*Linolenic acid: contains three double bonds and their locations are at 9,12,15. 
 

 
*Arachidonic acid: a 20 carbons polyunsaturated fatty acid which contains 4 double 

bonds at carbons (5,8,11,14) and is found in peanuts. 

 

 
-Notice that only one CH2 separates between double bonds so we 

add 3 for each double bond location. Double bonds are always non- 

conjugated and separated by a CH2. 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

Triacylglycerol (TAG) (chemical 

name) or FAT (in animals) or oil 

(in plants). Whether it’s oil or fat, 

they are all Triacylglycerol and 

it’s the major energy reserve in 

the body. 
 
 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 



 

 
 
 

        The difference between fats and oils is the melting point; the 

melting point for oils is low so they are found liquid in the room temperature while it’s 

high in fats and that’s why they are found solid at room temperature. The degree of 

unsaturation affects their state (liquid or solid) at room temperature. The presence of 

double bonds/unsaturated fatty acids greatly decreases the melting point, so plants 

oils contain polyunsaturated fatty acids. (The cis double bonds in the unsaturated 

fatty acids cause "kinks" in the structure of the carbon chain. As a consequence, 

unsaturated fat molecules cannot pack together very well and are liquids at room 

temperature) 

 
Why Fats not Carbohydrates are used as a source of energy: 

* Because they are more reduced (less oxygen; fats contain less oxygen than 

carbohydrates) so they are able to be oxidized more than carbohydrates thus produce 

more energy (twice as much). 

9 kcal per gram compared with 4 kcal per gram of carbohydrates 
 

* Hydrophobic: can’t form hydrogen bonds with water and can’t adsorb water while 

carbohydrates can due to the presence of large number of hydroxyl groups. So, if you 

put fats in an environment full of water, they are separated. While a paper (cellulose) 

becomes wet in water, plastics don’t. 

-Fats can be stored without H2O while carbohydrates are hydrophilic (stored in the 

cells with water; unless the cell is very dry) 

-1 gram of carbohydrates: 2 grams of H2O (e.g. with each 100 grams of carbs, there 

are 200 grams of water because carbohydrates are very hydrophilic, absorb water, get 

stored with water and form hydrogen bonds with it) 



 

Average adult has 10 Kg of Fat 

How many calories can be obtained by the complete oxidation of fats? 
 

-90,000 kcal in an average (not fat or slim) 70-kg male adult. 
 

*90,000 kcal is a huge amount of energy. For example: you may raise the temperature 

of a one cube meter of water from 1C to 91C by using 90000 kcal. 

How much do we eat daily? About 2000 kcal. 
 

So if we don’t eat anything for 45 days, our fat storage can be sufficient for these 45 

days. 

-If carbohydrates were the form of energy storage, it would be 22.5 Kg. And because 

for each gram of carbohydrates, there are two grams of water, 45 Kg of water must 

accompany the carbohydrates. This is not advantageous so the storage of energy as 

fats is more efficient for us. 

-Fatty Acids are not just the storage form but also the preferred fuel between meals 

(after 3-4 hours of food intake, absorption, and transition are over, the preferred fuel 

is fatty acids). Fatty acids are the major fuel used by tissues (less found in plasma) but 

Glucose is the major Fuel in extracellular fluids (blood, ICF, plasma). Yet fatty acids 

which are found in much less amount are preferred to be used as an energy source 

except for the brain. 
 
 

 

Fuel Type Amount in Fluids (g) Amount used in 12 hours (g) 

FA 0.5 60 (540 kcal) ‘continuously recycled/rapid 
turnover and which tells that adipose tissue 

is not a static tissue’ 
Glucose 20 70 (280 kcal) 

 

 

*Fat is stored in Adipose tissue and when it is needed by any other tissue, it gets 

transported to that tissue when hormonal signal reaches the adipocytes. 

 

 
Please pay attention that when we are talking about the rapid turnover of fats, we 

don’t talk about how fast it is but how often it happens. 

 
 


