
www.landesbioscience.com Communicative & Integrative Biology e24463-1

Communicative & Integrative Biology 6:4, e24463; July/August 2013; © 2013 Landes Bioscience

 ReseARCh pApeR shoRt CommunICAtIon

*Correspondence to: Yoshikatsu Aikawa;Email: yaikawa@mail.doshisha.ac.jp
Submitted: 02/27/13; Accepted: 03/27/13
Citation: Aikawa Y, Lee S. Role of Rabex-5 in the sorting of ubiquitinated cargo at an early stage in the endocytic pathway. Commun Integr Biol 2013; 6: e24463; 
http://dx.doi.org/10.4161/cib.24463

Following binding to their cognate ligands, a variety of cell-surface 
receptors undergo ubiquitination on the plasma membrane to pro-
mote their endocytosis for lysosomal degradation, thereby ensur-
ing the termination of receptor signaling.1 The ubiquitin (Ub) 
moieties of the ubiquitinated membrane proteins are recognized 
by compartment-specific Ub-binding protein (UBP)-containing 
Ub-binding domains (UBDs) inherent to key adaptor proteins at 
the plasma membrane, early endosomes, and trans-Golgi network 
(TGN) (Fig. 1A). At the plasma membrane, epidermal growth 
factor (EGF) receptor pathway substrate clone 15 (EPS15), EPS15-
interacting protein 1 (epsin-1), and their yeast homologs mediate 
the internalization of many ubiquitinated transmembrane proteins 
via Ub-interacting motifs.2 At the endosomes, the endosomal sort-
ing complex required for transport machinery plays an important 
role in the sorting of ubiquitinated transmembrane proteins into 
the interior of multivesicular bodies (MVBs) and in MVB biogen-
esis.3 At the TGN in yeast, Golgi-localized gamma-ear-containing 
ARF-binding (GGA) proteins regulate the Ub-dependent sorting 
from the TGN to endosomes via GGA and Tom1 (target of Myb 
1) (GAT) domain-mediated direct interactions with Ub.4

To target these UBPs to subcellular compartments properly, 
the different domain structures outside of their UBDs could be 
involved. For example, Rabex-5 requires the early endosomal tar-
geting (EET) domain to localize to early endosomes.5 In addi-
tion to this EET domain, the tandem UBDs such as zinc finger 
(ZnF) and motif interacting with Ub (MIU)6,7 at the N-terminus 
of Rabex-5 are required for recruiting Rabex-5 to the membrane 
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fractions, including the endosomal membrane and/or plasma 
membrane.8,9 Intriguingly, Rabex-5 mutants with impaired 
Ub-binding activity in these UBDs also reduced Rab5-binding 
activity.10 Although a comprehensive proteomic screen for proteins 
interacting with Rabex-5 via its UBDs has not been reported yet, 
the ubiquitinated EGF receptor7 and the neural cell adhesion mol-
ecule L19 were shown to interact with Rabex-5 after their ligand-
induced ubiquitination. Importantly, Rabex-5 is translocated to 
the plasma membrane upon stimulation with these extracellular 
ligands.7,9 This ligand-dependent translocation of Rabex-5 might 
be required for internalization of the ubiquitinated cargo from the 
plasma membrane.

This hypothesis was also supported by measuring the inter-
nalization of L1 in N2a cells expressing small interfering RNA 
(siRNA) for Rabex-5. In control cells, a fluorescence-conjugated 
L1 antibody was rapidly internalized and accumulated around 
perinuclear endosomal structures, with increasing incubation 
time (Fig. 1B, left panels). In contrast, a fluorescence-conjugated 
L1 antibody was observed only on the plasma membrane in cells 
expressing Rabex-5 siRNA, even after 30 min incubation (Fig. 1B, 
right panels), indicating that the internalization of L1 was dramati-
cally inhibited by largely eliminating Rabex-5 expression, which is 
consistent with our previous report.9

Rabex-5-mediated sorting of ubiquitinated cargo on the plasma 
membrane might be surprising since Rabex-5 localizes predomi-
nantly on syntaxin 13, which is involved in homotypic early 
endosomal fusion as Q-soluble N-ethylmalemide-sensitive fusion 
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attachment protein receptor (SNARE)11-
positive early endosomes but not on 
Rab11-positive recycling endosomes or 
LysoTracker-positive lysosomes before 
incubating the cells with extracellular 
ligands (Fig. 1C). Rabex-5 is required for 
the functions of early endosomes through 
the activation of Rab5.12 The formation 
of a complex with Rabaptin-5 promotes 
the guanine nucleotide exchange factor 
(GEF) activity of Rabex-5 via a coiled-coil 
domain at the C-terminal region of Rabex-
5, resulting in the establishment of a feed-
back loop by which Rab5-GTP promotes 
further Rab5 binding13 and recruitment of 
Rab5 effectors such as phosphatidylinositol 
(PtdIns)-3-OH kinase.14 As a result, Rab5 
and PtdIns-(3)-P serve the platform for 
effectors involved in early endosomal mem-
brane docking and fusion through interac-
tions with SNAREs.15

In contrast to the functional role of 
Rab5 on early endosomes, the localization 
of Rab5 on the plasma membrane has been 
detected,16 and the expression of Rab5A 
resulted in the enhancement of EGF–EGF 
receptor internalization, whereas a domi-
nant-negative mutant of Rab5, Rab5S34N, 
inhibited this internalization.17 Although 
Rab5 isoforms are functionally redundant 
at the internalization step of EGF and/
or transferrin (Tf) receptors trafficking,18 
these results suggest that the extracellular 
ligand-dependent activation of Rab5 by 
Rab5GEFs on the plasma membrane is 
required for operating the cargo-specific 
sorting at the early step in these endocytic 
trafficking pathways. Intriguingly, total 
internal reflection fluorescence micros-
copy (TIRF-M) revealed pre-endocytic 
sorting of EGF and Tf on the plasma 
membrane.19 Although it remains unclear 
whether Rab5GEFs are involved in such 
pre-endocytic sorting, Rabex-5 might 
simultaneously make it possible to regulate 
pre-endocytic sorting of the ubiquitinated 
cargo and drive the internalization from 
the plasma membrane.

In light of these considerations, the 
molecular machinery underlying the trans-
location of Rabex-5 to the plasma mem-
brane needs to be determined. It will also 
be crucial to identify key proteins that 
recruit Rabex-5 to the plasma membrane 
via its ZnF and MIU domain.

Figure 1. (A) ub functions as a sorting signal in intracellular trafficking pathways. the diagram 
shows 3 sites at which ub is known to act as a sorting signal for membrane proteins, i.e., the tGn, 
plasma membrane, and endosomes. some known components of the ub-interacting sorting ma-
chinery are indicated. (B) Impact of Rabex-5 siRnA-mediated knockdown on L1 endocytosis in n2a 
cells. Cells expressing Rabex-5 siRnA (right panels) or control scrambled siRnA (left panels) were 
incubated with an Alexa 568-conjugated L1 antibody (Ab), followed by visualization using confocal 
microscopy. the arrows and arrowheads indicate the internalized Alexa 568-conjugated L1-Ab on 
the endosomes and the accumulated Alexa 568-conjugated L1-Ab on the plasma membrane, re-
spectively. the scale bar represents 10 μm. (C) (upper and middle panels) Colocalization of Rabex-5 
(red) with GFp-syntaxin 13- and GFp-Rab11-positive endosomal compartments (green) in the pres-
ence of L1-Ab in n2a cells. (Bottom panels) Colocalization of Rabex-5-GFp (green) with Lysotracker 
red DnD-99 (red). the arrows indicate colocalization (yellow). the scale bar represents 5 μm.



www.landesbioscience.com Communicative & Integrative Biology e24463-3

14. Christoforidis S, Miaczynska M, Ashman K, Wilm 
M, Zhao L, Yip SC, et al. Phosphatidylinositol-
3-OH kinases are Rab5 effectors. Nat Cell Biol 
1999; 1:249-52; PMID:10559924; http://dx.doi.
org/10.1038/12075

15. McBride HM, Rybin V, Murphy C, Giner A, Teasdale 
R, Zerial M. Oligomeric complexes link Rab5 effectors 
with NSF and drive membrane fusion via interactions 
between EEA1 and syntaxin 13. Cell 1999; 98:377-86; 
PMID:10458612; http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/S0092-
8674(00)81966-2

16. Bucci C, Parton RG, Mather IH, Stunnenberg H, 
Simons K, Hoflack B, et al. The small GTPase rab5 
functions as a regulatory factor in the early endo-
cytic pathway. Cell 1992; 70:715-28; PMID:1516130; 
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/0092-8674(92)90306-W

17. Barbieri MA, Roberts RL, Gumusboga A, Highfield 
H, Alvarez-Dominguez C, Wells A, et al. Epidermal 
growth factor and membrane trafficking. EGF receptor 
activation of endocytosis requires Rab5a. J Cell Biol 
2000; 151:539-50; PMID:11062256; http://dx.doi.
org/10.1083/jcb.151.3.539

18. Chen PI, Kong C, Su X, Stahl PD. Rab5 isoforms 
differentially regulate the trafficking and degradation 
of epidermal growth factor receptors. J Biol Chem 
2009; 284:30328-38; PMID:19723633; http://dx.doi.
org/10.1074/jbc.M109.034546

19. Leonard D, Hayakawa A, Lawe D, Lambright D, 
Bellve KD, Standley C, et al. Sorting of EGF and 
transferrin at the plasma membrane and by cargo-
specific signaling to EEA1-enriched endosomes. J Cell 
Sci 2008; 121:3445-58; PMID:18827013; http://
dx.doi.org/10.1242/jcs.031484

8. Mattera R, Bonifacino JS. Ubiquitin binding and 
conjugation regulate the recruitment of Rabex-
5 to early endosomes. EMBO J 2008; 27:2484-
94; PMID:18772883; http://dx.doi.org/10.1038/
emboj.2008.177

9. Aikawa Y. Rabex-5 protein regulates the endocytic 
trafficking pathway of ubiquitinated neural cell adhe-
sion molecule L1. J Biol Chem 2012; 287:32312-
23; PMID:22846990; http://dx.doi.org/10.1074/jbc.
M112.374322

10. Aikawa Y, Hirakawa H, Lee S. Spatiotemporal regula-
tion of the ubiquitinated cargo-binding activity of 
Rabex-5 in the endocytic pathway. J Biol Chem 
2012; 287:40586-97; PMID:23048039; http://dx.doi.
org/10.1074/jbc.M112.411793

11. Brandhorst D, Zwilling D, Rizzoli SO, Lippert U, 
Lang T, Jahn R. Homotypic fusion of early endosomes: 
SNAREs do not determine fusion specificity. Proc Natl 
Acad Sci USA 2006; 103:2701-6; PMID:16469845; 
http://dx.doi.org/10.1073/pnas.0511138103

12. Horiuchi H, Lippé R, McBride HM, Rubino M, 
Woodman P, Stenmark H, et al. A novel Rab5 GDP/
GTP exchange factor complexed to Rabaptin-5 links 
nucleotide exchange to effector recruitment and func-
tion. Cell 1997; 90:1149-59; PMID:9323142; http://
dx.doi.org/10.1016/S0092-8674(00)80380-3

13. Lippé R, Miaczynska M, Rybin V, Runge A, Zerial M. 
Functional synergy between Rab5 effector Rabaptin-5 
and exchange factor Rabex-5 when physically associ-
ated in a complex. Mol Biol Cell 2001; 12:2219-28; 
PMID:11452015

Disclosure of Potential Conflicts of Interest

No potential conflicts of interest were 
disclosed.

References
1. Haglund K, Dikic I. The role of ubiquitylation in 

receptor endocytosis and endosomal sorting. J Cell Sci 
2012; 125:265-75; PMID:22357968; http://dx.doi.
org/10.1242/jcs.091280

2. Traub LM, Lukacs GL. Decoding ubiquitin sorting 
signals for clathrin-dependent endocytosis by CLASPs. 
J Cell Sci 2007; 120:543-53; PMID:17287393; http://
dx.doi.org/10.1242/jcs.03385

3. Raiborg C, Stenmark H. The ESCRT machinery in 
endosomal sorting of ubiquitylated membrane pro-
teins. Nature 2009; 458:445-52; PMID:19325624; 
http://dx.doi.org/10.1038/nature07961

4. Pelham HR. Membrane traffic: GGAs sort ubiquitin. 
Curr Biol 2004; 14:R357-9; PMID:15120092; http://
dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.cub.2004.04.027

5. Zhu H, Liang Z, Li G. Rabaptin-5-independent mem-
brane targeting and Rab5 activation by Rabex-5 in the 
cell. Mol Biol Cell 2009; 20:4720-9; PMID:19759177; 
http://dx.doi.org/10.1091/mbc.E09-06-0453

6. Lee S, Tsai YC, Mattera R, Smith WJ, Kostelansky 
MS, Weissman AM, et al. Structural basis for ubiquitin 
recognition and autoubiquitination by Rabex-5. Nat 
Struct Mol Biol 2006; 13:264-71; PMID:16462746; 
http://dx.doi.org/10.1038/nsmb1064

7. Penengo L, Mapelli M, Murachelli AG, Confalonieri 
S, Magri L, Musacchio A, et al. Crystal structure of 
the ubiquitin binding domains of rabex-5 reveals 
two modes of interaction with ubiquitin. Cell 2006; 
124:1183-95; PMID:16499958; http://dx.doi.
org/10.1016/j.cell.2006.02.020


