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ARTICLE INFO ABSTRACT

In mammalian cells, tyrosine phosphorylation is one of the main mechanisms responsible for regulating signal
transduction pathways and key cellular functions. Moreover, recent studies demonstrated that tyrosine phos-
phorylation influences the activity of some metabolic enzymes, even if it remains to be clarified whether tyrosine
phosphorylation can be considered a general mechanism involving most of the metabolic enzymes or only a
subset of these. To elucidate this aspect, we conducted a two-step analysis. First, we analyzed literature to
identify all the metabolic enzymes whose activity is affected by tyrosine phosphorylation. Second, we crossed
these data with those obtained from the PhosphoSitePlus database analysis. Collected information was used to
depict an exhaustive map showing the real spread of tyrosine phosphorylation among metabolic enzymes. In
summary, data reported in this review highlight that tyrosine phosphorylation is not a sporadic event but a
widespread post-translational modification, which is essential to promote the metabolic reprogramming of
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cancer cells.

1. Introduction

The term “Warburg metabolism” has been coined in honour of Otto
Warburg who described for the first time a peculiar metabolic beha-
viour of cancer cells about 90 years ago. He highlighted that, in com-
parison to their healthy counterpart, cancer cells consume much more
glucose and release a larger amount of lactate in the extracellular
medium, even in the presence of oxygen. To explain this phenomenon,
Warburg suggested that cancer cells possess defective/non-functioning
mitochondria and have to rely on glycolysis to synthesize metabolic
intermediates and generate the ATP for cell growth and proliferation
[11.

Starting from these observations, several advances have been made
to understand the metabolic reprogramming of cancer cells [2]. Nu-
merous studies brought out that cancer cells possess a plastic metabo-
lism and retain active, although differently functioning, mitochondria.
These organelles not only regulate energy metabolism, but also control
cell viability by modulating the programmed cell death, are important
sources of reactive oxygen species (ROS), and can generate retrograde
signals able to affect nuclear gene expression. Moreover, mithocondria
produce many essential building block molecules, which are necessary
to synthesize nucleotides, lipids, and proteins [3]. Taken together, these
findings indicate that mitochondria play a key role in carcinogenesis
[4]. This hypothesis was confirmed by further studies showing that any

stimulus able to damage the mitochondria of cancer cells impairs their
tumorigenic potential [5]. Altogether, these observations suggest that
the phenomenon described as “cancer metabolic reprogramming” is not
simply characterized by an enhanced glycolytic flux, but it predicts
profound changes in almost all known metabolic pathways [6].

In recent years, many efforts have been made to identify the mo-
lecular mechanisms that promote such a metabolic deregulation of
cancer cells. First of all, we can find germline and somatic mutations of
genes encoding key metabolic enzymes [7], overexpression or con-
stitutive activation of oncogenes, and loss of function of tumor sup-
pressor genes such as MYC, RAS, BRAF and TP53 [8].

Among oncogenes, those belonging to the tyrosine kinases (TKs)
family represent one of the most important subgroups [9]. To date,
more than 30 oncogenic TKs have been identified and characterized in
cancer cells [10]. Some of these enzymes are plasma-membrane pro-
teins, while others are located in the cytoplasm, mitochondria or nu-
cleus, and are able to phosphorylate a broad number of targets, in-
cluding several signaling effectors, transcription factors, enzymes or
proteins involved in metabolic pathways [11]. More recently, it has
been demonstrated that cancer cells treated with TKs inhibitors reduce
glucose consumption and shift toward a respiratory phenotype [12-14].
Finally, it has been elucidated that overexpression or downregulation of
protein tyrosine phosphatases (PTPs), the enzymes that physiologically
counteract the activity of TKs, contribute to the metabolic rewiring of
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Fig. 1. Regulation of glycolytic and PPP enzymes by phosphorylation on tyrosine. The figure shows glycolytic enzymes the activity of which is positively (yellow) or
negatively (green) influenced by phosphorylation on tyrosine residues. The reactions that are activated or inhibited by phosphorylation are indicated by thick
(‘) and dashed arrows (- — ), respectively. Light blue boxes indicate the enzymes for which phosphorylation on tyrosine residues has been demonstrated,
but whose effects on enzyme activity are not yet known. White boxes indicate not tyrosine phosphorylated enzymes. The name of oncogenic tyrosine kinases
responsible for phosphorylation of metabolic enzymes is reported in red. In addition, the influence of glycolytic intermediates on breaching pathways is reported. PEP
inhibits activity of TPI, promoting diversion of DH3P into lipids biosynthetic pathway; TPI inhibition promotes the accumulation of G6P and its diversion into PPP;
PGAM1 activation converts 3PG into 2PG, thus inhibiting G6PD. Phosphate unit derived from PEP can be used for protein phosphorylation in a reaction catalysed by

the dimeric form of PKM2. (For interpretation of the references to color in this figure legend, the reader is referred to the web version of this article.)

cancer cells [15,16]. Altogether, this evidence suggests that tyrosine
phosphorylation could play a more important role than that hitherto
attributed in the regulation of the energy metabolism of cancer cells
[17].

One aspect that still needs to be clarified is how this post-transla-
tional modification can influence the activity of the enzymes. By in-
troducing additional negative charges, phosphorylation can generate
attractive or repulsive phenomena which in turn can modify the posi-
tion of side chains of critical amino acids, such as those present in the
catalytic site. Hence, tyrosine phosphorylation can affect catalysis, or

modify the affinity of the enzyme for the substrate or cofactors, thereby
resulting in its activation or inhibition [18,19]. On the other hand,
depending on the position and on the number of residues involved,
tyrosine phosphorylation can also affect the overall tridimensional
structure of the enzymes. This event has often been described for en-
zymes harbouring tyrosine residues that can be phosphorylated loca-
lized at the interface between different domains, or subunits of multi-
meric enzymes. In all these cases, phosphorylation promotes the
assembling or the dissociation of enzymes subunits, inducing the acti-
vation or inhibition of the enzymes. That is the case of hexokinase (HK)
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and pyruvate kinase M2 (PKM2), for which it has been reported that the
phosphorylation of specific tyrosine residues triggers their dissociation,
resulting in the activation of HKs [20], but, conversely, leading to in-
activation of PKM2 [21]. Furthermore, it has been described that tyr-
osine phosphorylation can also affect the localization of metabolic en-
zymes inside the cell or can modulate their interaction with effectors
molecules, thereby boosting or dampening specific metabolic pathways
[22,23]. Thus, given the range of possible consequences related to
tyrosine residues phosphorylation, understanding the final effect of this
post-translational modification on metabolic enzymes that harbour
multiple phosphorylation sites targeted by different oncogenic TKs re-
sults to be very complicated. In these cases, it is possible to observe a
differential impact of each tyrosine residue on the overall enzyme ac-
tivity, as well as synergistic or antagonistic effects.

Despite numerous evidence proves the importance of tyrosine
phosphorylation in the regulation of cancer cell metabolism [24], the
real extension of this phenomenon among metabolic enzymes is still
largely unknown. This review aims to summarize all the findings
available so far correlating cancer metabolic adaptations with differ-
ential tyrosine phosphorylation in order to clarify the real impact of this
post-translational modification on metabolic enzyme activity. Data
obtained by a systematic study of literature and PhosphoSitePlus da-
tabase analysis [25] were used to build up a map of all the phos-
phorylated metabolic enzymes, providing, for the first time, a clear
overview of the real impact of tyrosine phosphorylation on metabolic
enzyme activity in cancer cells.

2. Enzymes with phosphotyrosine-regulated activity
2.1. Glycolysis

It is well known that cancer cells primarily use glycolysis as an
anabolic pathway to sustain cell growth and proliferation [26]. This
requires the increase of the glycolytic flux and the activation of corre-
sponding regulatory mechanisms, inducing the redirection of a large
part of metabolic intermediates into biosynthetic pathways. Accord-
ingly, almost all the glycolytic enzymes, including HK, glucose 6-
phosphate isomerase (G6PI), phosphofruttokinase-1 (PFK1), fructose-
1,6-bisphosphatase 1 (FBPase), aldolase (ALDO), triosephosphate iso-
merase (TPI), glyceraldehyde 3-phosphate dehydrogenase (GAPDH),
phosphoglycerate kinase (PGK), phosphoglycerate mutase (PGAM), and
a-enolase (ENO), are activated by phosphorylation on tyrosine re-
sidues, thereby confirming that oncogenic TKs exert a capillary control
on enzymes involved in this pathway (Fig. 1, Supplementary Table S1).

2.1.1. Hexokinase (HK)

HK is the first and rate-limiting enzyme of glycolysis. It catalyses the
irreversible phosphorylation of glucose to glucose-6-phosphate (G6P),
using ATP as the phosphate donor. HK is localized in the cytosol and
four different isozymes of HK (namely, HK-, II, III, IV), catalysing the
same reaction, have been described. HK2 expression is a specific feature
of several tumors, even those arising in tissues where normally only
HK1 is expressed. The importance of HK2 in supporting tumor pro-
gression is demonstrated by the promising results obtained thanks to
the application of targeted therapies developed specifically against HK2
[27].

In a recent study, Zhang and co-authors demonstrated that HK1 and
HK2 isoforms are phosphorylated by c-Src on Y732 and Y686 residues,
respectively. Tyrosine phosphorylation affects HK activity through two
mechanisms: it improves the affinity of HK for its substrate and it
promotes the dissociation of the homo-dimeric form of HK into the
monomeric form that has a higher catalytic activity. Thus, Src, by
phosphorylating both HK isoforms on tyrosine residues, contributes to
drive glucose into the glycolytic pathway, promoting cell proliferation
[20].
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2.1.2. Phosphofruttokinase (PFK)

PFK-1 transfers a phosphate group from ATP to fructose-6-phos-
phate (F6P), converting it into fructose-1,6-bisphosphate (F-1,6-P,).
This reaction is essentially irreversible under intracellular conditions.
PFK-1 activity is strongly increased in cancer cell lines and primary
tumor tissues responding to the high requirement of neoplastic cells for
increased glycolysis [28,29]. This hypothesis is also supported by the
evidence that the oncogenes Ras and Src activate PFK in immortalized
cells [30].

Lee and co-authors demonstrated that, in glioblastoma, EGFR binds
and phosphorylates the platelet isoform of PFK1, namely PFKP, on Y64
residue. Consequently, tyrosine-phosphorylated PFK can bind the N-
terminal SH2 domain of p85a, promoting the activation of the phos-
phoinositide 3-kinase (PI3K). The subsequent PI3K-dependent AKT
activation results in enhanced phosphorylation of PFK2, which cata-
lyses the synthesis of fructose-2,6-bisphosphate (F-2,6-P,), a potent
allosteric activator of PFK1 [22]. Meanwhile, it has been recently de-
monstrated that AKT can also phosphorylate 3-catenin, promoting its
nuclear translocation and transactivation, thus resulting in enhanced
expression of its downstream genes, such as CCND1 and MYC [31]. This
event is essential to trigger the expression of GLUT1, PKM2, and the A
isoform of lactate dehydrogenase (LDHA), thereby promoting glyco-
lysis, proliferation and migration in cancer cells [31].

2.1.3. Triosephosphate isomerase (TPI)

TPI is the enzyme that reversibly converts dihydroxyacetone phos-
phate (DHAP) into glyceraldehyde 3-phosphate (G3P) and it is known
that serine/threonine phosphorylation by the cyclin A/Cdk2 complex
promotes its inactivation [32]. Moreover, it has been recently demon-
strated that TPI is tyrosine phosphorylated in A375 melanoma cells and
a specific tyrosine phosphatase, the low molecular weight protein tyr-
osine phosphatase (LMW-PTP), is responsible for its dephosphorylation
[16]. LMW-PTP is overexpressed in many aggressive human tumors
[33]. Interestingly, its overexpression leads to enhanced oxidative
phosphorylation (OXPHOS) metabolism. On the contrary, LMW-PTP
silencing stimulates glucose uptake, lactate release, and promotes
cancer cell proliferation, while decreases oxygen consumption, cell
migration and invasiveness [16].

2.1.4. Glyceraldehyde 3-phosphate dehydrogenase (GAPDH)

GAPDH is the sixth enzyme of glycolysis and it participates in the
energy-releasing phase of this metabolic pathway. It plays a funda-
mental role in both glycolysis and gluconeogenesis by reversibly cata-
lysing the oxidation and the phosphorylation of G3P in 1,3-
Bisphospshoglycerate (1,3-BPG), using NAD™ as co-substrate. In this
reaction, the aldehydic group of G3P is initially oxidized to a carboxylic
acid by NAD*, which in turn is converted in its reduced form NADH;
then, the carboxylic group reacts with orthophosphate (P;), releasing
the product 1,3-BPG, a highly-energy phosphate compound.

Recent evidence indicates that GAPDH is involved in different
functions not specifically related to its role in glycolytic metabolism,
such as regulation of cell death, autophagy, DNA repair, and RNA ex-
port [34]. The elucidated correlation between different subcellular
compartmentalization of GAPDH and the induction of the autophagic
process in cancer cells is noteworthy. These additional roles of GAPDH
open the possibility of considering it as an interesting pharmacological
target [35]. Another non-metabolic role of GAPDH is the promotion of
Rab2 mediated vesicle fusion. Interestingly, it has been reported that
GAPDH is phosphorylated on Y41 by Src. Even if there is no evidence
that this specific modification influences GAPDH enzymatic activity in
glycolysis, it seems to impact on its role in inducing vesicle fusion [36].
A GAPDH mutant defective in Src-dependent tyrosine phosphorylation
(GAPDH Y41F) impedes Rab2-mediated events [37]. Moreover, GAPDH
is also phosphorylated on Y94 residue: indeed, evidence shows that
such modification alters the molecular dynamic parameters of intra-
nuclear GAPDH, probably by inhibiting its interactions with not yet
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identified nuclear biomolecules [38]. Recently, it has been demon-
strated that LMW-PTP is able to interact with and dephosphorylate
tyrosine-phosphorylated GAPDH [16]. However, the identity of the de-
phosphorylated tyrosine residue remains to be established.

2.1.5. Phosphoglycerate kinase (PGK)

PGK reversibly transfers the phosphate group of the highly-energy
compound 1,3-BPG, generated in the previous reaction catalysed by
GAPDH, to ADP in order to produce ATP and 3-phosphoglycerate (3-
PG). As nicely summarized in a recent review from He and co-authors,
PGK1 plays an important role in mediating cancer progression and drug
resistance, thanks to both its role in glycolysis and its kinase activity
towards different substrates [39].

Shetty and co-authors reported that the binding of urokinase-type
plasminogen activator (uPA) to its receptor (uPAR) promotes phos-
phorylation of the Y76 residue of PGK. Moreover, they also demon-
strated that tyrosine phosphorylation of PGK enhances uPAR mRNA
stabilization, thereby stimulating receptor synthesis [40]. To date, no
evidence is available about the effect of Y76 phosphorylation on the
enzyme activity but mutational studies revealed that inhibition of tyr-
osine phosphorylation increases PGK binding to uPAR mRNA and at-
tenuates uPA-induced uPAR expression [40]. Interestingly, it has been
shown that, upon overexpression, uPAR assembles with and activates
a5B1-integrin and EGFR, thereby favouring the activation of PI3K/
PAKT/mTOR/HIF-1a signaling pathway [41]. HIF-la stabilization
promotes the expression of glycolytic genes, thereby sustaining the
Warburg effect. In conclusion, this evidence suggests that phosphor-
ylation at Y76 residue of PGK indirectly promotes the Warburg effect in
melanoma cells.

2.1.6. Phosphoglycerate mutase (PGAM1)

PGAM1 is the eighth enzyme of the glycolysis, that catalyses the
reversible transfer of the phosphate group between C-2 and C-3 of
glycerate, thereby converting 3-PG into 2-phosphoglycerate (2-PG). The
reaction consists in two different steps: initially, the phosphorylated
form of PGAM1 transfers its phosphate group from the histidine residue
(H11) to the C-2 of 3-PG, converting it into 2,3-bisphosphoglycerate
(2,3-BPG); then, the C-3 phosphate group of 2,3-BPG is released back to
the histidine residue of the enzyme, ultimately producing 2-PG. Recent
papers indicate that PGAM1 may promote the progression of the most
aggressive forms of several different types of tumor. In fact, PGAM1
overexpression correlates with cell proliferation and survival. The
cancer-specific role of PGAM1 and the possible application of specific
inhibitors for targeted therapy are well described in a recent review
from Sharif and co-authors [42].

In the context of tyrosine phosphorylation, it is attractive the paper
form Hitosugi and co-authors, who reported that PGAM1 is a target of
FGFR and other kinases, resulting in the phosphorylation of multiple
tyrosine sites, including Y26, Y92, Y119, and Y133 residues. However,
among all, only the Y26 phosphorylation influences the enzyme ac-
tivity. In particular, they demonstrated that Y26 phosphorylation
causes displacement of the E19 residue side chain away from the active
site of the enzyme, thus allowing the binding of 2,3-BPG cofactor, and
resulting in the phosphorylation of histidine 11 (H11) of PGAM1. The
active site of PGAM1, harbouring both Y26 and H11 residues in the
phosphorylated form, results more accessible to the substrate 3-PG. In
conclusion, Y26 phosphorylation promotes H11 phosphorylation and
enhances substrate binding, thereby contributing to PGAM1 activation
[19]. Moreover, in vitro studies on H1229 cancer cells and in vivo
analysis of xenograft nude mice revealed the importance of Y26 phos-
phorylation (which is a common modification in several cancer cell
types) for glycolysis, RNA biosynthesis, lipogenesis and in vivo tumor
growth [19]. Interestingly, it has been reported that the two glycolytic
intermediates, namely 3-PG and 2-PG, regulate the activity of extra-
glycolytic enzymes. Indeed, 3-PG inhibits 6-phosphogluconate dehy-
drogenase (6-PGD) of the oxidative branch of pentose phosphate
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pathway (PPP), while 2-PG activates phosphoglycerate dehydrogenase
(PHGDH), the first enzyme of the serine biosynthetic pathway [43].
Therefore, it is reasonable to think that oncogenic TKs, regulating
glycolytic enzymes, that display multiple phosphorylable tyrosine re-
sidues, can modulate the functions of extra-glycolytic enzymes involved
in biosynthetic pathways, by changing the intracellular concentration
of regulatory metabolites [44]. Unfortunately, only in a few cases this
hypothesis is confirmed by mutational studies that further substantiate
that tyrosine phosphorylation is essential to promote the Warburg effect
and sustain cancer progression [19].

2.1.7. a-enolase (ENO1)

ENOL1 converts 2-PG in phosphoenolpyruvate (PEP), by catalysing
the removal of a water molecule from 2-PG. Interestingly, in colorectal
cancer, ENO1 induces tumorigenesis and metastasis, acting on the
AMPK/mTOR pathway [45]. Moreover, the involvement of ENO1 in
promoting a more aggressive phenotype and in favouring the devel-
opment of chemoresistance has been demonstrated also in gastric
cancer [46]. A recent study performed on A375 and PC3 cells demon-
strated that ENO1 is one of the glycolytic enzymes whose phosphor-
ylation increases after the silencing of LMW-PTP [16]. Importantly, in
these cells tyrosine phosphorylation of ENO1 is required to promote
Warburg metabolism thus prompting cell proliferation [16].

Moreover, Cooper and co-workers showed that in fibroblasts
transfected with ROUS sarcoma virus, which encodes for pp60'~, the
ENO1 resulted phosphorylated on a tyrosine residue. To date, the
identity neither of the tyrosine residue or its effect on the catalytic
enzyme activity is known [47].

2.1.8. Pyruvate kinase M2 (PKM2)

PKM2 is the muscle isozyme of the pyruvate kinase, the last enzyme
of the glycolytic pathway, transferring the phosphate group from PEP to
ADP in order to produce pyruvate and ATP. Several findings indicate
that in tumor cells PKM2 is generally upregulated and that it mainly
exists as dimer, with a lower catalytic activity. This adaptation pro-
motes the anabolic synthesis through the PPP pathway, thus supporting
cancer cell proliferation and growth. In addition, it has been assessed
that also the protein kinase activity of this enzyme contributes to tu-
morigenesis [48]. The therapeutic relevance of PKM2 inhibitors as
anticancer drugs has been recently suggested, also in light of the known
relationship between PKM2 expression and drug resistance in tumor
cells [49].

Phospho-proteomic analysis of extracts derived from different
cancer cells revealed that several tyrosine residues of PKM2 may be
regulated by opposite actions of protein TKs and phosphatases, such as
Y83, Y105, Y148, Y175, Y370, and Y390 [15,16,21]. Nevertheless,
mutational analysis revealed that only the phosphorylation of Y105 and
Y148 residues impairs enzyme activity [21,50]. Y105 phosphorylation
is triggered by various tyrosine kinases, such as FGFR1, BCR-ABL and
Jak2 [21]. From a mechanistic point of view, it has been demonstrated
that Y105 phosphorylation obstacles the binding of F-1,6-P, to PKM2,
promoting the dissociation of PKM2 tetramer into the inactive dimeric
form [51]. As a consequence, PEP and other glycolytic intermediates
are redirected into anabolic pathways, while OXPHOS is inhibited [52].
Conversely, dephosphorylation of Y105 residue by TKs inhibitors in-
creases PKM2 activity, promotes pyruvate production and boost OX-
PHOS [21]. Furthermore, protein tyrosine phosphatase 1B (PTP1B) and
LMW-PTP are able to dephosphorylate PKM2 [15,16]. Indeed, substrate
trapping and mutagenesis experiments revealed that PTP1B contributes
to the dephosphorylation of PKM2 Y105 residue [15]. Moreover, a re-
cent study conducted on A375 and PC3 cells demonstrated that LMW-
PTP silencing triggers increased phosphorylation of PKM2 [16].

It is important to underline that PKM2 is the only glycolytic enzyme
to be inhibited by phosphorylation on tyrosine [51]. PKM2 phosphor-
ylation/inhibition allows the accumulation of glycolytic intermediates
and their rewiring in biosynthetic pathways, a condition described as
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“metabolic jam”, which is essential for sustaining cancer cell growth
[51]. Moreover, this phenomenon allows some metabolites to reach a
critical concentration and, thus, to act as “regulatory factors”, con-
trolling the activity of the upstream metabolic enzymes [53]. For ex-
ample, PEP inhibits the activity of TPI, thereby blocking the conversion
of DHAP into G3P. As a consequence, DHAP can be used to synthesize
glycerol, a scaffold molecule required for lipid synthesis [54]. At the
same time, TPI inhibition contributes to the accumulation of G6P
which, in turn, can be diverted into PPP, thereby enhancing the
synthesis of NADPH and ribose, improving the production of nucleo-
tides [55]. On the other hand, PEP can be used as a phosphate donor by
PKM2, which is stabilized in the dimeric form by tyrosine phosphor-
ylation and can migrate into the nucleus, where it acts as a TK and
phosphorylates different targets. By this mechanism, PKM2 contributes
to enhance the transcription of proteins and enzymes that finally sus-
tain the Warburg metabolism [56].

2.1.9. Lactate dehydrogenase (LDH)

It is well known that in cancer cells a large part of pyruvate is
converted into lactate and then released in the extracellular medium
[57]. This phenomenon can be explained by the fact that in cancer cells
LDHA, the enzyme that catalyses the conversion of pyruvate into lac-
tate, is usually more active than in normal cells [58]. Specifically, it has
been shown that LDHA, on one hand, is aberrantly over-expressed in
different kinds of cancer and, on the other, displays an elevated rate of
tyrosine phosphorylation, which leads to increased enzyme activity.
Both conditions are associated with malignant progression [57] and
sustain the Warburg effect in cancer cells [59]. Besides lactate synth-
esis, LDHA also converts cytosolic NADH into NAD*, which is neces-
sary to support the activity of GAPDH and other enzymes involved in
biosynthetic pathways, destined to amino acids, lipids, and nucleotides
production [60].

LDHA activity is strictly regulated by several oncogenic TKs, in-
cluding FOP2-FGFR1, HER2, Src, BCR-ABL, the Val617Phe mutant of
JAK2, FLT3-internal tandem duplication [ITD] mutant, and FIP1L1-
PDGFRA kinase [18,59]. Several tyrosine residues can be phosphory-
lated in LDHA, but only the phosphorylation of Y10 and Y83 residues
has been demonstrated to stimulate LDHA activity [18]. Indeed, it has
been established that Y10 phosphorylation promotes the assembling of
the active (tetrameric) LDHA form, while Y83 phosphorylation en-
hances the affinity of NADH for the enzyme active site [18]. Moreover,
Liu and co-workers recently demonstrated that phosphorylation of the
four tyrosine residues (Y10, Y83, Y172, Y239) of LDHA by FGFR1 ex-
tended the half-life of the enzyme in prostate cancer [61] (Fig. 2).

Interestingly, data obtained from the PhosphoSitePlus database
confirmed that the Y239 residue of LDHA is frequently phosphorylated
in cancer cells, even if it is still not described whether this residue has a
role in regulating LDHA activity [62].

Furthermore, it has been reported that some cancer cells over-
express also LDHB, the LDH isoform responsible for the conversion of
lactate to pyruvate. In these types of cancer, LDHB promotes the utili-
zation of lactate as a carbon source to sustain oxidative metabolism and
gluconeogenesis [63]. However, data obtained from PhosphositePlus
database show that in the majority of cancer cells this isoform is nor-
mally phosphorylated on Y94 and Y240 residues but not on Y10, the
residue that mediates the formation of the active LDHA tetramer. A
recent study reports that Aurora-A-mediated phosphorylation of LDHB
on Ser162 residue improves the affinity of LDHB for pyruvate, thereby
leading LDHB to convert pyruvate and NADH into lactate and NAD ™,
respectively [64]. Altogether, these data suggest that the activity of
LDH isoforms is controlled by different post-translational modifications
and phosphorylation of Y10 residue represents the mechanism by
which oncogenic TKs can selectively activate LDHA. Accordingly, it has
been demonstrated that the tumor suppressor cyclin G2 interacts with
LDHA preventing the phosphorylation of Y10 residue, thus resulting in
the reduction of glycolysis and cancer cell proliferation [65].
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2.2. Pentose Phosphate Pathway (PPP)

PPP plays an important role in cancer progression by providing
precursors for nucleic acid biosynthesis and NADPH for the main-
tenance of redox balance [66]. In the following sections, PPP enzymes
and their phosphorylation on tyrosine residues will be described (Fig. 1,
Supplementary Table S2).

2.2.1. Glucose-6-phosphate dehydrogenase (G6PD)

G6PD catalyses the first reaction of PPP and oxidizes G6P to 6-
phosphoglucono-8-lactone. NADP* acts as the electron acceptor in this
reaction and thus it is converted to NADPH. It has been demonstrated
that in many types of cancers the over-expression of G6PD enhances cell
proliferation and promotes cell survival thanks to its action in mod-
ulating redox signaling [67].

The only study available about the regulation of G6PD activity
through tyrosine phosphorylation was performed by Pan and co-
workers. By investigating whether G6PD may be regulated by tyrosine
phosphorylation in endothelial cells in response to VEGF stimulation,
they found that tyrosine phosphorylation induced by Src leads to the
translocation of the enzyme to the plasma membrane and to the in-
crease of its enzymatic activity. Y428 and Y507 are very likely the two
amino acids that undergo phosphorylation [23].

2.2.2. 6-phosphogluconate dehydrogenase (6PGD)

6-phosphoglucono-8-lactone is converted in ribulose-5-phosphate
by 6PGD, that catalyses an oxidative decarboxylation reaction. It is
noteworthy that this step of the PPP pathway produces another mole-
cule of NADPH.

In a very recent paper [68] it has been shown that 6PGD is activated
upon tyrosine phosphorylation. EGFR activation elicits the Y481
phosphorylation, driven by the Src family kinase Fyn upon EGF sti-
mulation. Y481 is located very close to the NADP ™ cofactor-binding site
and once phosphorylated it is able to improve the catalytic efficiency of
the enzyme, increasing both binding affinity to NADP* and turnover
rate of 6PGD. This modulation results in higher NADPH and ribose-5-
phosphate production, favouring tumor growth. As assessed by the
analysis of a large set of tumor samples, phosphorylation of Y481 is
associated with Fyn expression and correlates with higher malignancy
and a worse prognosis in human glioblastoma.

2.2.3. Transketolase (TKT)

TKT plays a fundamental role in the PPP pathway, by allowing the
interconversion of the PPP intermediates to ultimately synthesize
NADPH and produce CO, from G6P. Specifically, TKT catalyses the
transfer of a fragment with two carbon atoms from the ketose xylulose-
5-phosphate to the aldose ribulose-5-phosphate, leading to glycer-
aldehyde-3-phosphate and sedoeptulose-7-phosphate.

Although it is known that TKT is phosphorylated on tyrosine re-
sidues [23,68], to date, no data are available about the implications of
this post-translational modification on its activity.

Nevertheless, recent studies revealed the key role of TKT in pro-
moting the Warburg effect [69]. In cancer cells, TKT activity promotes
glucose uptake, recycling metabolic intermediates, such as G6P and
F6P, into the oxidative harm of PPP [69]. By this mechanism, TKT
contributes to maintain low levels of F-1,6-P, and 3-PG, two metabo-
lites that have a regulatory role, acting the first as a potent PKM2 ac-
tivator, and the latter as a G6PD inhibitor. Meanwhile, by sustaining the
flux of metabolites into the oxidative branch of PPP, TKT promotes the
synthesis of NADPH, which is used by isocitrate dehydrogenase (IDH)
to promote reductive carboxylation of a-ketoglutarate (a-KG), thereby
regulating intracellular ROS [70]. Indeed, TKT silencing correlates with
increased intracellular levels of a-KG, which, in the absence of NADPH,
accumulates into the cells, thereby promoting hydroxylation and de-
gradation of HIF-1a and the shift of metabolism toward OXPHOS [71].
Finally, TKT knockdown causes a decrease of ADP, ATP, and GTP
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rescue glutamate and to redirect PEP toward the synthesis of aspartate. The figure shows glycolytic enzymes the activity of which is positively (yellow) or negatively
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phorylation of metabolic enzymes is reported in red. (For interpretation of the references to color in this figure legend, the reader is referred to the web version of this

article.)

intracellular levels, suggesting that TKT also regulates the synthesis of
purine nucleotides [69]. Confirming its key role in promoting the
switch toward a glycolytic metabolism, TKT is overexpressed in the
majority of aggressive glycolytic tumors [71]. Interestingly, Phospho-
SitePlus database analysis underlined that TKT is highly phosphory-
lated in cancer cells. Although we do not know which is the effect of
phosphorylation of Y275 residue, considering all the above observa-
tions, we can expect that phosphorylation of this enzyme may be
functional to modulate its activity in cancer cells. Further analyses will
be necessary to confirm this hypothesis.

2.3. NAD and NADP synthesis

Reductive carboxylation of a-KG requires NADPH, which can be
directly generated into mitochondria by nicotinamide nucleotide
transhydrogenase (NNT), an enzyme that shows multiple phosphory-
lated tyrosine residues according to data obtained from
PhosphoSitePlus database. This enzyme catalyses the transfer of redu-
cing equivalents from NADH to NADPH. By modulating NNT activity, it
is possible to control glucose and glutamine metabolism, which can be
used as alternative sources of a-KG [72,73]. This finding suggests that
cancer cells expressing low NNT levels are not able to compensate for
NADPH production by PPP, and that NNT activity is essential to refill
the intracellular NADPH supply [73]. A recent study focused the at-
tention on the involvement of NNT in gastric cancer, demonstrating
that NNT overexpression correlates with increased cell survival, thanks

to the antioxidant activity of this enzyme. This hypothesis was also
confirmed by knockdown experiments which lead to higher ROS levels
and to an increase in apoptotic cell death. Finally, in vivo experiments
confirmed a role for NNT also in inducing metastatic dissemination of
gastric cancer [74].

Based on all these evidence, it is possible to suppose that, besides its
overexpression, the phosphorylation of NNT tyrosine residues mod-
ulates its activity and maintains the metabolic flexibility of cancer cells,
allowing them to enhance the flux of glutamine-derived carbons into
Krebs cycle under glucose deprivation, or, conversely, to increase glu-
cose metabolism when the availability of glutamine decreases.

Many oncogenes enhance the expression of the enzymes involved in
the nicotinamide adenine dinucleotide synthesis pathways, thus
meeting the increased demand of NAD* in proliferating cells [75]. Data
reported in this review show that both nicotinate phosphoribosyl-
transferase, (NAPRT1) and nicotinamide phosphoribosyltransferase
(NAMPT) are phosphorylated on tyrosine residues in cancer cells,
suggesting that the activity of these enzymes is under the control of
oncogenic TKs. The NAD* coenzyme is required to sustain the activity
of a plethora of metabolic and non-metabolic enzymes, such as sirtuins
[76]. These enzymes are generally activated when NAD™ level in-
creases, resulting in the inhibition of HIF-1a transcriptional activity, in
the reduction of glucose metabolism and in the modulation of the Krebs
cycle [77]. Although so far the impact of tyrosine phosphorylation on
the activity of NAPTR1 and NAMPT remains to be elucidated, it is
conceivable that this phenomenon could be another mechanism by
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which oncogenic TKs are able to control fluxes of metabolites and en-
ergy metabolism of cancer cells (Supplementary Table S3).

2.4. Krebs cycle

One of the most important consequences of cancer metabolic re-
programming is the strong reorganization of mitochondrial metabolism
and the switch from a catabolic to a biosynthetic use of the Krebs cycle
[6]. The effect of mutations of different TCA cycle enzymes on carci-
nogenesis is quite well documented. These mutations cause abnormal
accumulation of oncometabolites produced by the TCA cycle, stimu-
lating oncogenesis and cancer progression. In a recent review from
Sajnani and co-authors, the importance of TCA cycle in cancer pro-
gression is well summarized, pointing particular attention to the altered
activity of aconitase and IDH described in several types of cancer [78].
However, data reported in this review show that all the enzymes in-
volved in the Krebs cycle are phosphorylated in tyrosine residues by
oncogenic TKs (Figs. 3-4 and Supplementary Table S4). This finding
renfoces the hypothesis that tyrosine phosphorylation has a key role in
modulating the Krebs cycle.

2.4.1. Pyruvate dehydrogenase complex (PDC)

In mammalian cells, the mitochondrial PDC is responsible for the
conversion of pyruvate into acetyl coenzyme A (Acetyl-CoA), fuelling
the glucose-derived carbon atoms into the Krebs cycle. One of the most
important steps to achieve the shift to a biosynthetic use of the Krebs
cycle in cancer cells is to block the conversion of pyruvate into Acetyl-
CoA by inhibiting the activity of PDC. Indeed, most of the pyruvate
produced by cancer cells is not metabolized by mitochondria because
PDK, a TK in its turn activated by oncogenic TKs, phosphorylates on
tyrosine residues PDC thereby inactivating it [79,80].
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PDC includes several enzymes, such as the pyruvate dehydrogenase
(PDH1, E1l), the dihydrolipoyl transacetylase (E2), the dihy-
drolipoamide dehydrogenase (E3), the pyruvate dehydrogenase kinase
(PDHK1) and the pyruvate dehydrogenase phosphatase (PDP1).
Phosphorylation of PDC by PDHK1 leads to PDC inactivation, whereas
dephosphorylation by PDP1 re-establishes PDC activity. In differ-
entiated cells, PDH1 associates with PDP1 and with NAD *-dependent
deacetylase sirtuin-3 (SIRT3), which maintains PDH1 in the deacety-
lated (active) form [81].

Moreover, it has been demonstrated that different TKs, including
EGFR, FGFR1, FLT3 and JAK2, phosphorylate PDP1 on the Y381 re-
sidue. Phosphorylation of this residue leads to the dissociation of SIRT3
from the PDH1-PDP1 complex, thereby favouring the recruitment of
acetyl-CoA acetyltransferase (ACAT1). ACAT1 acetylates both PDH1
and PDP1 on lysine residues, promoting their dissociation.
Subsequently, acetylated PDH1 recruits PDHK1 that, in turn, phos-
phorylates PDH1 on Ser293 residue, inhibiting its activity [79]. Finally,
it is important to highlight that Y381 is not the only PDP1 tyrosine
residue phosphorylated by TKs in cancer cells. It has been recently
demonstrated that also phosphorylation of Y94 residue contributes to
the inhibition of PDC complex activity, promoting the Warburg effect in
cancer cells [80].

Further studies revealed that both PDH1 and PDHK1 are phos-
phorylated by oncogenic TKs [81,82]. In cancer cells several kinases,
including FGFR1, EGFR, BCR-ABL, JAK2, EOL1, KG-1a, Molm14, Mo91
and FLT3, catalyse PDH1 phosphorylation on Y301 residue, blocking
the binding of the pyruvate to the enzyme. These findings suggest that
Y301 phosphorylation inhibits OXPHOS and stimulates glycolysis,
providing a metabolic advantage to cell proliferation under hypoxia
[81]. On the other hand, it has been reported that mitochondrial-lo-
calized kinases, such as FGFR1, FLT3, BCR-ABL and JAK2, trigger
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Fig. 3. Regulation of Krebs cycle by phosphorylation on tyrosine. All the enzymes of the Krebs cycle result to be phosphorylated on tyrosine residues. In particular,
IDH1 phosphorylation enhances its activity promoting the synthesis of a-KG from isocitrate favouring cancer progression through different mechanisms. Tyrosine
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referred to the web version of this article.)
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PDHK1 phosphorylation on different tyrosine residues, thereby pro-
moting kinase activation [81]. These findings suggest that tyrosine
phosphorylation, together with serine phosphorylation [83], plays a
crucial role in inhibiting PDC activity and hence in promoting the
glycolytic pathway in proliferating cancer cells (Fig. 4).

2.4.2. Isocitrate dehydrogenase (IDH)

Mammalian cells express three different IDH isoforms, namely
IDH1, IDH2, and IDH3. IDH1 is localized in the cytoplasm, while IDH2
and IDH3 isoforms are mitochondrial enzymes [84]. The canonical
function of IDH1/2 is to convert isocitrate to aKG and NADP* to
NADPH. While the activity of IDH1/2 is NADP *-dependent, the activity
of IDH3 isoform is strictly dependent on NAD™* [85]. However, recent
studies demonstrated that, under hypoxic conditions, IDH1/2 can also
play a significant role in the reductive carboxylation by converting a-
KG, generated from glutamine, into citrate, which is then released from
mitochondria and destined to refill fatty acid biosynthetic pathways.
This reductive, glutamine-dependent pathway is the main source of
citrate in growing cancer cells [86,87].

Interestingly, the two isoenzymes, IDH1 and IDH2, are differently
phosphorylated on tyrosine, suggesting that oncogenic TKs can exert a
differential control on these enzymes. Noteworthy, the analysis of
specimens derived from patients affected by different tumor types fur-
ther confirmed that IDH1 is highly phosphorylated in vivo and that
tyrosine phosphorylation of IDH1 is essential to maintain tumorigenic
potential and to sustain cancer cell proliferation [88]. Consistently, it
has been reported that the phosphorylation of Y42 and Y391 residues
enhances the activity of IDH1 [88], promoting the conversion of iso-
citrate into a-KG, which is an important substrate of several transa-
minases and an essential co-substrate for the Jumonji C-domain-con-
taining aKG -dependent histone demethylases [89].

Specifically, Chen and co-authors showed that IDH1 isoenzyme is a
target of two groups of TKs: the first group, including EGFR, JAK2,
ABL1, PDGFR, and FGFR1, phosphorylates the Y42 residue, while the
second group, composed by FLT3 and Src, enhances the

phosphorylation of the Y391 residue. Phosphorylation of Y42 residue
promotes the conversion of IDH1 from the monomeric (inactive) into
the dimeric (active) form, thereby inducing substrate binding, while the
phosphorylation of Y391 residue favours the binding of coenzyme
NADP* [88].

Mutations in the genes encoding for IDH1/2 occur in various types
of malignancies, including the majority of malignant gliomas and acute
myeloid leukemia [90,91]. These mutations confer to IDH1/2 the
function to produce 2-hydroxyglutarate (2-HG) and therefore to reg-
ulate cancer epigenetic by competitively inhibiting aKG-dependent TET
enzymes [92].

Interestingly, the regulatory mechanism described by Chen and
collaborators is effective on both wild-type and mutant IDH1. Indeed,
oncogenic TKs can phosphorylate IDH1 mutated forms, stimulating the
synthesis of 2-HG [88]. In particular, it has been demonstrated that
tyrosine phosphorylation can affect the activity of IDH1 mutants, pro-
moting the NADPH-dependent reduction of a-KG into 2-HG, a compe-
titive inhibitor of a-KG-dependent dioxygenases [93].

In a recent paper, Ward and co-workers showed that cancer cells
harbouring Y139D mutation in IDH1 increase the production of 2-HG
[94]. Noteworthy, substitution of tyrosine with negatively charged re-
sidues was widely used to mimic constitutive phosphorylation of a
protein or an enzyme [95]. Thus, it is possible to speculate that phos-
phorylation on Y139 residue, which is located close to the IDH1 active
site, could contribute to the regulation of its activity, favouring the
accumulation of 2-HG and HIF-1a stabilization [96].

Together, these findings suggest that tyrosine phosphorylation has a
key role in modulating the activity of both wild-type and mutated forms
of IDH1.

Even if IDH is the only Krebs cycle enzyme for which the effect of
tyrosine phosphorylation has been investigated, data obtained from
PhosphoSitePlus database show that almost all the enzymes partici-
pating to the Krebs cycle, including citrate synthase (CS), aconitate
hydratase (ACO2), IDH, succinil-CoA ligase subunit 3 (SUCLA2f, suc-
cinate dehydrogenase (SDHA), fumarate hydratase (FH), malate
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dehydrogenase (MDH2), can be phosphorylated on tyrosine residues.

Among these enzymes, data focused on ACO2 are particularly in-
teresting in the context of cancer cells. The reductive carboxylation of
a-KG leads to the synthesis of a large amount of isocitrate, which must
be converted into citrate before the extrusion from mitochondria.
Therefore, we can argue that cancer metabolic reprogramming requires
the inhibition of aconitase, the enzyme which catalyses the conversion
of citrate into isocitrate. Studies performed on specimens from patients
with gastric cancer revealed that the expression of ACO2 is significantly
lower in gastric cancer tissues compared with matched adjacent non-
tumor tissues and that lower ACO2 expression is related to a poor
prognosis [97]. Moreover, a recent study conducted on breast cancer
cells showed that ACO2 expression decreases glucose consumption and
increases oxidative metabolism [98]. Based on these observations and
on the evidence that ACO2 is frequently phosphorylated on a tyrosine
residue, it is possible to hypothesize that oncogenic TKs phosphorylate
this enzyme in order to inhibit its activity, thereby promoting the
Warburg effect and cancer cells proliferation.

No information is available about the impact of tyrosine phos-
phorylation on the activity of other enzymes involved in the Krebs
cycle. However, it is important to notice that some intermediates of the
Krebs cycle can act as regulatory metabolites. a-KG is a co-substrate of
HIF-1a prolyl-hydroxylase, which catalyses HIF-1a degradation. When
the activity of a-ketoglutarate dehydrogenase is inhibited or down-
regulated, a-KG can accumulate and can be converted into L-2-HG by
LDHA and MDH1 or mitochondrial MDH2. In turn, L-2-HG inhibits
PDH, resulting in HIF-1a stabilization and in the promotion of Warburg
metabolism [99]. Similarly, inhibition of SDH promotes the accumu-
lation of succinate, while inhibition of FH induces accumulation of
fumarate, two well described inhibitors of PDH. Coherently, the in-
hibition of both SDH and FH favours the activation of HIF-1a, which in
turn up-regulates metabolic genes that promote the Warburg metabo-
lism [100]. This finding suggests that oncogenic TKs could control the
activity of these enzymes, finally leading to an increase of the in-
tracellular concentration of the so-called “oncometabolites” that pro-
mote cancer progression though different adaptations.

2.5. Mitochondrial electron chain complexes

It is becoming increasingly clear that cancer cells do not simply rely
on aerobic glycolysis for their bioenergetic and biosynthetic needs, thus
for many types of cancer an increase in oxidative metabolism has been
described [101]. Moreover, growing evidence demonstrates that cancer
stem cells and cancer cells that acquired drug resistance frequently
display an increase in mitochondrial metabolism [102-104], suggesting
that oxidative metabolism is correlated with a more aggressive phe-
notype in cancers. The importance of this metabolic modulation is de-
monstrated by the positive antitumoral effects of several different OX-
PHOS inhibitors [105], confirming, on one hand, the hypothesis
reported above that mitochondria play a key role in favouring cancer
cells proliferation and, on the other, suggesting that tumor metabolic
reprogramming includes deep modifications in the activity of mi-
tochondrial electron chain. Multiple findings underline that oncogenic
TKs, participating in these modifications, phosphorylating and reg-
ulating the activity of mitochondrial electron chain complexes, as dis-
cussed in the following sections. In addition, PhosphoSitePlus database
analysis revealed that all the mitochondrial complexes can be phos-
phorylated on tyrosine, indicating the importance of this post-tran-
scriptional modification in modulating the balance between glycolytic
and oxidative metabolism in cancer.

2.5.1. NADH-dehydrogenase (Complex I)

Complex I of the mitochondrial electron chain contains several Fe-S
clusters and a flavoprotein FMN, that play a central role in the transfer
of electrons to ubiquinone. NADH dehydrogenase acts as a proton pump
driven by electron transfer and directs protons from the mitochondrial

BBA - Reviews on Cancer 1874 (2020) 188442

matrix to the intermembrane space of mitochondria, simultaneously
converting NADH to NAD ™.

Complex I activity preserves a correct NAD*/NADH ratio, thus
controlling the synthesis of precursors such as aspartate, inducing
HIFla signaling, and inhibiting mTORC1 signaling. In cancer cells,
these Complex I-related events support cell proliferation, resistance to
cell death, and promotion of metastasis [106]. Complex I has been
found overexpressed in different types of cancer including metastatic
colon carcinoma [107]. However, overexpression of Complex I could
result in an excessive ROS production, with the consequent risk of in-
ducing severe cell damage and impairing cell proliferation. Hence, it is
reasonable to suppose that oncogenic TKs should be able to regulate the
activity of this complex to meet the metabolic demand of cancer cells,
avoiding the production of elevated ROS levels and cell death
[108,109].

In this context, Src tyrosine kinase translocates into mitochondria,
where it phosphorylates the NDUFB10 subunit of Complex I, increasing
its activity and contributing to the maintenance of the mitochondrial
membrane potential. It has been suggested that this phosphorylation
could affect the assembly, activity and/or proton translocation ability
of Complex I [108]. It is noteworthy that the correct assembly of
Complex I prevents excessive production of ROS, protecting cells from
oxidative damage. Thus, it is reasonable to hypothesize that Src-medi-
ated NDUFB10 tyrosine phosphorylation minimises the production of
ROS by Complex I [109]. Moreover, Cesaro and co-workers showed that
other tyrosine residues of NDUFB10, namely Y55 and Y142, are phos-
phorylated, but the effect of their phosphorylation on Complex I ac-
tivity remains to be clarified [110]. An independent study on glio-
blastoma cells revealed that the Y193 residue of NADH dehydrogenase
[ubiquinone] flavoprotein 2 (NDUFV2) is phosphorylated by Src, and
treatment with a Src inhibitor impairs O, consumption and reduces ATP
production. Similar effects have been observed by substituting Y193
with a residue that cannot be phosphorylated. Considering that
NDUFV2 is located in the NADH binding region of Complex I, it has
been proposed that Y193 phosphorylation could impair NADH dehy-
drogenase activity [111].

2.5.2. Succinate-ubiquinone oxidoreductase (Complex II)

Complex II is a four-subunits protein, containing a co-factor FAD,
three 2Fe-2S clusters, a succinate binding site and a ubiquinone binding
site. Specifically, it is involved in the electron transfer from succinate to
ubiquinone. Complex II plays an important role in supporting tumor
progression as demonstrated by the successful results obtained by the
application of Complex II inhibitors in the treatment of several types of
cancer [112].

Genes encoding for different subunits of Complex II are mutated and
epigenetically modulated in many types of cancer [113]. Moreover,
recent studies demonstrated that the activity of Complex II can be also
regulated by tyrosine phosphorylation [114,115]. Acin-Perez and co-
workers reported that mitochondrial Fgr tyrosine kinase phosphorylates
the Y604 residue of Complex II, increasing its activity and reducing the
expression of Complex I [29]. Therefore, cells enhance FADH, oxida-
tion at the expense of NADH. Taking into account that NADH/FADH,
ratio is increased in glucose consuming cells and decreased in cells that
metabolize fatty acids, it has been speculated that tyrosine phosphor-
ylation of Complex II could promote the metabolic rewiring of cells
under stress conditions, such as glucose deprivation [29].

2.5.3. bcl Complex (Complex III)

Complex III is a multi-subunit complex that couples the electron
transfer from the reduced ubiquinol to cytochrome c with proton
transport from the mitochondrial matrix to mitochondrial inter-
membrane space.

A study conducted by Augereau and co-workers revealed that
Complex III is tyrosine phosphorylated by Src kinase family members
under either direct exposure of mitochondria to ATP in vitro or during in
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situ mitochondrial ATP production. However, to date, the role of this
post-translational modification remains unknown [116].

2.5.4. Cytochrome ¢ and cytochrome c oxidase (Complex IV)

Cytochrome c is a key modulator of mitochondrial activity. Its role
consists in transferring electrons from the mitochondrial Complex III to
the cytochrome c oxidase (CcO) complex, which in turn catalyses the
reduction of molecular oxygen in two water molecules, using four
electrons and four protons derived from the mitochondrial matrix.
Moreover, cytochrome c can be released in the cytoplasm, where it is
able to trigger apoptosis, leading to cell death [117]. Defective CcO has
been related to increased glycolysis and to the induction of retrograde
signaling which can induce tumor progression [118]. Independent
studies evidenced that CcO is phosphorylated on several tyrosine re-
sidues by different TKs. Immobilized metal affinity chromatography
(IMAC) coupled with mass spectrometry experiments revealed that two
tyrosine residues of cytochrome c, namely Y48 and Y97, are phos-
phorylated by a yet unknown TK [119]. Kinetic analyses, performed on
Y48 phosphorylated cytochrome c, showed that phosphorylation is
detrimental for cytochrome c activity, decreasing the respiration rate by
50% [119]. Moreover, Pecina and co-workers proved that the sub-
stitution of Y48 residue with a phospho-mimetic group results in the
inhibition of the apoptotic process [120]. Conversely, phosphorylation
of Y97 residue does not impair the respiration rate, suggesting a dif-
ferent role of this residue in regulating cytochrome c activity [119]. It
has been demonstrated that Y97 phosphorylation decreases the affinity
of cytochrome c for CcO, thereby modulating either the flux of electrons
through the mitochondrial electron chain and the ATP synthesis [121].
Furthermore, considering that Y97 residue is located in a hydrophobic
region implicated in the binding of phospholipids, the phosphorylation
of this tyrosine probably modulates the interaction of cytochrome c
with cardiolipin [122]. Notably, Y97 residue is phosphorylated in both
healthy heart and brain, but fully dephosphorylated during ischemic
events. Thus, Y97 dephosphorylation could contribute, on one hand, to
regulate electron flux through mitochondrial electron chain when
higher amounts of ATP are required, and, on the other, to limit cardi-
olipin oxidation, thereby protecting cells from apoptosis [123].

Lee and co-workers demonstrated that, in cow liver, the Y304 re-
sidue of CcO subunit I is phosphorylated following the treatment with
an activator of adenylate-cyclase or the stimulation with glucagon,
suggesting that a upstream TK is activated by the cAMP pathway. CcO
phosphorylation on Y304 results in a strong inhibition its activity,
promotes the dimerization of subunit I, thereby converting CcO in an
allosteric protein, and causes a decrease in the Vmax and an increase in
the Km for cytochrome c. Together these results confirm that Y304
phosphorylation leads to CcO inactivation in the liver [124]. Moreover,
Samavati and co-authors showed that also the signaling pathway acti-
vated by TNF-a, one of the most important mediators of inflammation,
causes the activation of a mitochondrial TK that phosphorylates CcO on
Y304 residue of subunit I, leading to CcO inhibition [125]. Similar
experiments enable to identify Y11 residue as an alternative phos-
phorylation site at CcO subunit IV-1. Y11 residue is located in the ATP/
ADP binding site of CcO. Despite no mutagenesis studies have been
performed to identify the functional role of Y11, computer modelling
analysis [126] suggested that Y11 phosphorylation could have a role in
modulating the allosteric behaviour of CcO, mainly due to the proxi-
mity of this residue to the binding site for ADP and ATP [127].

Moreover, in silico analysis revealed that Y113 residue, an addi-
tional phosphorylation site of CcO subunit II, could be the target of c-
Src tyrosine kinase. However, no data are available about the effect of
Y113 phosphorylation on CcO activity [128].

2.5.5. ATP synthase

Mitochondrial ATP synthase, also known as Complex V, consists of
two subunits (F, and F;) and is located in the internal mitochondrial
membrane. It is responsible for the ATP synthesis from ADP and P;. In
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addition, the presence of the proton gradient across the mitochondrial
membrane allows the release of the newly synthesized ATP from the
enzyme.

The role of ATP synthase downregulation in reprogramming energy
metabolism of cancer cells has been summarized in a recent review
[129]. Following its downregulation, cells enhance glycolytic flux,
while reducing mitochondrial ATP production. Interestingly, the
downregulation of ATP synthase and the concomitant overexpression of
its inhibitory factor 1 (IF1) have been described in a subset of carci-
nomas, when compared to normal tissues [130,131]. Besides the reg-
ulation through IF1, ATP synthase activity seems to be also regulated
trough post-translational modifications such as phosphorylation. Pre-
liminary experiments performed in vitro on mouse cortical neurons re-
vealed that stimulation with PDGF leads to tyrosine phosphorylation of
the 8 subunit of ATP synthase [132].

Further studies performed on mouse embryonic fibroblasts (NIH3T3
cells) and mesangial kidney cells confirmed that ATP synthase tyrosine
phosphorylation is not only a prerogative of neurons [133]. The authors
identified Y75 as the residue that undergoes phosphorylation following
stimulation with PDGF, even if a subsequent bioinformatic analysis
identified several other consensus sequences that should be targeted by
cellular kinases [133]. Considering that the 8 subunit is fundamental for
the regulation of the “F1 motor unit” of the ATP synthase enzyme, it is
reasonable to hypothesize that tyrosine phosphorylation of this subunit
contributes to modulate ATP synthesis [133]. More recently, a study
conducted on ATP synthase in resting mitochondria showed that Y52
residue in the y subunit is phosphorylated under steady-state condi-
tions. The functional role of Y52 phosphorylation remains to be eluci-
dated. Y52 residue is located at the foot of the y subunit and near the §
subunit [134]. Based on this evidence, we can suppose that phosphor-
ylation of tyrosine residues located in the foot of the y subunit could be
essential to regulate the activity of the F1 complex and consequently
the synthesis of ATP.

2.5.6. Adenine nucleotide translocase (ANT)

After the addition of a phosphate moiety to ADP, the neo-synthe-
sized ATP is exported out of mitochondria using the ADP/ATP trans-
locase. In particular, ANT transfers ADP*> from the mitochondrial in-
termembrane space to the matrix, while transports ATP* outside the
mitochondrial matrix. This transfer is favoured by the electrochemical
and proton gradient across the mitochondrial membrane.

Among the four different ANT isoforms, the isoform 2 (ANT2) is
directly related to the metabolic adaptation observed during tumoral
development and ensures the great metabolic flexibility that char-
acterizes cancer cells [135]. Interestingly, overexpression of ANT2 also
leads to apoptosis inhibition, thus favouring cancer cell survival [135].

NNT is a transmembrane protein, showing a deep binding site for
ATP and ADP, which includes at least three tyrosine residues, namely
Y186, Y190, and Y194. Interestingly, it has been observed that Y190
and Y194 residues are both phosphorylated and the mutagenesis of
these two residues impairs the ability of cells to grow on non-fermen-
table carbon sources. Taking into account the localization of these re-
sidues, it can be suggested that their phosphorylation may alter the
chemical-physical properties of the ADP/ATP binding site, thereby
changing the specificity of the binding or the transport rate [116].

2.6. Amino acid metabolism

One hallmark of metabolic reprogramming in cancer cells is the
reorganization of amino acid metabolism [136]. Cancer cells show a
remarkable heterogeneity in terms of quantity and modality of amino
acids utilization. Many cancer cells increase the consumption of glu-
tamine, which is the most abundant amino acid in plasma and a source
of nitrogen atoms, that in turn can be used to synthesize other amino
acids or nucleotides [137,138]. Compelling evidence shows that glu-
tamine-derived carbons can be used to refill the Krebs cycle [139,140].
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For instance, glutamine-derived a-KG can be used to synthesize citrate
through the reductive pathway, to generate malate and pyruvate, or to
produce oxaloacetate (OAA) and aspartate [141]. On the other hand, an
increase in amino acid metabolism leads to a greater production of
ammonium, a toxic by-product for mammalian cells. Nevertheless, it is
surprising to note that many cancer cells display a reduced production
of nitrogen waste since they redirect most of their nitrogen supplies
toward biosynthetic pathways [142]. However, to date, the mechan-
isms by which cancer cells are able to maximize the use of nitrogen and
carbon derived from amino acids remain to be fully explained.

Data obtained from the analysis of PhosphoSitePlus database reveal
that many enzymes involved in amino acid metabolism are phos-
phorylated on tyrosine residues, including glutaminase (GLS), gluta-
mate dehydrogenase 1 (GLUD1), glutamate dehydrogenase 2 (GLUD2),
cytosolic aspartate aminotransferase (GOT1), mitochondrial aspartate
aminotransferase (GOT2), alanine aminotransferase (GPT1), glutamine
synthetase (GLUL) and asparagine synthetase (ASNS) (Supplementary
Table S5). Moreover, also the enzymes of the urea cycle, including
mitochondrial carbamoyl-phosphate synthase (CPS1), argininosucci-
nate synthase (ASS1), and arginase 1 (ARG1), result to be phosphory-
lated on tyrosine residues (Supplementary Table S6). Together, these
findings suggest that oncogenic TKs exert strict control on amino acid
metabolism, allowing cancer cells to rewire their metabolism de-
pending on nutrient and oxygen availability.

2.6.1. Glutamine metabolism

Right after glucose, glutamine is the second most consumed meta-
bolite in cancer cells [139]. Glutamine is a key substrate for tumor
growth as demonstrated by the strong sensitivity to glutamine depri-
vation observed in the majority of human cancer cell lines [143].
Moreover, the importance of glutamine metabolism in cancer is un-
derlined by the fact that different anticancer treatments targeting dis-
tinct enzymes of this pathway have been successfully developed [144].

Oncogenic TKs are able to modulate different aspects of glutamine
metabolism. For instance, they are involved in increasing glutamine
uptake, through the upregulation of specific mitochondrial transporters
[145,146], and increasing the activity of GLS [147]. GLS hydrolyses
glutamine to glutamate, which can be further converted into a-KG by
GLUD]1, thereby feeding the Krebs cycle. This pathway is crucial for
proliferating cells since it replenishes the Krebs cycle with carbon atoms
that can be used to different scopes, including the synthesis of nu-
cleotides, lipids, and NADPH [140]. In a recent paper, Huang and co-
workers showed that, in the liver, the MET kinase is able to increase the
activity of GLS through phosphorylation on tyrosine residues [147]. To
date, no information is available about the position and the number of
tyrosine residues involved in the regulation of GLS activity. Moreover,
it is interesting to note that MET kinase targets also PDC, leading to its
inhibition, thus simultaneously stimulating the Warburg effect and the
glutaminolysis, thereby promoting biogenesis and liver cancer cell
growth [147] (Fig. 3).

Under hypoxia, many cancer cells increase the consumption of
glutamine to sustain lipogenesis, nucleotide synthesis, and cell pro-
liferation [148,149]. Interestingly, it has been demonstrated that cells
excrete overflowed nitrogen and carbon in the form of dihydroorotate,
an intermediate of pyrimidine synthesis [150]. In this context, onco-
genic TKs could coordinate the activity of enzymes involved in amino
acids catabolism and nucleotide synthesis, thereby sustaining cancer
cell growth and avoiding toxic effect due to ammonia accumulation
[150]. We can speculate that oncogenic TKs could promote this phe-
nomenon by controlling the activity of CPS and GOT isoforms, the
enzymes involved in the synthesis of carbamoyl phosphate and aspar-
tate, two key metabolites required for purine and pyrimidine synthesis.
Under glutamine deprivation, different types of cancer enhance the
synthesis of glutamine starting from a-KG. For instance, it has been
reported that human breast cancer cells are able to incorporate nitrogen
atoms from ammonia through the reductive amination reaction,
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catalysed by glutamate dehydrogenase (GDH), which converts a-KG
into glutamate. Moreover, glutamate can be used to sustain the synth-
esis of other amino acids such as proline and aspartate [142], or con-
verted into glutamine by the reaction catalysed by GULL [151]. The
finding that in cancer cells this enzyme results to be phosphorylated on
different tyrosine residues suggest that oncogenic TKs could modulate
its activity, thereby supporting cell survival and proliferation also under
the condition of glutamine deprivation.

2.6.2. Aspartate metabolism

Aspartate is one of the most important amino acids for cancer cells
because of its contribution to nucleotides biosynthesis [152]. Cancer
cells can synthesize aspartate through different pathways: a first pos-
sibility is by exploiting the activity of GOT1 (cytosolic form) and GOT2
(mitochondrial form), two transaminases which convert glutamate into
a-KG and OAA into aspartate [153]; a second one is by converting
asparagine into aspartate, using the enzyme asparaginase. It is inter-
esting to observe that, according to PhosphoSitePlus database, all these
enzymes are phosphorylated on tyrosine residues leading us to suppose
that their activity is controlled by oncogenic TKs. It is noteworthy that
the increase in aspartate levels can be obtained also by interfering with
the activity of ASS1, the enzyme that synthesizes argininosuccinate,
from aspartate and citrulline. It has been reported that, in melanoma
and osteosarcoma cells, the inhibition of ASS1 determines the upregu-
lation of the CAD complex, designated at the pyrimidine synthesis, and
the increase in tumor burden [154]. Data reported in this review show
that ASS1 possesses many tyrosine residues that can be phosphorylated
and on these bases, we can argue that oncogenic TKs could control also
its activity, promoting cancer cell proliferation.

2.6.3. Serine metabolism

Beside ribose, nucleotides biosynthesis requires carbon atoms de-
rived from different amino acids, including serine, glycine, and gluta-
mine. The first one can be synthesized starting from the intermediate of
the glycolysis 3-PG through the serine synthesis pathway (SSP) (Fig. 2).
Several studies showed that, in many tumor types, the increased ac-
tivity of SSP supports the synthesis of numerous molecules essential to
maintain the high proliferation rate of cancer cells, such as nucleotides
[155], amino acids, and phospholipids [156,157]. The increased flux
through the SSP in cancer cells is generally supported by the amplifi-
cation of PHGDH and by the 2-PG-induced activation of PHGDH
[158,159].

Moreover, patients with breast cancers overexpressing PHGDH have
a poorer survival rate, indicating the importance of this pathway in
tumorigenesis [157].

Interestingly, thanks to PosphoSitePlus database analysis we found
that, although PHGDH and phosphoserine phosphatase (PSPH) are not
targets of oncogenic TKs, both the phosphoserine aminotransferase
(PSAT1, the second enzyme of the SSP) and the cytosolic isoform of
serine hydroxymethyltransferase (SHMT1, the enzyme deputed to cat-
alyse the reversible conversion of serine and tetrahydrofolate to glycine
and 5,10-methylene tetrahydrofolate) are frequently phosphorylated on
tyrosine residues in cancer cells (Supplementary Table S7). Even
though no information is available to date, we could speculate that this
phosphorylation may be functional to improve the activity of these
enzymes, thereby enhancing the synthesis of serine and glycine.
Moreover, it is interesting to observe that the mitochondrial isoform of
SHMT (SHMT2) is not phosphorylated on tyrosine, suggesting that
oncogenic TKs can selectively control the activity of the two different
isoforms. Considering that mitochondrial serine metabolism produces a
larger amount of NADH than its cytosolic counterpart, we can suppose
that differential phosphorylation (and hence regulation) of both SHMT1
and SHMT?2 isoforms could be functional, de facto, to sustain nucleotide
biosynthetic pathways without impairing glycolytic flux [160].
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2.7. Lipid metabolism

Lipids, together with glycerol, are the main constituents of cell
membranes. In order to regulate their proliferation rate, cancer cells
need to improve lipid biosynthesis, most of which is destined to support
phospholipid production [161,162]. Moreover, cancer cells also en-
hance lipid uptake [163] and increase de novo lipid biosynthesis from
glucose or glutamine [164], in order to meet their higher energetic
demands.

The relevance of tyrosine phosphorylation on lipid metabolism has
not yet received as much attention as for glucose or amino acid meta-
bolism. However, some studies identified tyrosine phosphorylated sites
on enzymes involved in lipid metabolism, suggesting new potential
roles still not completely discovered [165]. All the following enzymes
and their phosphorylation sites are mentioned in the Supplementary
Table S8 and in the Fig. 5.

2.7.1. ATP-citrate lyase (ACLY)

The role of ACLY is to convert coenzyme-A and citrate to acetyl-
CoA. ACLY is connected to different malignancies. In particular a cor-
relation has been identified between ACLY overexpression and poor
differentiation and prognosis in lung adenocarcinoma [166] and acute
myeloid leukemia [167]. In highly proliferating cells, the activation of
ACLY is essential to avoid the accumulation of citrate, which otherwise
could inhibit PFK1, thereby blocking the glycolytic pathway [168].
Citrate produced by reductive carboxylation of glutamine is exported
into the cytosol where it is converted into OAA and Acetyl-CoA, which
is therefore redirected toward the fatty acid biosynthesis. This is pos-
sible thanks to the activity of oncogenic TKs that phosphorylate and
activate both ACLY and ACAT1 enzymes [169,170].

Alongside the role of serine phosphorylation on ACLY activation,
Basappa and co-workers identified ACLY as a possible substrate of the
chimeric TK NPM-ALK. NPM-ALK is an oncogenic protein, typical of the
anaplastic large cell lymphoma (ALCL), and it results from the recurrent
translocations involving anaplastic lymphoma kinase (ALK) gene and
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the nucleophosmin (NPM) gene [169]. Indeed, phospho-proteomic
analyses of three ALK-positive ALCL derived cell lines identified the
Y682 residue of ACLY as a novel phosphorylation site of NPM-ALK.
Expression of ACLY mutant Y682F or pharmacological inhibition of
ALK resulted in decreased ACLY activity, as well as decreased lipid
synthesis and increased fatty acid 8-oxidation when compared to ACLY-
WT. Moreover, ACLY-Y682F expression resulted in decreased cell pro-
liferation, reduced clonogenic potential, and impaired tumor growth in
xenograft mouse models. Thus, tyrosine phosphorylation of Y682 re-
sidue has been identified as a novel mechanism of ACLY regulation in
ALCL pathogenesis [169]. More recently, the same authors described
that Lyn and Src kinases directly phosphorylate ACLY on six and four
tyrosine residues, respectively. Interestingly, the three ACLY tyrosine
residues that are commonly phosphorylated bu Lyn and Src, namely
Y682, Y252, Y227, are located in the catalytic domain, the citrate-
binding domain, and the ATP-binding domain, respectively, suggesting
a key role for tyrosine phosphorylation in regulating the activation of
the enzyme. Moreover, Lyn inhibition strongly reduces ACLY activity
and impairs the growth of Acute Myeloid Leukemia patient derived
cells [170].

2.7.2. Fatty acid synthase (FASN)

FASN is a central biosynthetic enzyme in the lipid metabolism, that
plays a fundamental role in the de novo lipogenesis. Indeed, it is a
homodimeric enzyme complex that, essentially, condenses acetyl-CoA
and malonyl-CoA to produce long-chain fatty acids, using NADPH as co-
substrate. FASN has been found transcriptionally regulated by andro-
gens, estradiol, and progesterone in hormonally responsive tumors.
Moreover, FASN is overexpressed and hyperactivated in an aggressive
subset of sex-steroid-related tumors, including breast carcinoma [171].
Recently, Menendez and co-authors identified that the anomalous li-
pogenic activity of tumor-associated FASN regulates the response of
breast cancer cells to E2-stimulated ERa signaling. These authors de-
monstrated that FASN inhibition arrests E2-stimulated breast cancer
cell proliferation and anchorage-independent colony formation through
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increased expression of the inhibitors p21WAF1/CIP1 and p27Kip1l and
inactivation of AKT [171]. This evidence paves the way for promising
therapeutic approaches for anticancer treatment based on FASN in-
hibitors. Indeed, small molecules inhibitors of FASN, including TVB-
2640, showed promising preclinical efficacy in several tumor types
[172].

In 2010, Jin and co-authors demonstrated that in human SKBR3
breast cancer cells heregulin (HRG) activates the HER2 TK, which, in
turn, interacts with and phosphorylates FASN. Tyrosine phosphoryla-
tion of FASN enhances enzyme activity, promoting de novo lipogenesis
and cell invasion. It is interesting to notice that the treatment of SKBR3
cells with the HER2 inhibitor lapatinib halts both FASN phosphoryla-
tion and activity, thus inhibiting cancer cell invasion [173]. Interest-
ingly, FASN phosphorylation on tyrosine residues suggests that onco-
genic TKs, by regulating the activity of this enzyme, coordinate the
production of fatty acid precursors with the synthesis of fatty acids.

2.7.3. Acetyl-CoA acetyltransferase (ACAT1)

ACAT1 is the mitochondrial isoform of Acetyl-CoA acetyl-
transferase. Besides, a cytosolic isoform has also been described,
namely ACAT2. Specifically, ACAT1 is involved in the synthesis of
acetoacetyl-CoA from two molecules of Acetyl-CoA during ketogenesis
and ketolysis. In addition, it plays an important role in the isoleucine
degradation pathway.

ACAT1 is commonly upregulated in different human cancer types
such as leukemia, lung, head and neck and prostate cancers [174]. Fan
and co-authors demonstrated that ACAT1 is active in its tetrameric
form and that its tetramerization is facilitated by phosphorylation on
Y407 residue, triggered by different TKs, such as EGFR, FGFR1, FLT3,
ABL and JAK2 [175]. ACAT1 Y407 phosphorylation is crucial for cancer
cell proliferation and tumor growth, favouring the metabolic switch
from OXPHOS to aerobic glycolysis in tumor cells through the inhibi-
tion of PDC. As previously mentioned, PDP1 and PDHALI are also in-
hibited by acetylation at K202 and K321 residues, respectively. Inter-
estingly, as mentioned above, mitochondrial ACAT1 and SIRT3 are the
upstream acetyltransferase and deacetylase of PDHA1 and PDP1, re-
spectively [79]. In this scenario, oncogenic TKs are able to decrease
PDC functionality and conversely increase the Warburg effect, thus
promoting tumor growth, through the phosphorylation/activation of
ACAT1. ACAT], in turn, inhibits PDHA1 and PDP1 by means of lysine
acetylation. In agreement, the Y407F ACAT1 mutant (or the pharma-
cological inhibition of ACAT1 with AH/arecoline, HBrn) leads to a
decrease in ACAT1 activity [79]. These events correlate with increased
PDHA1 activity (PDC flux rate) and OXPHOS, together with a con-
comitant decrease in glycolysis and lactate production, finally leading
to the reduction of cell proliferation and tumor growth.

2.7.4. Acyl-CoA synthetase

Long-chain fatty acyl-CoAs are synthesized by the long-chain acyl-
CoA synthetase (or ligase) isoforms. These isoforms are regulated in-
dependently and have different tissue expression patterns and sub-
cellular locations. All the isozymes of this family, although differing in
substrate specificity, subcellular localization, and tissue distribution,
have a crucial role in lipid biosynthesis and fatty acid degradation,
transforming free long-chain fatty acids into fatty acyl-CoA esters
[176].

Twenty-five phosphorylation sites, including tyrosine residues, have
been identified in long-chain-fatty-acid—CoA ligase isoform 1 (ACSL1)
by mass spectrometry, in the liver and brown adipocytes, sustaining the
importance of post-translational modifications in regulating ACSL1
activity [177].

ACSL4 is another isozyme of the long-chain fatty-acid-coenzyme A
ligase family and it preferentially utilizes arachidonate as substrate
[178]. It is interesting to notice that triple negative breast cancers
(TNBCs) preferentially express ACSL isoforms with respect to receptor
positive breast cancers (RPBC) [179]. In particular, the overexpression
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of ACLS4 in TNBCs leads to increased levels of arachidonyl-CoA and
hence prostaglandins, thereby contributing to the more aggressive
phenotype generally observed in TNBCs compared to RPBC [179].
Different phosphoproteomic studies identified tyrosine residues that
can be phosphorylated on this protein, even if their functional sig-
nificance is still not known. However, it has been established a corre-
lation between ACSL4 protein expression and Src-homology region 2
domain-containing phosphatase-2 (SHP2) activity, although no in-
volvement of the phosphorylation level of a specific tyrosine residue in
ACSL4 has been highlighted. Indeed, overexpression of an active form
of SHP2 increases ACSL4 protein levels in MA-10 Leydig steroidogenic
cells, whereas knockdown of this phosphatase reduces ACSL4 mRNA
and protein levels [180], inducing increased or decreased steroid pro-
duction, respectively. Moreover, treatment with NSC87877, a specific
inhibitor of the tyrosine phosphatase SHP2, causes a substantial de-
crease in the proliferation of MDA-MB-231 cells [180].

3. Discussion

Data reported in this review highlight that tyrosine phosphorylation
is a widespread post-translational modification that regulates the ac-
tivity of numerous key metabolic enzymes (Supplementary Tables
S$1-S8 and Fig. 6). The large number of records attributed to each single
phosphorylation event leads us to exclude that tyrosine phosphoryla-
tion could be merely considered as a random event in the large scenario
of cancer metabolism. Most importantly, among all the tyrosine re-
sidues identified through PosphoSitePlus database analysis, only a few
of them were already described for their ability to regulate enzyme
activity, while the function of other residues remains to be clarified
(Supplementary Table S9). This finding suggests that the role of phos-
phorylation on tyrosine as a mechanism to control the activity of me-
tabolic enzymes is still largely underestimated. In the last years, many
TKs have been identified as molecular targets for inhibitory therapeutic
strategies against tumors, either as monotherapy and in combination
with chemotherapy, immunotherapy or other TK inhibitors (TKIs)
[181-183]. TKIs generally inhibit the active site of tyrosine kinases,
preventing the activation of downstream signaling pathways involved
mainly in cell proliferation or angiogenesis. The relevance of this ap-
proach led to the approval, up to August 2019, of 43 receptor TKIs in
oncology by the Food and Drug Administration (FDA) [184]. The
widespread usage of TKIs in the clinic confirms the relevance of tyr-
osine phosphorylation in the progression of different tumor types. Be-
sides the largely described effects on the inhibition of tumor growth and
malignancy, TKIs often also promotes metabolic reprogramming. For
instance, Imatinib Gefitinib, Erlotinib and Capmatinib impair glycolytic
pathway and reactivate oxidative phosphorylation [185,186], while
Sorafenib promotes mitochondrial dysfunction to eradicate cancer cells
[187] However, to our knowledge, TKIs specifically targeting metabolic
enzymes still remains to be identified. Therefore, the aforementioned
relevance of tyrosine phosphorylation on metabolic enzymes and the
efficacy of drugs targeting their activity [4], might pave the way for the
development of therapeutics that specifically hinder the tyrosine
phosphorylation of these enzymes for clinical use.

3.1. Impact of tyrosine phosphorylation on the activity of metabolic
enzymes

The analyses of the data reported in the previous chapters revealed
that tyrosine phosphorylation often acts as a “reversible switch”, being
able to modulate, directly or indirectly, the enzyme activity. For in-
stance, tyrosine phosphorylation affects the association/dissociation of
multimeric enzyme subunits or the interaction of the enzymes with
other regulatory proteins, changes the affinity of the enzymes for their
substrates and co-factors, and modulates their catalytic rate. Regarding
the enzymes harbouring multiple phosphorylation sites, the prediction
of the overall impact of multiple phosphorylation events on the enzyme
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activity is further complicated by the fact that the effect of the phos-
phorylation on each site could synergize with, or counteract, the effects
due to the concomitant modification of other sites. Probably, these
peculiar enzymes could act as “data integration hubs”, being targets of
different oncogenic TKs, activated by various incoming stimuli at the
same time [24]. Multiple phosphorylation events will therefore result in
a specific response representing the integration of the effects of the
phosphorylation at all the different sites: this phenomenon could allow
cancer cells to find the most appropriate energy resource even in the
presence of divergent signals [188].

gure legend, the reader is referred to the web version of this article.)

3.2. The galaxy of tyrosine-phosphorylated metabolic enzymes

Fig. 6 resumes all the data obtained from PhosphoSitePlus database
analysis, showing that the number of metabolic enzymes phosphory-
lated on tyrosine is much larger than that described up to now and
includes enzymes participating in glycolysis (Supplementary Table S1),
PPP (Supplementary Table S2), Krebs cycle (Supplementary Table S4),
OXPHOS, amino acid metabolism (Supplementary Tables S5 and S7)
and urea cycle (Supplementary Table S6), and fatty acid metabolism
(Supplementary Table S8). Although in most of the cases the effects of
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this post-translational modification on the enzyme activity are still
unknown, its great spreading suggests that it should represent a key
mechanism by which oncogenic TKs can control cancer metabolism.
Altogether, this information is extremely interesting because, for the
first time, reveals the true spread of tyrosine phosphorylation among
metabolic enzymes.

4. Conclusions

Phosphorylation on tyrosine is a reversible, short-life phenomenon
that involves key metabolic enzymes. We may suppose that it represents
a formidable mechanism to modulate mammalian cell metabolism.
Moreover, this post-translational modification can be used either to
generate local and transitory events, including confined fluctuations of
metabolic intermediates and long-term effects, such as a shift toward a
more glycolytic or respiratory metabolism, depending on the incoming
stimuli, the environmental conditions, the availability of nutrients and
oxygen levels.

Despite the evident importance of this post-translational modifica-
tion in establishing the metabolic profile of cancer cells, to date many
issues still need to be clarified. First of all, the identification of the
tyrosine phosphatases and kinases involved in this phenomenon is
lacking for several reported enzymes. Another missing point is a more
detailed characterization of the specific residues phosphorylated on the
metabolic enzymes. Altogether, a better molecular understanding of
these aspects may reveal new possible targets for the development of
therapeutic strategies directed against the specific metabolism of cancer
cells. Moreover, although data reported strongly support the key role of
tyrosine phosphorylation in modulating cancer cell metabolism, the
majority of them are the result of in vitro experimental settings, un-
derlining the necessity of confirming the obtained data in models closer
to clinical conditions.

Altogether, informations reported in this review provide, for the
first time, an exhaustive picture of the extension of tyrosine phos-
phorylation among metabolic enzymes, highlighting its potential im-
pact in regulating energy metabolism of cancer cells and encouraging
future investigations of these aspects.

Supplementary data to this article can be found online at https://
doi.org/10.1016/j.bbcan.2020.188442.
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