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Abstract
AMPK is an evolutionarily conserved fuel-sensing enzyme that is activated in shortage of energy
and suppressed in its surfeit. AMPK activation stimulates fatty acid oxidation, enhances insulin
sensitivity, alleviates hyperglycemia and hyperlipidemia, and inhibits proinflammatory changes.
Thus, AMPK is a well-received therapeutic target for metabolic syndrome and Type 2 diabetes.
Recent studies indicate that AMPK plays a role in linking metabolic syndrome and cancer. AMPK
is an essential mediator of the tumor suppressor LKB1 and could be suppressed in cancer cells
containing loss-of-function mutations of LKB1 or containing active mutations of B-Raf, or in cancers
associated with metabolic syndrome. The activation of AMPK reprograms cellular metabolism and
enforces metabolic checkpoints by acting on mTORC1, p53, fatty acid synthase and other molecules
for regulating cell growth and metabolism. In keeping with in vitro studies, recent epidemiological
studies indicate that the incidence of cancer is reduced in Type 2 diabetes treated with metformin,
an AMPK activator. Thus, AMPK is emerging as an interesting metabolic tumor suppressor and a
promising target for cancer prevention and therapy.
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AMP-activated protein kinase acts as a fuel gauge that is activated under stresses such as
hypoxia, ischemia, glucose deprivation and exercise [1]. Activation of AMPK stimulates fatty
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acid oxidation to generate more ATP to cope with acute energy demand and inhibits anabolic
processes that consume ATP [1]. As a result, energy is preserved for acute cellular programs.
In addition, AMPK activation enhances insulin sensitivity, inhibits hepatic glucose production,
stimulates glucose uptake in muscle, inhibits fatty acid synthesis and esterification, and
diminishes proinflammatory changes [2]. Thus, AMPK is a well-accepted target for the
treatment of metabolic syndrome and Type 2 diabetes (for extensive reviews, refer to [1–3]).
During the last 5 years, since our first review [3], great attention has been drawn to link AMPK
and cancer, and substantial progress has been made. AMPK, by regulating a variety of
downstream targets, such as mTORC1, p53 and fatty acid synthase (FASN), and associated
metabolic processes, controls intracellular energy levels in order to maintain the cell growth
rate at an appropriate level. Likewise, AMPK activation under metabolic stress or by
pharmacological activators can regulate various processes, including cell cycle checkpoint,
cell polarity, senescence, autophagy and apoptosis [4–7]. In this article, we aim to summarize
recent evidence in support of the notion that AMPK serves as a metabolic tumor suppressor
and discuss the implications of AMPK in cancer prevention and treatment.

Activation of AMPK
AMP-activated protein kinase belongs to a family of serine/threonine protein kinases and is
highly conserved from yeast to human. It consists of three subunits: a catalytic subunit (α) and
two regulatory subunits (β and γ) [8,9]. In mammals, each subunit of AMPK contains two to
three isoforms (α1, α2; β1, β2; γ1, γ2 and γ3). When cells confront metabolic stress, the
intracellular AMP level or the ratio of AMP to ATP is increased. AMP then binds to the γ-
subunit, yielding two outcomes; first, it serves as allosteric activator and second, it protects
AMPK against phosphatases to dephosphorylate threonine 172 in the activation loop of the
catalytic α-subunit [9–11]. Another critical step for AMPK activation is the phosphorylation
of threonine 172. Previous studies suggest that AMP binding enables the phosphorylation of
threonine 172 by an upstream kinase [12,13]. However, this notion is challenged by recent in
vitro studies showing that phosphorylation of AMPK by purified LKB1 complex is
independent of AMP [11,14]. A possible explanation of this discrepancy is that the AMPK
preparations used in previous studies may have been contaminated with phosphatases, of which
the activity toward AMPK is inhibited by AMP.

AMP-activated protein kinase can also be activated by hormones and cytokines, including
leptin (e.g., in skeletal muscle) and adiponectin secreted from adipocytes, IL-6 and ciliary
neurotrophic factor (CNTF) [1,15]. Interestingly, leptin could exert opposite effects on AMPK
depending on cell types. While it inhibits the enzyme in the arcuate and paraventricular regions
of the hypothalamus of fasted mice, leptin activates α2 isotype of AMPK in skeletal muscle
[16,17]. In addition, AMPK can be activated by a variety of pharmacological agents. The
prototypical activator is 5-aminoimidazole-4-carboxamide 1-D-ribonucleoside (AICAR), a
cell permeable agent that is phosphorylated and converted to ZMP, an AMP analog, after
entering the cell. Importantly, two clinically used antidiabetic drugs, metformin and thia-
zolidinediones (TZDs), have been known to activate AMPK [15]. Upon activation, AMPK
phosphorylates a plethora of substrates and regulates their functions (Figure 1), which are far
beyond the canonical ones that are known to promote fatty acid oxidation and simultaneously
inhibit lipid synthesis [8,9].

Thus far, several kinases have been identified to phosphorylate threonine 172 on the catalytic
α-subunit of AMPK leading to its activation. The first kinase is LKB1, which is originally
found in liver and also known as serine/threonine kinase 11 (STK11) [13,18,19]. LKB1 is
ubiquitously expressed and responsible for AMPK activation in most scenarios. The second
kinase is calmodulin-dependent protein kinase-β (CaMKK-β), which phosphorylates AMPK
in response to increases in intracellular Ca2+ levels instead of AMP [20,21]. Other kinases
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include TGF-β-activating kinase 1 (TAK1) and ataxia-telangiectasia mutated (ATM) [22–
24]. Whether these kinases are bona fide kinases for AMPK remains to be further determined
by genetic approach. Interestingly, a recent study has reported that TAK1 mediates TNF-related
apoptosis-inducing ligand to activate AMPK, inducing autophagy independent of LKB1 and
CaMMK [25].

AMPK mediates the tumor suppressive function of LKB1
LKB1 is a tumor suppressor [26], and its loss-of-function mutations, most of which cause a
loss of kinase activity, are an etiological factor of Peutz–Jeghers syndrome, an autosomal
dominant genetic disorder. This genetic syndrome is characterized by multiple hamartomatous
polyps (benign overgrowth of differentiated tissues) in the gastrointestinal tract and a markedly
increased risk of gastrointestinal adenocarcinomas [26]. In addition, somatic mutations of the
LKB1 gene have been found in several other cancers, for example, in approximately 34% of
lung adenocarcinomas, 19% of squamous cell carcinomas and 20% of cervical carcinomas and
other cancers [27–30].

Although a complete ablation of LKB1 causes embryonic lethality in mouse models, its
heterozygous deletion increases the incidence of tumor in the intestine and stomach [26] and
predisposes animals to carcinogenesis induced by 7,12 dimethylbenz(α)anthracene, thereby
developing squamous cell carcinoma of the skin and lung [31]. In addition, tissue-specific
deletion of LKB1 in the endometrial epithelium of female mice or the prostate epithelium of
male mice causes endometrial adenocarcinomas and prostate neoplasia, respectively [32,33].
AMPK plays an important role in mediating tumorigenic effects of LKB1. Thus, a
hypomorphic mutation that decreases LKB1 markedly accelerates tumor development in
PTEN+/− mice, whereas pharmacological AMPK activators significantly delay tumor onset
[34]. In LKB1-deficient lung cancer cells, AMPK activity is suppressed and refractory to its
pharmacological activators, leading to increased mTORC1 signaling, whereas the ability of
AMPK to inhibit cell growth is restored when wild-type LKB1 is expressed [35,36].

Downstream targets of AMPK
The number of AMPK targets has grown rapidly in recent years and their biological functions
have been discussed in great detail elsewhere [1,5,8,9]. In this article, we highlight only some
of the targets that are well characterized and known to have important roles in tumorigenesis.

mTORC1 signaling
Many studies have established that mTOR is a major downstream target of AMPK (Figure 2)
[5]. Early studies have shown that AMPK activated by stress or pharmacological activators
inhibits protein synthesis via regulation of mTOR/S6K [37] and translation elongation factor
2 [38]. mTOR is a key component of mTORC1 and mTORC2, both of which have essential
roles in PI3K signaling [39]. While mTORC2 phosphorylates Akt at Ser 473, contributing to
its activation, mTORC1 integrates nutrients and growth signals to function downstream of
PI3K/Akt. Upon stimulation of cells with growth factors, activated Akt phosphorylates
tuberous sclerosis complex 2 (TSC2), which forms a complex with TSC1 and thus constitutes
a GTPase-activating protein (GAP) for a small GTPase, RHEB, and an immediate activator of
mTOR. This phosphorylation leads to inactivation of the GAP activity, causing activation of
mTOR. Germinal mutations of TSC1 or TSC2 account for another autosomal genetic disease,
in which patients develop hamartomas in multiple organs, such as the brain, lung, skin, heart
and kidney [40].

AMP-activated protein kinase has been shown to phosphorylate TSC2 at a different site to the
Akt site, which primes phosphorylation at an adjacent site by GSK3, leading to activation of
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the TSC GAP activity [41,42]. In addition, AMPK has recently been shown to phosphorylate
Raptor, a scaffold in the mTORC1 complex. The phosphorylation results in 14-3-3 binding
and inactivation of mTORC1 [43]. Thus, AMPK exerts a dual control of mTORC1, so as to
enforce a metabolic checkpoint in response to nutrient deprivation. The identification of
mTORC1 as a downstream target of LKB1/AMPK is of great interest in cancer biology and
therapy, inasmuch as the pathway is activated in a large number of tumors owing to oncogenic
activation of receptor-tyrosine kinase, PI3K, and loss-of-function mutations of PTEN [44].
Indeed, deficiency of LKB1 in humans and mouse models of both Peutz–Jeghers syndrome
and lung cancer is accompanied with deregulated mTORC1 activity and associated changes in
gene expression, such as increased expression of SREBP1 and HIF-1α [45,46]. When tested,
these tumors are sensitive to the inhibition of mTORC1 [35,46,47].

p53 & other tumor suppressors
Another important partner of AMPK is the tumor suppressor p53, with which AMPK is
mutually regulated. On one hand, AMPK activation by AICAR or glucose deprivation leads
to upregulation of p53 as well as its phosphorylation at Ser15 [48,49]. Mouse embryonic
fibroblasts (MEFs) bearing wild-type p53 are arrested at G1/S phase by glucose deprivation,
AICAR and expression of a constitutively activated mutant of AMPK, whereas the metabolic
checkpoint is ineffective in the p53-deficient MEF cells [48]. We have shown that expression
of a dominant negative mutant of the AMPK α1-subunit in prostate cancer cells accelerates
their growth, concomitant with decreases in mRNA and protein levels of p53 [50]. On the other
hand, AMPK is regulated by p53. The first example is the study showing that the β1-isoform
of the regulatory subunit of AMPK is upregulated by p53 [51]. A second study has revealed
that two downstream targets of p53, sestrin 1 and sestrin 2, are implicated in the activation of
AMPK and concordant inhibition of mTOR [52]. These findings suggest that their mutual
regulation enhances their tumor suppressive functions.

In addition, AMPK has been shown to phosphorylate and/or regulate several other molecules
that regulate cell metabolism, growth, survival and autophagy, such as p300 histone
acetyltransferase [53], FOXO3 [54] and the cell cycle inhibitor p27 [55,56]. It is not clear
whether AMPK phosphorylation of p300 affects its histone acetyl transferase activity in
addition to inhibition of p300 interaction with several nuclear receptors. AMPK phosphorylates
FOXO3 and p27 at the same sites as Akt. However, phosphorylation by Atk elicits a negative
effect on their function, in contrast to the positive net effect imposed by AMPK. Hence, it
cannot be excluded that mechanisms other than direct phosphorylation account for AMPK’s
effects on these molecules.

Enzymes for fatty acid & cholesterol synthesis
AMP-activated protein kinase was first identified as a kinase that phosphorylates and inhibits
acetyl CoA carboxylase (ACC) and HMG-CoA reductase, rate-limiting enzymes for de novo
synthesis of fatty acid and cholesterol, respectively. Both of these enzymes have important
roles in tumorigenesis. In keeping with this, statins, HMG-CoA reductase inhibitors that lower
cholesterol levels, have been suggested to prevent cancer in experimental models and reduce
cancer risk in humans [57,58]. FASN, ACC and other enzymes required for de novo synthesis
of free fatty acid and cholesterol are highly expressed in several types of cancers, including
those arising from the breast, prostate, colon and ovary [59,60]. The increase of these enzymes
is attributed to increased expression and maturation of SREBP-1 and SREBP-2, which are
transcription factors. AMPK has been shown to inhibit SREBP1 [61]. However, the mechanism
is not fully understood. One possible mechanism is through the inhibition of mTOR [45]. It
has been reported that the inhibition of FASN activity by pharmacological agents or by siRNA
attenuates proliferation of cancer cells and causes their apoptosis [62,63]. Thus, in light of these
findings and the clinical observations that it is upregulated in cancer, FASN is regarded as a
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metabolic oncogene [60]. Interestingly, pharmacological inhibition of FASN in human ovarian
cancer cells leads to a rapid activation of AMPK, followed by the induction of cytotoxicity
[64]. The cytotoxic effect is suppressed by compound C, a chemical inhibitor of AMPK.
Although further studies using molecular approaches are needed, these findings suggest that
AMPK mediates the effect of pharmacological inhibition of FASN.

AMPK: journey from metabolic syndrome to cancer
Metabolic syndrome is a combination of metabolic disorders such as insulin resistance,
hyperinsulinemia and proinflammatory and procoagulant changes that increase the risk of
cardiovascular disease and diabetes. Studies from both human and rodents have shown that
metabolic disorders, such as insulin resistance, obesity and Type 2 diabetes, are accompanied
by decreases in AMPK activity, and that activation of AMPK by ACIAR, TZDs, metformin,
polyphenols and exercise can correct or prevent these disorders [2,65–68]. Of note, AMPK
activation stimulates fatty acid oxidation, which sounds paradoxical to its use in the treatment
of diabetes and metabolic syndrome, as increased fatty acid oxidation may lead to ketosis. It
should be pointed out that ketosis is not as severe for Type 2 diabetes as for Type 1 diabetes.
In Type 1 diabetes, peripheral tissues burn more fat as an alternative fuel source to compensate
for the shortage of glucose in the absence of insulin, which results in intolerable increases in
ketone bodies. By contrast, in Type 2 diabetes and metabolic syndrome, the major problems
are insulin resistance in liver, muscle and adipose tissue (e.g., increased hepatic glucose
production and decreased glucose uptake in skeletal muscle), and increased proinflammatory
response in the cardiovascular system [2]. AMPK activation has been shown to mitigate all of
these abnormalities. In fact, no severe ketosis has been found as a side effect of metformin and
TZDs in the treatment of Type 2 diabetes.

In recent years, metabolic syndrome has been found to be associated with cancer, and new
evidence suggests that AMPK could play a bridging role, as illustrated in Figure 3.

AMPK: a key regulator to link metabolic syndrome & cancer
A large body of epidemiological studies has indicated that metabolic syndrome is a risk factor
for many types of cancer and is associated with increased mortality and poor prognosis [69–
72]. Likewise, the association between metabolic syndrome and tumorigenesis has also been
demonstrated by experimental studies [73–75]. Using a tumor xenograft mouse model in which
obesity and insulin resistance is induced with a high-fat diet, Yakar et al. have shown that
tumor growth is significantly increased in obese mice [73]. A second line of evidence came
from the study with a fatless mouse model, where the expression of the transgene A-ZIP/F-1,
encoding a dominant negative protein that prevents the DNA-binding of B-ZIP transcription
factors of both C/EBP and Jun families, is under the control of the adipose-specific aP2
enhancer/promoter [74]. The transgenic mice without white fat but with increased ectopic
adiposity developed typical symptoms of metabolic syndrome and diabetes. The mice are
susceptible to skin carcinogenesis induced by 7,12 dimethylbenz(α) anthracene, and the
development of breast cancer is accelerated when they are crossed with transgenic mice
expressing the SV40 large tumor antigen transforming sequences in their mammary glands.
The increased carcinogenesis and tumorigenesis is probably attributed to the metabolic
disorders engendered by hyperinsulemia. This possibility is corroborated by a recent elegant
study by Fierz et al. [75]. In this study, a dominant negative mutant of the IGF1 receptor is
specifically expressed in skeletal muscle of transgenic mice (MKR+/+), which results in insulin
resistance and diabetes [76]. When the MKR+/+ mice are crossed with mice expressing the
Polyoma Virus middle T oncongene in the mammary gland or are orthotopically inoculated
with mouse tumor cells, tumor growth is markedly enhanced. Intriguingly, treatment of animals
with CL-316243, a potent insulin sensitizing drug that specifically activates the β3-adrenergic
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receptor, significantly reduced the elevated insulin levels in MKR+/+ mice and concomitantly
attenuated mammary tumor progression [75].

Thus far, both the animal and epidemiological studies support the contention that metabolic
syndrome increases the risk of cancer and that correction of the metabolic disorders could be
beneficial to cancer prevention and treatment. AMPK is a likely benevolent candidate to fulfill
the latter mission. Indeed, this idea is supported by recent studies. First, retrospective
investigations have reported that patients with Type 2 diabetes taking metformin display a
reduced risk of cancer as compared with the normal population or with the patients who have
never taken metformin [77,78], and a reduced trend of mortality compared with patients who
take sulfonylureas or insulin [79]. In addition, reduced levels of adiponectin have been found
in the plasma of patients with some cancers (e.g., breast and prostate cancers), and treatment
of cancer cells with adiponectin attenuated their growth, an event that is blocked by the
dominant negative mutant of AMPK [80–83]. Finally, a large number of studies have shown
that maneuvers that activate AMPK, such as treatment with pharmacological agents (e.g.,
AICAR, metformin and TZDs), exercise and dietary restriction, can attenuate cancer cell
growth in vitro and inhibit tumor development in vivo [34,36,84–87].

Dysregulation of AMPK in cancer
In addition to loss-of-function mutations of LKB1 in Peutz–Jeghers syndrome and cancers,
AMPK could be suppressed by oncogenic mutations (Figure 2). Previous studies have shown
that AMPK is phosphorylated and inhibited by insulin-activated Akt [88]. However, this has
not been reported in cancer cells containing constitutively activated Akt. Additionally, the
mRNA levels of AMPKα2 inversely correlate with clinical prognosis in breast and ovarian
tumors, and are diminished in cancer cells by activated PI3K pathways [89]. Since Akt is
activated in many cancer cells where PTEN is inactivated or PI3K is constitutively activated,
it will be interesting to expand the study by examining more human tumor specimens. In fact,
recent investigations, despite their limited number, shed light on this direction [90,91]. One
report showed that AMPK activation is reduced in lung cancer specimens containing loss-of-
function mutations of LKB1 [91]. A second study examined the activation status of AMPK in
breast cancer specimens and showed that both phospho-AMPK and phospho-ACC signals were
reduced, which inversely correlates with histological grade and axilliary node metastasis
[90]. It has not been investigated if the reduction of AMPK activity correlates with metabolic
status of the breast cancer patients.

Recently, two independent studies have indicated that LKB1 is inhibited by an active mutant
of B-Raf, an event mediated by ERK1/2 [92,93]. Intriguingly, opposite changes between
phosphorylation of ERK and AMPK were observed in melanoma specimens [92]. This finding
may have an important clinical implication, inasmuch as activating mutation of B-Raf accounts
for approximately 6% of human cancer, with the highest incidence in malignant melanoma
(50–70%) [94]. Furthermore, ERK1/2 is constitutively activated in cancer cells containing
Ras mutations, which is found in 20–30% of human cancers [95].

A more complex inter-relationship between the mitogenic and metabolic pathways is
highlighted by a most recent discovery of the interaction between kinase suppressor of ras 2
(KSR2) and AMPK [96]. KSR1 and KSR2 are best known for their scaffold function for the
Raf/MEK/ERK signaling cascade, facilitating the activation of Raf and MEK [97,98].
Costanzo-Garvey et al. have found that AMPK associates with KSR1 and KSR2 with more
preference toward the latter [96]. Knockout of the mouse KSR2 gene causes obesity and insulin
resistance. More interestingly, AMPK activation by AICAR is diminished in MEF cells
isolated from the KSR2 knockout mouse. KSR2 binds to AMPK and Raf/MEK through
different domains: while AMPK binds to the domain near or superimposed with the membrane
targeting domain, the binding sites for Raf and MEK are located to a more carboxy terminal
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region of KSR2 [96,99]. Hence, it is tempting to speculate that KSR2 functions as a switching
point of cell fate for mitogenesis and metabolic checkpoint if all these proteins coexist in the
same complex. In proliferating cells, KSR2 brings an active MEK/ERK complex to AMPK,
preventing its activation by LKB1 (as illustrated in Figure 2). Conversely, under metabolic
stress, binding of AMPK to KSR2 prevents Raf/MEK to be targeted to the plasma membrane
for their activation. Alternatively, KSR2 could form independent complexes with AMPK and
Raf/MEK.

AMPK & glucose metabolism in cancer cells
One of the prominent traits of cancer cells is aerobic glycolysis, which was first described by
Otta Warburg in the 1920s [100]. Regardless of adequate oxygen supply, cancer cells rely on
the glycolysis that takes place in the cytosol over oxidative phosphorylation in the
mitochondria, although the former is much less efficient at generating ATP. It is still not clear
whether the switching of ATP-producing systems is causal or consequent to malignancy.
Nonetheless, increased glycolysis offers many growth advantages to cancer cells in addition
to adaptation of hypoxia tumor microenvironment [101]. For example, the high rate of
glycolysis is not just required for the production of ATP to compensate for impaired oxidative
phosphorylation in mitochondria, but it is also important to provide intermediates for anabolic
processes, including biosynthesis of glycogen, amino acids, nucleic acids, and lipids [101,
102]. Second, increased glycolysis in tumor cells is accompanied by increased stability of the
mitochondrial membrane. This is partly ascribed to mitochondria membrane associated-
hexokinase (HK) I or II, which is upregulated in tumors. As a result, leakage of cytochrome C
into the cytosol and subsequent activation of caspases are prevented. As such, cancer cells are
resistant to apoptosis invoked by the intrinsic pathway. Third, increased secretion of lactic acid
creates an extracellular acidic milieu, which is advantageous for cancer cell invasion but toxic
to normal cells.

Complex mechanisms are involved in the adaptation of cancer cells to glycolysis. Two
important modulators relevant to AMPK are HIF-1 and p53 (Figure 4). HIF-1 is a transcription
factor that is activated by hypoxic, oncogenic and other stresses [103]. HIF-1 is a heterodimer
consisting of two subunits, α and β. The α-subunits are degraded under normoxic conditions
owing to the sequential action of oxygen-dependent pro-lyl tryoxylases and the von Hippel-
Lindau E3 ubiquitin ligase. Under hypoxic conditions, von Hippel-Lindau is inactivated,
leading to stabilization of HIF-1α, which stimulates expression of modulators required for
glycolysis, including glucose transporter 1, HK1 and HK2, lactate dehydrogenase and pyruvate
dehydgrogenase kinase. The latter phosphorylates and inhibits pyruvate dehydrogenase,
leading to a decrease in pyruvate entering mitochondria for oxidation. Therefore, the
characteristic increases of glucose uptake and glycolysis in tumors distinguishes them from
normal tissues, thereby offering a tracing advantage by 18F 2-fluoro-2-deoxy-D-glucose PET
scanning, and these characteristic increases are also targeting points for cancer therapy [104].

AMP-activated protein kinase has been implicated in the regulation of HIF1α. This may be
mediated by its action on mTORC1 [105]. Thus, in LKB1- or AMPK-deficient fibroblasts, the
levels of HIF1α and its downstream targets are elevated, which is diminished by rapamycin
[46]. A similar increase of HIF1α is also found in the epithelia of gastrointestinal hamartomas
from LKB1+/− mice [46]. These studies suggest that AMPK suppresses glycolysis in tumor
cells by inhibiting mTOR. However, AMPK has also been shown to stimulate glycolysis in
ischemic hearts by activating a cardiac specific enzyme, phosphofructo kinase 2 (PFK2)
[106]. In addition, studies have asserted that AMPK activation upregulates HIF-1α and VEGF
expression in hypoxia [107,108]. Thus, it needs to clarify whether these findings are reflective
of acute stress response and examine whether the net effect of these opposite regulations by
AMPK depends on cellular context and metabolic state of the cells.
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Another paradigm of AMPK regulation of glycolysis is its possible action on p53. In addition
to regulating cell growth and apoptosis, p53 has been recently implicated in the regulation of
glycolysis and mitochondrial oxidative phosphorylation through at least three mechanisms
[109]. First, p53 positively regulates the expression of the protein synthesis of cytochrome C
oxidase 2 (SCO2), a key regulator of cytochrome C oxidase complex that is essential for
mitochondrial respiration [110]. Second, p53 stimulates transcription of TP53-induced
glycolysis and apoptosis regulator (TIGAR), a molecule that shares functional similarities with
the bisphosphatase domain of the bifunctional enzyme 6-phosphofructo-2-kinase/fructose-2,6-
bisphosphatase [111]. Thus, the upregulation of TIGAR leads to a decrease in the levels of
fructose-2,6-phosphates, thereby inhibiting glycolysis. Third, p53 downregulates the
expression of phosphoglycerate mutase, another key enzyme in the glycolytic pathway [112].
Collectively, the net effect of p53 mutation is to enhance glycolysis. Therefore, AMPK, via
regulating p53, could inhibit aerobic glycolysis and thus diminish the utilization of glycolytic
intermediates for the biosynthesis of building blocks of cancer cells (e.g., protein, lipid and
nucleic acids). However, data directly linking AMPK, p53 and glycolysis are currently still in
scarcity.

Implication of AMPK in cancer prevention & treatment
Many studies have shown that exercise, AICAR and metformin, all of which cause AMPK
activation, reduce insulin secretion and IGF1 production and alleviate hyperlipidemia and
hyperglycemia [50,65,113–118]. We have provided direct evidence that AICAR suppresses
the expression of IGF1 and its receptor in prostate cancer cells, while expression of the
dominant negative mutant of AMPK causes their upregulation [50]. In addition, AMPK reduces
reactive oxidation species, which can cause DNA damage and thus induce mutagenesis [3].
Hence, these studies suggest an important role of AMPK in tumor prevention. As noted earlier,
this notion is supported by several recent epidemiological investigations in patients with Type
2 diabetes receiving metformin treatment and experimental studies using animal models.

AMP-activated protein kinase might also be a promising target for cancer therapy, as many
recent studies have shown that pharmacological activators of AMPK, such as metformin,
phenformin, AICAR and A769662, inhibit or delay the onset of tumors in animal models.
Interestingly, one clinical study assessed the response of breast cancer patients with diabetes
to nonadjuvant chemotherapy in combination with metformin or with nonmetformin
antidiabetic drugs and demonstrated that the patients receiving metformin showed complete
pathological responses [119]. This finding is intriguing and warrants further investigation.
Indeed, an expanded use of metformin as an adjuvant in the treatment of breast cancer patients
with or without diabetes is progressing at the Phase III clinical trial [120]. As an adjuvant of
cancer therapy, several factors may determine the efficacy of pharmacological activators of
AMPK and response to the treatment. For example, the presence of LKB1 is critical for the
response of cancer cells to AMPK-targeted treatment. AMPK is unable to be activated by many
pharmacological agents in the absence of LKB1 unless they directly bind to and activate
AMPK. In some cancer cells, failure of AMPK activation may be beneficial to therapy, as it
sensitizes the cells to apoptosis induced by chemotherapeutic agents [121]. Second, the cells
containing hyperactive downstream targets of AMPK might be especially sensitive to AMPK
activators when LKB1 is present. These include cancer cells containing hyperactivated
mTORC1 and upregulated FASN [34,36,64]. In addition, the status of p53 might also be a
determining factor. In keeping with this, a recent study has shown that metformin induces
apoptosis of p53-null HCT116 colon cancer cells and selectively suppresses the growth of
xenografts derived from these cells [87]. By contrast, metformin or AICAR fails to inhibit the
tumor growth of HCT116 cells containing wild-type p53 but, instead, elicits autophagy [87].
However, another study has reported that p53 plays a critical role in mediating AMPK-induced
apoptosis of thymocytes in response to glucose deprivation [122]. These results may reflect
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differences in cell types, but points to different treatment regimens needed to be considered
when the genetic context varies.

Conclusion
In summation, AMPK appears to serve as a metabolic tumor suppressor to keep cell metabolism
and growth at appropriate levels. Thus, in response to energy stress in the microenvironment
of tumors, AMPK activation may lead to the reprogramming of cellular metabolism and elicits
a metabolic checkpoint on the cell cycle through its action on mTORC1, p53 and other
modulators for cell growth and survival. The checkpoint presumably allows a cell to fix the
problems. Thus, when it is lost, the cell will undergo two directions of fate: apoptosis or
unrestrained growth. In this regard, it is of no doubt that AMPK is a promising target for cancer
prevention. Moreover, many lines of evidence suggest that AMPK could also serve as a target
for cancer therapy, which will require more support from both preclinical and clinical
investigations. The clinical study is just at its beginning, and hopefully, more exciting outcomes
are expected to come along in the near future.

Future perspective
A great deal of experimental studies support the notion that AMPK is an important mediator
of LKB1 in inhibiting cancer cell growth and tumorigenesis. It is noteworthy, however, that
unlike LKB1, AMPK may not have emerged as a tumor suppressor by genetic studies, which
is probably attributed to redundancy between the multiple isoforms [123,124]. Thus, to further
delineate the tumor suppressive function of AMPK, it will be interesting to cross the AMPK
α1 or α2 null mice or transgenic mice expressing the dominant negative mutant of AMPK α-
subunit with p53 or PTEN-null mice and test whether ablation of AMPK accelerates tumor
development or whether deletion of the AMPK α-genes increases the susceptibility to
carcinogenesis. Another important direction will be to gain more evidence on AMPK
dysregulaton in tumor microenvironment caused by metabolic or genetic changes. Inspired by
the epidemiological studies showing the reduced risk of cancer and improved prognosis in
breast cancer patients with diabetes who have taken metformin and in vitro studies using animal
models with AMPK activators, extended studies of metformin use as an adjuvant to cancer
therapy will hopefully be launched soon. An attractive reason to consider AMPK as a
therapeutic target is the fact that two pharmacological activators, metformin and TZDs, have
already been used in the clinical treatment of Type 2 diabetes, and tolerance of their side effects
has been documented. Since metformin inhibits Complex I of the respiratory chain, one of its
side effects is the production of lactic acidosis. Owing to the fatal acidosis side effect,
phenformin, a potent analog of metformin, has been removed from the market in the USA.
Although metformin also produces this side effect, it is to a much lower degree that is within
the tolerable range. Furthermore, it is reasonable to expect more AMPK activators with higher
specificity and potency to appear in the market in the near future. We should be aware that, as
tumors have high degrees of heterogeneity, different genetic backgrounds may determine the
sensitivity and efficacy, and the combination of AMPK activators with other treatment
regimens will always be a better choice. Lastly and not surprisingly, as tremendous interest is
invested, more AMPK targets and new functions will be identified.

Executive summary

• AMPK serves as a critical downstream substrate of LKB1, a tumor suppressor
whose mutations are found in Peutz–Jeghers syndrome and cancer.

• AMPK has emerged as a therapeutic target for metabolic syndrome and Type 2
diabetes.
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• AMPK can be suppressed in metabolic syndrome, which is a risk factor for cancer,
and by oncogenic activation of the Raf/ERK/RSK pathway.

• Activation of AMPK by energy shortage (e.g., hypoxia and low levels of nutrients)
reprograms cellular metabolism and enforces a metabolic checkpoint on the cell
cycle. Loss of such a checkpoint could lead to unrestrained cell growth.

• AMPK may function as a metabolic tumor suppressor regulating glucose, lipid
and protein metabolism. It does so by acting on mTORC1, p53 and FASN.

• AMPK is a promising target for cancer prevention and therapy.
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Figure 1. Essential Roles of LKB1/AMPK in controlling cell growth and tumorigenesis
LKB1/AMPK by regulating mTORC1, p53 and other important molecules control cellular
processes, such as cell cycle checkpoint, apoptosis, autophagy and cell polarity. Dysregulation
of LKB1/AMPK causes loss of these control points and thus leads to unrestrained growth. Only
a few representative molecules that are directly relevant to growth control are listed here.
TZD: Thiazolidinedione.
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Figure 2. Interaction of AMPK with the ERK and PI3K pathways
Recent studies have demonstrated that the LKB1/AMPK axis functionally interacts with the
mitogenic pathways: Atk could phosphorylate and inhibit AMPK; LKB1 is inhibited by
oncogenic B-Raf in an ERK/RSK-dependent fashion; KSR associates with Raf/MEK, which
is required for Raf/MEK activation. Recently, KSR2 has been shown to associate with AMPK
and participate in its activation. It will be interesting to test if the KSR scaffolds, by tethering
Raf/MEK and AMPK, play a role in determining cell growth or arrest; AMPK inhibits TORC1
by phosphorylating TSC2 and Raptor. This negative regulation is important, as TORC1 is a
critical regulator for the growth of cancer cells bearing the loss-of-function mutations of PTEN
or activating mutations of PI3K and Akt.
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Figure 3. Suppression of AMPK results in loss of metabolic checkpoints
AMPK could be suppressed in metabolic syndrome and by activated Akt owing to mutation
of PTEN or PI3K, or activated ERK/RSK due to Ras or B-Raf, leading to a loss of metabolic
checkpoints. Likewise, increased insulin and IGF1 associated with metabolic syndrome can
inhibit AMPK and stimulate cell proliferation, hyperplasia and malignant growth of cancer
cells.
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Figure 4. AMPK plays a role in reprogramming energy metabolism
AMPK activation could have two effects on energy metabolisms: acute effect, AMPK that is
activated under metabolic stress, such as hypoxia, ischemia and glucose deprivation, stimulates
fatty acid oxidation and, in some circumstances, such as in the heart, enhances glycolysis to
generate more ATP; chronic effect, AMPK may inhibit glycolysis via its action on mTOR and
p53. Thus, suppression of AMPK in some cancer might result in increased glycolysis, which
may contribute to the Warburg effect.
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