
citric acid cycle steps

Unraveling the Citric Acid Cycle: A Detailed Exploration of Its Key Steps

citric acid cycle steps, also known as the Krebs cycle or the TCA cycle, represent a central metabolic

pathway in aerobic organisms, crucial for the extraction of energy from carbohydrates, fats, and

proteins. This intricate series of biochemical reactions, occurring within the mitochondrial matrix,

oxidizes acetyl-CoA to produce ATP, NADH, and FADH2, which subsequently fuel cellular respiration.

Understanding each step of this vital cycle is paramount for comprehending cellular energy production,

metabolic regulation, and the implications of its dysregulation in various diseases. This article will

meticulously guide you through the eight distinct stages of the citric acid cycle, explaining the key

enzymes, substrates, and products involved at each juncture, and highlighting their significance in the

broader context of cellular metabolism.
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The Eight Key Citric Acid Cycle Steps

The citric acid cycle is a cyclical pathway, meaning the final product of the last step is regenerated to

start the cycle anew. It consists of eight distinct enzymatic reactions, each catalyzed by a specific

enzyme, transforming a two-carbon acetyl group into carbon dioxide while generating high-energy

electron carriers. This process is the core of aerobic respiration, following glycolysis and pyruvate

oxidation.

Step 1: Citrate Formation

The first step in the citric acid cycle is the condensation reaction between acetyl-CoA and

oxaloacetate. Acetyl-CoA, a two-carbon molecule derived from the breakdown of glucose (via

pyruvate) or fatty acids, enters the cycle by donating its acetyl group. Oxaloacetate, a four-carbon

molecule, acts as the initial acceptor. The enzyme citrate synthase catalyzes this reaction, forming the

six-carbon molecule citrate. This reaction is highly exergonic and is a major regulatory point of the

cycle, inhibited by high levels of citrate and ATP.

Step 2: Isocitrate Formation

In the second step, citrate is isomerized to isocitrate. This reaction involves a reversible two-step

process: dehydration of citrate to cis-aconitate, followed by rehydration of cis-aconitate to isocitrate.

The enzyme aconitase catalyzes this isomerization, moving a hydroxyl group and rearranging the

molecule. This seemingly simple rearrangement is crucial as it positions the molecule correctly for the

subsequent oxidative decarboxylation steps.



Step 3: Alpha-Ketoglutarate Formation

The third step is the first oxidative decarboxylation of the cycle. Isocitrate is oxidized and

decarboxylated to form alpha-ketoglutarate, a five-carbon molecule. This reaction is catalyzed by

isocitrate dehydrogenase and results in the reduction of NAD+ to NADH, releasing one molecule of

carbon dioxide. This is a key regulatory step, stimulated by ADP and calcium ions, and inhibited by

ATP and NADH. The production of NADH here signifies the capture of energy in a reduced electron

carrier.

Step 4: Succinyl-CoA Formation

Alpha-ketoglutarate undergoes a second oxidative decarboxylation to form succinyl-CoA. This reaction

is catalyzed by the alpha-ketoglutarate dehydrogenase complex, a multi-enzyme system similar to the

pyruvate dehydrogenase complex. Similar to the previous step, NAD+ is reduced to NADH, and a

molecule of carbon dioxide is released, yielding a four-carbon molecule, succinyl-CoA. Coenzyme A is

also incorporated into the molecule, forming a high-energy thioester bond. This step is also a

significant regulatory point, inhibited by its products, succinyl-CoA and NADH.

Step 5: Succinate Formation

Succinyl-CoA is converted to succinate in the fifth step. This reaction involves the cleavage of the

high-energy thioester bond in succinyl-CoA, releasing enough energy to drive the synthesis of a

nucleoside triphosphate, typically GTP (guanosine triphosphate), from GDP and inorganic phosphate.

This process is known as substrate-level phosphorylation and is catalyzed by succinyl-CoA synthetase.

The GTP produced can then be readily converted to ATP. Succinate, a four-carbon dicarboxylic acid,

is the product.



Step 6: Fumarate Formation

Succinate is oxidized to fumarate in the sixth step. This reaction is catalyzed by succinate

dehydrogenase, which is unique in that it is embedded within the inner mitochondrial membrane (as

part of Complex II of the electron transport chain). Instead of reducing NAD+, this enzyme reduces

FAD (flavin adenine dinucleotide) to FADH2. The transfer of electrons to FAD is energetically favorable

due to the lower reduction potential of FAD compared to NAD+. FADH2 will later donate its electrons

to the electron transport chain.

Step 7: Malate Formation

Fumarate is hydrated to form malate in the seventh step. This reaction is catalyzed by the enzyme

fumarase (or fumarate hydratase), which adds a molecule of water across the double bond of

fumarate. This is a stereospecific reaction, ensuring the formation of L-malate. The addition of water

prepares the molecule for the final oxidation step.

Step 8: Oxaloacetate Regeneration

The eighth and final step involves the oxidation of malate back to oxaloacetate. This reaction is

catalyzed by malate dehydrogenase. In this process, NAD+ is reduced to NADH, and oxaloacetate is

regenerated. This regenerated oxaloacetate is then available to combine with another molecule of

acetyl-CoA, thus completing the cycle. The equilibrium of this reaction favors malate formation, so the

reaction proceeds forward because the oxaloacetate is rapidly consumed by citrate synthase in the

first step of the cycle.



Significance of the Citric Acid Cycle Steps

The citric acid cycle is more than just a pathway for energy production; it is a hub for biosynthesis and

catabolism. The intermediates of the cycle can be siphoned off for the synthesis of amino acids,

porphyrins (like heme), and fatty acids. Conversely, the breakdown products of amino acids and fatty

acids can feed into the cycle at various points, illustrating its central role in metabolic integration. The

efficient production of NADH and FADH2 is paramount, as these reduced coenzymes carry high-

energy electrons to the electron transport chain, where the majority of ATP is synthesized.

Regulation of Citric Acid Cycle Steps

The citric acid cycle is tightly regulated to meet the cell's energy demands. Key regulatory enzymes

include citrate synthase, isocitrate dehydrogenase, and alpha-ketoglutarate dehydrogenase. These

enzymes are subject to allosteric regulation by ATP, ADP, NADH, and citrate. High levels of ATP and

NADH, indicative of abundant energy, inhibit the cycle, while low levels of ATP and ADP signal the

need for more energy and activate the cycle. Product inhibition also plays a significant role, preventing

the buildup of intermediates.

Citric Acid Cycle Steps and Energy Production

For each turn of the citric acid cycle, starting with one molecule of acetyl-CoA, the net yield of energy-

carrying molecules is: two molecules of carbon dioxide, three molecules of NADH, one molecule of

FADH2, and one molecule of GTP (which is equivalent to ATP). While the direct ATP production (via

GTP) is small, the NADH and FADH2 produced are critical. These molecules enter the electron

transport chain, where their energy is used to generate a substantial amount of ATP through oxidative

phosphorylation. Therefore, the citric acid cycle is the primary engine for ATP generation in aerobic

respiration.



Citric Acid Cycle Steps in Different Organisms

The fundamental steps of the citric acid cycle are remarkably conserved across a wide range of

organisms, from bacteria to humans. This evolutionary conservation underscores its fundamental

importance in cellular energy metabolism. While the enzymes catalyzing these reactions may exhibit

structural variations between species, their biochemical functions and the overall pathway remain

largely the same. Minor variations in regulation or cofactor usage might exist, but the core sequence of

reactions is universal for aerobic respiration.

FAQ

Q: What is the primary purpose of the citric acid cycle steps?

A: The primary purpose of the citric acid cycle steps is to oxidize acetyl-CoA derived from

carbohydrates, fats, and proteins, generating reduced electron carriers (NADH and FADH2) and a

small amount of ATP (via GTP) to fuel cellular energy production through oxidative phosphorylation.

Q: How many ATP molecules are directly produced per cycle?

A: Directly, one molecule of GTP is produced per cycle through substrate-level phosphorylation, which

is equivalent to one ATP molecule. The vast majority of ATP is generated indirectly through the

electron transport chain using the NADH and FADH2 produced by the cycle.

Q: What are the main regulatory points within the citric acid cycle

steps?

A: The main regulatory points are catalyzed by citrate synthase (Step 1), isocitrate dehydrogenase

(Step 3), and the alpha-ketoglutarate dehydrogenase complex (Step 4). These enzymes are sensitive



to the energy status of the cell (ATP/ADP ratio) and the levels of reducing equivalents (NADH).

Q: Where do the carbon atoms from acetyl-CoA end up after the citric

acid cycle steps?

A: The two carbon atoms from acetyl-CoA are released as two molecules of carbon dioxide during the

oxidative decarboxylation steps (Step 3 and Step 4).

Q: What role does NADH play in the citric acid cycle steps?

A: NADH is produced in three steps of the citric acid cycle (Steps 3, 4, and 8) as NAD+ is reduced. It

acts as a crucial electron carrier, transferring high-energy electrons to the electron transport chain for

ATP synthesis.

Q: Can the intermediates of the citric acid cycle be used for

biosynthesis?

A: Yes, the intermediates of the citric acid cycle are crucial metabolic crossroads and can be siphoned

off for the synthesis of various biomolecules, including amino acids, fatty acids, and heme.

Q: What happens to FADH2 produced during the citric acid cycle

steps?

A: FADH2 is produced in Step 6 (succinate to fumarate conversion) and also carries high-energy

electrons to the electron transport chain, contributing to ATP production through oxidative

phosphorylation.



Q: How is oxaloacetate regenerated at the end of the citric acid cycle

steps?

A: Oxaloacetate is regenerated in the final step (Step 8) by the oxidation of malate, catalyzed by

malate dehydrogenase, allowing it to accept another acetyl-CoA and continue the cycle.
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