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ABSTRACT

Mutations in the CFTR gene that lead to prema-
ture stop codons or splicing defects cause cystic
fibrosis (CF) and are not amenable to treatment by
small-molecule modulators. Here, we investigate the
use of adenine base editor (ABE) ribonucleoproteins
(RNPs) that convert A•T to G•C base pairs as a ther-
apeutic strategy for three CF-causing mutations. Us-
ing ABE RNPs, we corrected in human airway ep-
ithelial cells premature stop codon mutations (R553X
and W1282X) and a splice-site mutation (3849 + 10 kb
C > T). Following ABE delivery, DNA sequencing re-
vealed correction of these pathogenic mutations at
efficiencies that reached 38–82% with minimal by-
stander edits or indels. This range of editing was
sufficient to attain functional correction of CFTR-
dependent anion channel activity in primary epithe-
lial cells from CF patients and in a CF patient-derived
cell line. These results demonstrate the utility of base
editor RNPs to repair CFTR mutations that are not
currently treatable with approved therapeutics.

INTRODUCTION

Cystic fibrosis (CF) is the most common lethal genetic dis-
ease among Caucasians, with over 70 000 persons affected
worldwide. Multiple different mutations in the gene encod-
ing the cystic fibrosis transmembrane conductance regula-
tor (CFTR) cause this recessive disorder. While advances in
small molecule CFTR modulator therapies have improved
protein function for many mutations (1–3), ∼10% of peo-
ple with CF cannot benefit from these strategies (4), includ-
ing those with nonsense and splicing mutations that pre-
vent complete synthesis of CFTR protein. New therapies

for these patients are urgently needed, as clinical trials with
drug candidates to treat CF from CFTR premature stop
codons have not been successful (5,6) and no medications
for splicing mutations have been approved yet (7,8).

Recent successes in clinical trials for other genetic dis-
eases (9–16) have renewed interest in gene therapy and
gene editing approaches to treat or prevent CF lung dis-
ease (17–21), including gene addition approaches using vi-
ral and non-viral vectors for DNA and mRNA delivery (20–
25). The identification of Clustered Regularly Interspaced
Short Palindromic Repeats (CRISPR) nucleases (26–28) in-
creased the pace of discovery for genome editing applica-
tions, including CF (29,30). Editing approaches to correct
CFTR in principle include mutation-specific homology di-
rected repair (HDR) (29,31–34), ablation of splice muta-
tions (35,36), or insertion of a ‘super exon’ by HDR (37–
39). However, CRISPR-Cas nuclease-mediated gene editing
with HDR is inefficient in most therapeutically relevant cell
types, and is highly cell-cycle dependent (40). Most airway
epithelia are mitotically quiescent and do not support effi-
cient HDR (41,42). In addition, non-homologous end join-
ing (NHEJ) repair byproducts such as indels typically pre-
dominate following double-strand DNA breaks (DSBs) in
most cell types, leading to a high ratio of undesired indels
to desired repair outcomes following DSB formation from
nucleases such as CRISPR-Cas9 (43).

The advent of base editing (44–47) enabled efficient sin-
gle base pair changes with minimal undesired byproducts,
even in non-dividing cells (43). Base editors convert target
DNA base pairs in a programmable manner without the
introduction of DSBs or reliance on HDR or NHEJ re-
pair processes. By fusing a non-cutting DNA-binding pro-
tein such as CRISPR/Cas or a TALE repeat array with
natural or laboratory-evolved cytidine or adenine deami-
nase enzymes, base editors can introduce C•G-to-T•A base
changes or A•T-to G•C-base changes (44,45). Base edit-
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ing has been used to repair disease mutations in human
cells including the apolipoprotein E gene variant APOE4
(44), the �-thalassemia HBB −28 (A > G) (48), and a Mar-
fan syndrome FBN1 mutation (49). Since a limitation of
the CRISPR/Cas system is the availability of an ‘NGG’ or
‘NG’ PAM sequence, subsequent studies expanded the edit-
ing opportunities for base editors through the use of non-
G PAMs (50,51) and the evolution of novel deaminase do-
mains (50–54).

The ABE class of editors for A•T-to-G•C modifications
offer certain advantages. All mammalian stop codons con-
tain at least one adenine residue on both the top and bot-
tom DNA strands (TAG, TAA, TGA), the removal of which
would eliminate the stop codon. ABEs typically yield high
product purity (typically ≥99% of base-edited products are
A•T-to-G•C), and low frequency of indel byproducts (typ-
ically ≤5%) (43,45). Additionally, the high genome-wide
specificity of ABE7.10, the base editor variant used in this
study (45,55), and the low frequency of Cas-independent
off-target editing for ABE7.10 (53,56–58) have been previ-
ously documented. Remarkably, ABEs have the potential
to correct almost half of known human pathogenic point
mutations (59). The most recent CFTR mutation database
(CFTR2, cftr2.org, 31 July 2020) lists 360 disease causing
variants, and of these 67% are point mutations. Of all single
nucleotide mutations in CFTR2, 15% could potentially be
corrected using CBEs and 46% using ABEs. Recent proof-
of-principle studies used ABEs to correct CFTR mutations
in human intestinal and airway epithelial organoids (60)
and a human airway epithelial cell line (61). In these stud-
ies, the investigators used electroporation to deliver plasmid
DNA or mRNA, respectively.

The use of ribonucleoproteins (RNPs) as gene edit-
ing tools offers the potential advantages of rapid onset
of effect and transient duration of activity. We hypoth-
esized that the delivery of ABE RNPs to human air-
way epithelia could produce sufficient on target gene edit-
ing to repair CFTR mutations and restore CFTR anion
channel function. We demonstrate ABE’s ability to pre-
cisely recode a single mutant nucleotide residue in CFTR
and restore electrolyte transport in relevant primary hu-
man airway epithelial cells and in CF patient-derived cell
lines.

MATERIALS AND METHODS

Methods, including statements of data availability and any
associated accession codes and references, are available in
the online version of the paper.

Adenine base editors and Cas9 nuclease

Cas9-ABE. The ABE7.10-SpCas9-NG (45,62) base ed-
itor protein employed in this study was purchased as a
custom product from Aldevron (Fargo, ND). The opti-
mized NLS sequences used in ABE7.10-SpCas9-NG were
reported by Koblan et al. and described as ‘BE4max’ and
‘ABEmax’ (63). This base editor includes an optimized
NLS architecture (50,63) and a Cas9 variant with expanded
PAM targeting capability (64). The recombinant ABEmax-
SpCas9-NG protein containing a nuclear localization signal

and a His-tag at the N-terminus was expressed and purified
according to Aldevron proprietary methodology. Briefly,
expression of the recombinant ABE7.10-SpCas9-NG pro-
tein was induced in BL21 cells (NEB) using rhamnose, after
which the lysis of cells occurred by high-pressure homoge-
nization. The recombinant protein in the soluble lysate ob-
tained after centrifugation was purified using immobilized
metal affinity chromatography and cation exchange chro-
matography. The resulting protein fractions were dialyzed
into the final formulation buffer and concentrated via cen-
trifugation. The final formulation buffer was comprised of:
25 mM Tris−HCl pH 7.4, 300 mM NaCl, 0.1 mM EDTA,
1.0 mM DTT, 50% glycerol. The analysis of purity and
concentration of the Cas9 protein was by SDS-PAGE and
UV−Vis spectrophotometry. The expression plasmid for
ABE7.10-SpCas9-NG was deposited with Addgene (plas-
mid ID #170663).

SpCas9-NG nuclease preparation. For the 3849 + 10 kb
C > T mutation, the Cas9 nuclease used was from
purchased from IDT (Alt-R SpCas9 Nuclease V3, cat
#1081058, Coralville, IA). The SpCas9-NG nuclease used
for the 3849 + 10 kb C > T mutation was expressed and
purified for this study. To prepare the SpCas9-NG nucle-
ase, the coding sequence was cloned into the pET42b plas-
mid with a 6xHis tag. BL21 Star DE3 chemically com-
petent cells (Invitrogen) were transformed with the plas-
mid and picked into 2× YT + 25 �g/ml kanamycin for
overnight growth at 37◦C. The next day, 1L of pre-warmed
2× YT + 25 �g/ml kanamycin was inoculated at OD 0.03
and shaken at 37◦C for about 3 h until OD reach 0.8. Cul-
ture was cold shocked in an ice-water slurry for 1 h, fol-
lowing which protein expression was induced by the addi-
tion of 1 mM IPTG. Culture was shaken at 16◦C for 16
h to express protein. Cells were pelleted at 6000 × g for
20 min and stored at −80◦C. The next day, cells were re-
suspended in 30 ml cold lysis buffer (1 M NaCl, 100 mM
Tris−HCl pH 7.0, 5 mM TCEP, 20% glycerol, with three
tablets of cOmplete, EDTA-free protease inhibitor cocktail
(Millipore Sigma, Cat. No. 4693132001). Cells were lysed
by sonification at 4◦C for a total treatment of 7.5 min, pro-
viding time to cool after every 3 s of treatment. Cell lysate
was clarified for 20 min using a 20 000 × g centrifuga-
tion at 4◦C. Supernatant was collected and added to 1.5 ml
of Ni-NTA resin slurry (G Bioscience, Cat. No. 786-940,
prewashed once with lysis buffer). Protein-bound resin was
washed twice with 12 ml of lysis buffer in a gravity column.
Protein was eluted in 3 ml of elution buffer (200 mM im-
idazole, 500 mM NaCl, 100 mM Tris–HCl pH 7.0, 5 mM
TCEP, 20% glycerol). Eluted protein was diluted in 40 ml
of low-salt buffer (100 mM Tris–HCl, pH 7.0, 5 mM TCEP,
20% glycerol) just before loading into a 50 ml Akta Su-
perloop for ion exchange purification on the Akta Pure25
FPLC. Ion exchange chromatography was conducted on a
5 ml GE Healthcare HiTrap SP HP pre-packed column. Af-
ter washing the column with 15 ml low salt buffer, the di-
luted protein was flowed through the column to bind. The
column was washed in 15 ml of low salt buffer before be-
ing subjected to an increasing gradient to a maximum of
80% high salt buffer (1 M NaCl, 100 mM Tris–HCl, pH
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7.0, 5 mM TCEP, 20% glycerol) over the course of 50 ml,
at a flow rate of 5 ml per min. 1 ml fractions were collected
during this ramp to high salt buffer. Peaks were assessed by
SDS-PAGE to identify fractions containing the desired pro-
tein, which were pooled and concentrated using an Amicon
Ultra 15 ml centrifugal filter (100 kDa cutoff). SDS-PAGE
stained with InstantBlue (Expedion, SKU ISB1L) was used
to visualize the purity after each step (Supplemental Figure
S1). Concentrated protein was quantified using a BCA as-
say (ThermoFisher, Cat. No. 23227); the final concentration
was 86.4 �M.

RNP preparation. Guide RNA (gRNA) was prepared
by combining the crRNA (IDT) and tracrRNA (IDT,
Coralville, IA, catalog #1072532) at equimolar concentra-
tions (100 �M), annealing at 95◦C for 5 min and renatura-
tion at room temperature. The RNP was prepared by com-
bining the gRNA and recombinant SpCas9-ABE7.10 pro-
tein in PBS, and incubating at room temperature for 15–
20 min. The final concentration of gRNA was 26 �M and
SpCas9-ABE7.10 was 11 �M in a total volume of 10 ml
RNP. The Alt-R SpCas9 Nuclease V3 (IDT, Coralville, IA,
catalog #1081058) and SpCas9-NG nuclease variant pro-
tein RNPs were prepared similarly. The final concentration
of SpCas9 Nuclease V3 and gRNA was 16 �M and 36 �M,
respectively in total volume of 15 �l. The final concentra-
tion of SpCas9-NG was 12 �M and gRNA was 27 �M in a
total volume of 10 �l. The targeted mutations, cell models
used, editor proteins employed, and their respective guide
RNAs are listed in Table 1.

Cell models

Cell lines. The CuFi-3 cell line is compound heterozygous
for �F508 and the R553X mutation and was previously de-
scribed (65). The cells were expanded and maintained in the
BEGM media supplemented with 3% fetal calf serum (FCS)
media containing penicillin (50 units/ml), streptomycin (50
�g/ml). The cell line was maintained at the air–liquid in-
terface (ALI) on collagen-coated Costar Transwell polycar-
bonate filters (#CLS3413, 0.3 cm2 surface area and 0.4 �m
pore size, Corning Inc., Corning, NY). Transepithelial re-
sistance values of the differentiated CuFi-3 CFTR R553X
cell cultures were above 300 �/cm2.

Primary cells. Primary human airway epithelial cells with
specific CFTR mutations were obtained from the Univer-
sity of Iowa’s In Vitro Models and Cell Culture Core. Pri-
mary CF and non-CF airway epithelia isolated from hu-
man donor trachea or bronchi were grown at the air-liquid
interface on collagen coated Costar Transwell polycarbon-
ate filters (#CLS3413, 0.3 �m2 surface area) as reported
previously (66). Cultures were maintained in media supple-
mented with Ultro-ser G (USG) and the following antibi-
otics: penicillin (50 units/ml), streptomycin (50 �g/ml). The
cultured cells were maintained at 37◦C in 5% CO2. All pri-
mary epithelial cells were well-differentiated (>4 weeks old;
resistance > 1000 � × cm2). Non-CF control primary air-
way epithelia included one sample from a carrier with one
copy of a pathogenic CFTR mutation (�F508). The study

was approved by the Institutional Review Board at the Uni-
versity of Iowa.

Electroporation of RNPs

Primary cells grown at ALI were trypsinized with Try-
pLE Express Enzyme (Gibco Laboratories, MD), pelleted
at 1000 rpm for 10 min, washed with phosphate buffered
saline (PBS) and counted. Approximately 400 000 cells were
reconstituted in 100 �l of nucleofection buffer solution
(Amaxa Basic Nucleofector Kit for Primary Mammalian
Epithelial Cells, Lonza, Switzerland) and mixed with 10 �l
of RNP and 1 �l of 100 �M electrophoretic enhancer (IDT,
Coralville, IA, catalog #1075915). The cell suspension was
electroporated using the Lonza Nucleofector 2b device (cat-
alog #AAB-1001) and a validated human airway epithe-
lial cell program, U-024. After electroporation, pre-warmed
Pneumocult Ex-Plus culture media (StemCell Technologies,
Vancouver, Canada) was added and the suspension trans-
ferred to a single well of a collagen-coated 24-well or 12-well
plate. Following 24 h incubation at 37◦C in 5% CO2, the
culture media was changed. At 90% confluency, cells were
trypsinized and either reseeded onto collagen-coated poly-
carbonate Transwell membranes and maintained with the
PneumaCult-ALI medium (StemCell Technologies, Van-
couver, Canada) or harvested for genomic DNA.

Analysis of genomic DNA samples

Next generation sequencing. Immediately following the
electrophysiology testing or one week after incubation post
treatment at ALI, genomic DNA was isolated using Quick-
Extract (catalog #QE09050, Lucigen, Middleton, WI) ac-
cording to the manufacturer’s protocol. The genomic sites
of interest were PCR amplified (KAPA DNA polymerase,
Roche, Basel, Switzerland)) using primers with homology
to the desired regions and the appropriate Illumina forward
and reverse adaptors as described (45) (Table 2). Unique
Illumina barcoding primer pairs were then added to each
sample in a second PCR reaction. Purified PCR products
were quantified and then sequenced using a single-end read
of 200–250 bases on the Illumina MiSeq instrument using
the manufacturer’s protocols. Following high throughput
sequencing (HTS), the sequencing reads were demultiplexed
using MiSeq Reporter (Illumina) and aligned to the appro-
priate reference genome as previously reported (67). Indel
and base substitution frequencies were assessed using the
software package CRISPResso2 (67), which counts indels
of ≥1 base occurring in a 30-base window around the ABE
nicking site. Indels were defined as detectable if there is a sig-
nificant difference (Student’s two-tailed t-test, P < 0.05) be-
tween indel formation in the treated sample and untreated
control. Base editing frequencies were further assessed us-
ing a previously described MATLAB script (44). For each
CFTR mutation we determined the target base editing fre-
quencies, bystander edits, and indel frequency for each edi-
tor (45),(67). The allelic editing frequency was calculated by
the following equation: (% editing-50)/50. The NGS data
are accessible through the NCBI sequence read archive (ac-
cession: PRJNA745966).



Nucleic Acids Research, 2021, Vol. 49, No. 18 10561

Table 1. Base editors, nucleases and gRNAs employed to modify CFTR mutations

Genotype (target
mutation/non-target
mutation)

Cell line/
primary cells Gene editing tool Guide RNAs (gRNA)

R553X/�F508 CuFi-3 Base editor: ABE7.10max-SpCas9-NG TTGCTCATTGACCTCCACTC
R553X/G85E Primary Base editor: ABE7.10max-SpCas9-NG TTGCTCATTGACCTCCACTC
W1282X/CFTR-del2,3 Primary Base editor: ABE7.10max-SpCas9-NG CAGTGAAGGAAAGCCTTTGG
3849+10kb C>T/�F508 Primary Base editor: ABE7.10max-SpCas9-NG Sp3: GGTGAGTAAGACACCCTGAA
3849+10kb C>T/�F508 Primary SpCas9 nuclease Sp2: CTTGATTTCTGGAGACCACA &

Sp3: GGTGAGTAAGACACCCTGAA
3849+10kb C>T/�F508 Primary SpCas9-NG nuclease NG: CAGTATTAAAATGGTGAGTA

Target mutations listed in bold. Bold and underlined adenine ‘A’ in gRNA sequence indicates nucleotide target for adenine base editor (ABE) to convert
to G.

Table 2. PCR primer sets for amplifying edited regions

Mutation
Forward primer (adapter sequence is underlined and primer

sequence is bold)
Reverse primer (adapter sequence is underlined

and primer sequence is bold)

R553X ACACTCTTTCCCTACACGACGCTCTTCCGATCTNNN
NGGAAGATGTGCCTTTCAAATTCAG

TGGAGTTCAGACGTGTGCTCTTCCGATC
TATGTGATTCTTAACCCACTAGCCA

W1282X ACACTCTTTCCCTACACGACGCTCTTCCGATCTNNNN
AGAAGTGATCCCATCACTTTTACC

TGGAGTTCAGACGTGTGCTCTTCCGATCT
TGCAGAGTAATATGAATTTCTTGAGTAC

3849+10 kb C>T ACACTCTTTCCCTACACGACGCTCTTCCGATCTNNNN
GGTATAAGCAGCATATTCTCAATAC

TGGAGTTCAGACGTGTGCTCTTCCGATCT
AGTGTTGAATTTGGTGCTAGCTG

PCR primer sets for R553X, W1282X, and 3849 + 10 kb C > T were used to amplify the editing window of genomic DNA for Next-generation sequencing.

Analysis of off target editing

The CRISPOR program (http://crispor.tefor.net) (68) com-
putational tool was used to predict gRNA-dependent off-
target editing sites for each mutation (Supplemental Figure
S2). The on-target guide RNA associated with each mu-
tation was set as the query sequence with an NGN PAM.
From the list generated from CRISPOR, we selected the
top 10 predicted off-target sites ranked by cutting fre-
quency determination (CFD) score in descending order.
Primers were designed using the IDT primer design soft-
ware (IDT, Coralville, IA) with the Illumina forward and
reverse adaptors as mentioned (see Table 3). Amplified ge-
nomic DNA off-target sites were sequenced using next gen-
eration sequencing.

Electrophysiology

Well-differentiated airway epithelial cultures were mounted
in the Ussing chambers and assessed for a change in
short circuit current in response to stimuli as previously
described(69). Epithelial cultures were pre-stimulated
overnight with cAMP agonists forskolin (Cayman
Chemical, Ann Arbor, MI) (10 �M) and 3-isobutyl-1-
methylxanthine (IBMX) (Sigma Aldrich, St. Louis, MO)
(100 �M) (F&I). Next, cultures were mounted in the
Ussing chambers, bathed in symmetrical Ringers solution
(135 mM NaCl, 5 mM HEPES, 0.6 mM KH2PO4, 2.4
mM K2HPO4, 1.2 mM MgCl2, 1.2 mM CaCl2, 5 mM
dextrose), transepithelial voltage (Vt) was maintained at
0, and baseline currents were established. CFTR current
was measured using the following protocol: amiloride
(both Sigma Aldrich, St. Louis, MO) (100 �M), 4,4’-
dilsothiocyano-2,2’-stilbenedifulonic acid (DIDS) (Sigma
Aldrich) (100 �M), F&I, followed by the CFTR channel
inhibitor GlyH-101 (GlyH).

Statistical analysis

Student’s two-tailed t-test, one-way analysis of variance
(ANOVA) with Tukey’s multiple comparison test, or two-
way ANOVA with Dunnett’s multiple comparison test were
used to analyze differences in mean values between groups.
Results are expressed as mean ± SE. P values ≤0.05 were
considered significant.

RESULTS

Adenine base editors modify CFTR mutations with high fi-
delity and minimal bystander events

We used a catalytically inactive S. pyogenes (Sp) Cas9(26)
CRISPR variant ‘SpCas9-NG’(64) with nickase activity
to direct the adenosine deaminase enzyme to specific ge-
nomic target sequences (see schematic, Figure 1A). The
SpCas9-ABE7.10 protein requires an ‘NG’ protospacer ad-
jacent motif (PAM) located directly downstream and on
the opposite strand of the genomic DNA target sequence
(45,50). Depending on the available PAM sites, ABE pro-
teins may yield variable editing efficiencies and bystander
edits (unwanted A to G alterations within the editing win-
dow) for targeted and non-targeted A•T-to-G•C conver-
sions. The targeted mutations, cell models used, editor pro-
teins employed, and their respective guide RNAs are listed
in Table 1. We evaluated the editing efficiency for the fol-
lowing disease-causing mutations: R553X (c.1657C > T),
W1282X (c.3846G > A), and 3849 + 10kb C > T (c.3718–
2477C > T).

To deliver SpCas9-ABE7.10 RNPs to CF airway ep-
ithelia we used electroporation. The experimental work-
flow is described in Figure 1B. We first investigated this
approach in the CuFi-3 cell line that is compound het-
erozygous for R553X/�F508. The R553X has a single A

http://crispor.tefor.net
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Table 3. PCR Primer sets for guide RNA-dependent off editing site analysis

R553X target gRNA sequence PAM Forward primer* Reverse primer*

OT1 GAGTTCACTGACCTCCACTC TGG TCTCAATAGATGCGTTGCAAATG CAACCTGTTTATCAAGATCAGCATAC
OT2 GTGCTCGTTTACCTCAACTC TGG ATCCAGCAAAGACAGACCATAG AGACACATCTGAAGGGCAAAT
OT3 TGGCTCACTGGCTTCCACTC TGG CACTGCCAAGAACTTTCTCTACT TGTGTTCAAAGACATGGAGGAA
OT4 TTGACCTCTGACCTCCACTC AGG GGTCCAGGCAGAAAGCTAC GTGAAGCAAGGCTCACAGA
OT5 AGGCTCCCTGACCTCCACTC TGG ACAGACTTCGCCCAAACC GAGGGAAGGGACACTGGA
OT6 CTGCTTACTGCCCTCCACTC AGG AAATAGATCCATGGAGGGCAAG CCATCTCTTCATGTGGAACTGA
OT7 TGGCTCTCTGAACTCCACTC TGG GGCTGACCCTTCCAAATCTA GAAGAGAATGACTTCGAGGACT
OT8 CTGCTCAATGATTTCCACTC TGG CCAGAGTAGGCAAAGAGAAGTG CTGTCTGAACCCTGGGAAAG
OT9 TTTCTAATTGAACTCCATTC AGG CCTGCTCAATGTGAGGGTAAT GTGACCATTGGCAAGAGAGATA
OT10 TTGCTCCCTGGCTTCCACTC AGG GGGCAACTACCCACCTAAATAA CACAGCCAGTCCAAGGTAAA

W1282X Target gRNA sequence PAM Forward Primer* Reverse Primer*

OT1 ATGTGAAGGAAAGCCATTAG AGG TGAAGGGAAACTGGCACCTA CTGATCACTTTGTCTAATCATTCTTTGC
OT2 AAGTGTAGGAAAGCCACTGG GGG ACTTCTGACCTCAGGTGATCT ACCATGCCCACCAAACTC
OT3 CAGTGTAGGAAAGCCATTAA TGG CAGAAACTACCAAACTTCCTGAAATAG ATCGTGGGCCATAGTTGTAAAT
OT4 CGGTCAAGGAAAGCCATAGG AGG CACTTGTTATAGGTCTGTTGAGATTG TGGCCTCTACTGTGTTTCTTAC
OT5 CAGTGAATGTAAGCCTCTGA TGG CAAGCCACCTCTGGGTAAA GTTCAGCAGTGCAAGCAATAG
OT6 AAGTGAAGCAAGGCCATTGG TGG ACCTGGTGAGCCTCATTTC CTTATCTTCTCCTCTTGGTAGATAAGTA
OT7 CAGTGAAATAAAGCCATTAG TGG CTGCATGTCATCTCTTCCTCTT CTAAAGCATCATTTGCCAGGATAA
OT8 CAGTATAAGAAAGCCTATGG AGG CCCAGACTAGATCCTATGCTTTG ACATCCCGTCTTGTTGTGAA
OT9 GAGTGTGGGAAAGCCTTTAG TGG TCGAAAGGTCTTCCCACATTC GCTTTCATCCGCAAGTCAAAC
OT10 CAGTGTAGGAAAGTCTTTTA GGG ACTCTAATTCACTGGGCCATTT GTACTCCCATCTCACCTCTTTATTC

3849 Target gRNA sequence PAM Forward Primer* Reverse Primer*

OT1 AGTGAATAAAGCACCCTGAA AGG CCATTTAGAAACAGCAGCACAA GGTCCTATAGCTCATCCACAATC
OT2 GGTGAATGTGACACCATGAA TGG TTGGTCAGATGTCAGGAGAAAC CACTCTAGGAGGAAGGGACTATTA
OT3 AGTGAGGAAAACACCCTAAA AGG AGTGTACTCTTCATTGAATCCTAGT GAGGACACTGCTCCTAATTCC
OT4 TGTGGGTATGAAACCCTGAA AGG GGGCTGGGCTAAGCAATAAT CAGGTGAAAGTGTCAGGTAAGG
OT5 AATGAGTAAGACATCCAGAA GGG CATTTGTGAATTCTCCCGTCATT GAGACCACCTCCTTCCTTTG
OT6 AGGGAATAAGGCACCCTGAA GGG CATCTGTGGACATCCTGTCTTT TGTAACCCATGTGCCAAGTTA
OT7 GAAGAATTAGACACCCTGAA CGG AACACCTCTACACCCGTAAAC TCGTACTTTGAATGTCTGGTAGAA
OT8 GGTGGGCAAGATACCCTGAG GGG GTCCTGCAAAGTGCTACCTAA ATCGCATTGCACCTCAATTTC
OT9 AGTGAGTCATGCACCCTGAA GGG ATGTGAGCTCTGTGCTTGG AGATGCCAGTCACCCTTTG
OT10 GGGAAGCAAGGCACCCTGAA TGG CAAAGTTATCTTAGTTTCTTGGTGGTC GTAAAGTGACTGGAGATAGAAGCTC

Adapters were added to the primers in the following format:
ACACTCTTTCCCTACACGACGCTCTTCCGATCTNNNN-Forward Primer Sequence
TGGAGTTCAGACGTGTGCTCTTCCGATCT-Reverse Primer Sequence
See Supplemental Figure S2.
Note: The bold lettering in the gRNA sequences denotes the differences between the on-target guide RNA sequences and the off-target guide RNA sequences.

nucleotide within the editing window. One week after elec-
troporation we isolated genomic DNA, PCR-amplified the
target region, and used next-generation sequencing (NGS)
to assess editing (Figure 2A). Following ABE editing, we
observed a 91.1% frequency of the desired product (G nu-
cleotide at A7), corresponding to an allelic editing efficiency
of 82.1% when accounting for the 50% of reads that started
with a G in this position, with no bystander edits and little
evidence of indels (0.11%) (Figure 2B, C, I). Because these
cells are compound heterozygotes at the targeted A→G
nucleotide, which has a frequency of 50% G in unedited
control cells, the total frequency of the desired outcome
at this position and the editing efficiency are not identi-
cal. We calculated the allelic editing efficiency by subtract-
ing the 50% starting frequency of G from the observed fre-
quency after editing, then divided by the maximum possi-
ble value of 50%. For example, an observed frequency of
80% of the desired G nucleotide after editing means that
(80–50)/50 = 60% allelic editing efficiency was achieved,
and thus we can infer that 60% of cells had been edited
to contain one wild-type allele. Targeting the same muta-
tion (R553X), an identical approach was used to deliver
the SpCas9-ABE7.10 RNPs to primary CF airway epithe-

lia bearing the R553X/G85E mutations. Here, we achieved
a 77.2% frequency of the desired product (G nucleotide at
A7) for an overall allelic editing efficiency (A•T to G•C) of
54.5%, no bystander edits, and an indel frequency of ≤1%
(Figure 2D, E, I). These experiments demonstrate that ABE
RNPs corrected the R553X mutation in both an immortal-
ized cell line and primary airway epithelia.

We also delivered SpCas9-ABE7.10 RNPs to primary hu-
man airway epithelial cells compound heterozygous for the
W1282X and CFTR-del2,3 mutations. The W1282X muta-
tion presents challenges for base editing as there are two A
nucleotides within the editing window, the target nucleotide
at position A6 and a bystander nucleotide at position A7
where editing would lead to a undesired nonsynonymous
change, R1283G (Figure 2F (bold A7),G). After electropo-
rating the base editor, then sequencing genomic DNA by
NGS, we observed that the frequency of the desired prod-
uct (G nucleotide at A6) increased from 50% in unedited,
heterozygous controls to 69%, corresponding to an allelic
editing efficiency of 38% of cells (Figure 2I). The frequency
of a G nucleotide at bystander position A7 increased from
0% in unedited controls to 16.6% following treatment (Fig-
ure 2G,H). Of note, the A > G changes occurring at position
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Figure 1. Experimental design. (A) Schematic of adenine base editor (ABE)-mediated A•T to G•C base editing. ABEs contain a deoxyadenosine deaminase
and a catalytically inactive SpCas9 with nickase activity. The ABE binds target DNA in a guide RNA (gRNA)-programmed manner, exposing a small
bubble of single-stranded DNA. The deoxyadenosine deaminase catalyzes conversion of adenine to inosine within this bubble. Following DNA repair or
replication, the original A•T base pair is replaced with a G•C base pair at the target site. (B) Diagram of workflow for ABE delivery to airway epithelia
and methods of downstream analysis.

A7 only arose in conjunction with the A > G changes at po-
sition A6. This suggests the bystander edit cannot occur as
a standalone edit.

To disrupt the novel splice site created by the 3849 + 10 kb
C > T mutation, we compared the use of ABE RNP
and CRISPR/Cas nuclease approaches (see Table 1). A
schematic of this mutation and the gRNA targets is shown
in Figure 3A. We note that for this intronic mutation, the
editing strategies are not allele specific. While the C > T
mutation is not amenable to ABE modification, a nearby A
nucleotide is part of the consensus splice donor site motif
(GTRAGT) and a candidate for deamination (highlighted
in red in Figure 3A). Following ABE delivery to edit the
splice donor sequence (Sp3 in Figure 3A), we observed a
29.1% frequency of the desired product (G nucleotide at A5)
and bystander editing frequency of 1.8% (Figure 3B, C).
The editing efficiency for nuclease-mediated activity with
a single cleavage approach using the NG gRNA was 8.2%
(Figure 3D, E). The SpCas9 nuclease strategies for disrupt-
ing the aberrant splice site were most successful when a dual
cleavage approach was employed, deleting ∼60 nt and excis-
ing the C > T mutation (Sp2 + Sp3, schematically shown
by gray bar in Figure 3A). We observed an editing effi-
ciency of 79% for the mutant alleles (Figure 3D, F). Indels
were observed on both alleles. Overall, we observed edit-
ing efficiencies of 38–82.1% among all three mutations tar-
geted using both ABE and nuclease-mediated approaches.
We used the CRISPOR computational tool (68) to identify
sites for predicted gRNA-dependent off-target base editing
(Supplemental Figure S2A). Following sequencing these ge-

nomic loci, we found no evidence of off target editing for all
four cell types treated with SpCas9-ABE7.10 RNPs (Sup-
plemental Figure S2B–E).

Gene editing restores CFTR anion channel function

To evaluate the functional impact of editing CFTR mu-
tations, we performed studies of CFTR-dependent an-
ion channel activity in Ussing chambers. We measured
CFTR-dependent short-circuit current >21 days after ed-
itor delivery. We first studied the impact of ABE on the
R553X mutation in CuFi-3 cells (R553X/�F508) and
primary airway epithelia compound heterozygous for the
mutation (R553X/G85E). Figure 4A shows a represen-
tative short-circuit tracing for ABE treated CuFi-3 cells
(R553X/�F508) in comparison with mock electroporated
R553X/�F508 cells, and non-CF epithelia. Figure 4B and
C summarizes the results from edited R553X/�F508 and
R553X/G85E epithelia, respectively. Following the sequen-
tial addition of amiloride to inhibit epithelial sodium chan-
nels (ENaC) and DIDS to inhibit non-CFTR Cl– chan-
nels, we applied forskolin and IBMX (F&I, cAMP ago-
nists) to activate CFTR-dependent Cl– secretion (measured
as change in short circuit current, �Isc). F&I increased in-
tracellular cAMP levels leading to the PKA-mediated phos-
phorylation and activation of CFTR channels. Activation
of CFTR was subsequently confirmed by the addition of
the CFTR channel inhibitor GlyH-101 (GlyH). In both
cell types, CFTR-dependent Cl– transport increased signif-
icantly following ABE editing.
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Figure 2. Frequency of desired product and allelic editing efficiencies for CFTR nonsense mutations. One week following Cas9-ABE RNP delivery, DNA
was analyzed by next generation sequencing. (A, F) Top panels show the target DNA strands and PAM sites (blue text). Yellow highlight denotes the
predicted 4–8 nt ABE editing window (numbered). Mutations highlighted in red text. (F) Bold A in position 7 indicates the critical bystander mutation
Lower panels display the nucleotide sequences within the editing window following A•T to G•C editing. (B, D, G) NGS results: nucleotide frequency
within the target editing window after base editing. The A•T to G•C nucleotide frequency is noted by the boxed numbers. The frequency of the desired
product at target site is highlighted in green. ABE A•T to G•C editing of the CFTR R553X mutation in the CuFi-3 cell line (B), R553X HAE (D) and
W1282X (G). For W1282X, a bystander edit immediately adjacent to the target mutation was observed at a frequency of 16.6% (orange box in (G). (C,
E, H) Total sequencing reads, bystander editing, and indel frequencies for each genotype quantifies the A•T to G•C conversion for (C) CuFi-3 R553X
(n = 7), (E) R553X primary human airway epithelia (HAE) (n = 5), and (H) W1282X (n = 9). (I) The allelic editing efficiency for each mutation calculated
by (% editing-50)/50. Untreated control cells (n = 6) had the expected 100% mutant allele frequency. Each data point represents one airway culture.



Nucleic Acids Research, 2021, Vol. 49, No. 18 10565

A

B

E F

C D

Figure 3. Modifying the 3849 + 10 kb C > T mutation. (A) Schematic of 3849 + 10 kb C > T mutation site in CFTR intron 19. Top panel: normal
exon splicing results in generation of exons 19 and 20. Bottom panel: Alternative splicing schematic. The indicated C > T mutation in the intron 10 kb
downstream from the end of exon 19 (pos. 3849) creates a partially active splice donor site within intron 19 that can result in the insertion of a new 84 bp
cryptic exon containing an in-frame stop codon between exons 19 and 20. Guide RNAs are shown in yellow and labeled Sp2, Sp3 and NG (see Table 1).
For single cleavage with SpCas9-NG or dual cleavage with SpCas9 + Sp2 and Sp3 gRNAs, the gray bar indicates the expected deleted sequence. Vertical
dotted lines indicate predicted DNA cleavage sites for nuclease-treated samples. Red colored ‘A’ denotes target for ABE treated cells. (B) Target DNA
strands and PAM sites (blue text). Yellow highlight denotes the predicted 4–8 nt ABE editing window (numbered). Targeted A•T to G•C nucleotide (red
text) change after base editing disrupts splice donor. Lower panel displays the nucleotide sequences within the editing window. (C) Frequency of desired
product following ABE delivery. The on-target frequency of the desired product at the target site is highlighted in green, bystander allele frequency in
orange (n = 3). (D) Percentage of indels generated using a Cas9 nuclease approach. (E) Sequencing alignment of NG sgRNA following Cas9 nuclease
activity (n = 4). F) Sp2 and Sp3 gRNAs delivered with Cas9 resulted in a ∼60 nt deletion. Sequencing alignments are shown (n = 5).
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Figure 4. ABE RNP delivery modifies three CFTR mutations and restores CFTR-dependent anion transport defect. Gene editing reagents targeting
individual mutations were delivered as described in Materials and Methods. At three or more weeks after electroporation, CFTR-dependent anion channel
activity (�Isc = change in short circuit current) in response to F&I = forskolin and IBMX (activates CFTR) and GlyH = GlyH-101 (inhibits CFTR)
was measured in Ussing chambers. (A) Representative short circuit current tracing of ABE treated CuFi-3 (R553X/�F508) cells comparing mock and
ABE RNP electroporated cells to non-CF control epithelia. Note: data from non-CF donors (n = 7) are shared in panels (B–E). Results from one Het
control epithelium (�F508/wild type) are indicated by white symbols. (B) CuFi-3 cells with the R553X/�F508 mutation were assessed for anion channel
activity (n = 6). (C) Anion channel current measured on primary human airway epithelial (HAE) cells with the R553X/G85E mutation (n = 3). (D)
W1282X/CFTR-del2,3 (n = 7) and (E) 3849 + 10 kb C > T/�F508 (n = 5). For panel E: gray symbols: SpCas9 + Sp2 and Sp3 gRNAs; black symbols:
ABE + Sp3 gRNA; white symbols: SpCas9-NG gRNA (see Table 1). Each data point represents one culture, *P < 0.05.

Ussing chamber studies of edited W1282X/CFTR-
del2,3 epithelia also demonstrated restoration of CFTR-
dependent Cl– secretion that was GlyH sensitive (Figure
4D). We note that the CFTR-del2,3 mutation results in
the complete loss of exons 2 and 3 from the transcript
causing a functional null for that allele (70). Thus, the
observed restoration of CFTR function observed follow-
ing ABE editing solely arises from the modified W1282X
allele.

For cells with the 3849 + 10 C > T mutation we observed
phenotypic correction using both ABE and CRISPR/Cas9
approaches (Figure 4E; gray symbols: SpCas9 + Sp2 and

Sp3 gRNAs (see Table 1 and Figure 3A); black symbols:
ABE + Sp3 gRNA; white symbols: SpCas9-NG gRNA).
These cells had the �F508 mutation on the other allele. Be-
cause of variable aberrant splicing, the 3849 + 10 kb C > T
mutation yields some normally spliced CFTR mRNA and
variable baseline Cl– secretion. We observed significant in-
creases in Cl– transport following gene editing, with the
greatest recovery of activity arising from the cells treated
with SpCas9 + Sp2 and Sp3 gRNAs. Importantly, these
data indicate that electroporated SpCas9-ABE7.10 RNPs
or CRISPR nucleases can edit this genomic locus efficiently
enough to confer physiologic correction.
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To evaluate the relationship between gene editing and
restoration of CFTR-dependent anion transport we plot-
ted the percentage of the A > G editing efficiency versus
the non-CF �Isc (F&I) from edited cells for each muta-
tion studied (Figure 5). Following ABE editing, the % non-
CF F&I-dependent Cl– current increased for all mutations
edited. The overall trend is one of higher editing efficiencies
correlating with greater restoration of CFTR function, but
the results were variable based on the mutation type. Impor-
tantly, for each mutation evaluated, we attained functional
correction within a range believed to be therapeutically rel-
evant. While we observed the highest allelic editing efficien-
cies with the R553X target, 82% in CuFi-3cells and 54% for
primary HAE, the level of CFTR-dependent anion chan-
nel correction attained was less than that seen for W1282X,
where the allelic editing efficiency was 38%. In the case of
3849 + 10 kb C > T nuclease treated conditions, the dual
cleavage method that led to more efficient deletion of the
aberrant splice site conferred greater anion channel activ-
ity than the single cleavage strategy (Figure 5, red and blue
symbols, respectively).

To address the variable correlations between the edit-
ing efficiencies and the resultant CFTR-dependent Cl– cur-
rent, additional studies were performed using CuFi-3 cells
(R553X/�F508). Following bulk electroporation of cells
with SpCas9-ABE7.10 RNPs, we performed single cell
cloning and identified cells with 100% allele specific editing
of the R553X mutation. As shown in Supplemental Figure
S3, compared to bulk electroporated cells, the epithelium
derived from fully corrected cells demonstrated increased
CFTR-dependent anion transport within the range of the
non-CF control cells. These results demonstrate that fully
correcting one mutant allele in epithelial cells bearing two
deleterious CFTR mutations is sufficient to restore Cl– se-
cretion to non-CF levels.

DISCUSSION

Adenine base editors have the potential to correct nearly
half of all the known single nucleotide CFTR mutations,
including nonsense and splice-site mutations not amenable
to potentiator or corrector treatments. Here, we focused
on three mutations unresponsive to current small molecule
therapies using human airway cell lines and primary cul-
tures of airway epithelia from people with CF. Further,
we selected mutations based on the availability of PAM
sequences and their proximity to adenine nucleotides and
the availability of primary cells with these mutations. The
base editors used here are derived from SpCas9-ABE7.10
(45) and include modifications that improve their editing
efficiency via an optimized NLS, codon identity, and im-
proved deaminase domains (63). The engineered variant
SpCas9-NG expands the targetable PAM sequences by us-
ing the motif ‘NG’ as opposed to the traditional ‘NGG’.
We selected a Cas9-ABE that targets a PAM to position
the adenine deaminase within an optimal editing window
(62). In addition, the Cas9-ABEs include a nickase that di-
rects DNA repair to the non-deaminated strand, a feature
believed to improve the editing efficiency up to 90% (44).
We quantified A•T to G•C editing and demonstrated that

ABEs can functionally correct three clinically important
mutations.

Base editing approaches to modifying CFTR mutations
have some specific utility for respiratory epithelia. While
CRISPR/Cas nuclease gene editing with homology di-
rected repair templates is inefficient in quiescent cells, a base
editing approach active in airway epithelia would increase
the opportunity for gene repair (40). In the inner ear of mice,
Yeh et al. observed efficient base editing following delivery
of Cas9-CBE RNPs to the quiescent post-mitotic support
and hair cells (43). Levy et al. reported editing efficiencies
of 60% in adult mouse cerebral cortex using ABE delivered
with AAV vectors (71). These are notable results for lung
disease applications as most airway epithelia, including pro-
genitor cell types, are also quiescent (41,42). There is some
evidence that the mitotic indices of epithelia increase in the
inflammatory state associated with chronic CF lung disease
(42). It will be important to understand the efficiency of
base editing and cell targeting in airway epithelia in both
dividing and non-dividing states.

Two recent proof-of-principle studies used ABEs to cor-
rect CFTR nonsense mutations. In these studies, the inves-
tigators used electroporation to deliver plasmid DNA (60)
or mRNA (61), respectively. Geurts et al. delivered an ABE
expression cassette to human intestinal and airway epithe-
lial organoids bearing the CFTR W1282X, R785X, R553X
(intestinal), R1162X (nasal airway) mutations using plas-
mid electroporation (60). They clonally selected edited cells
and demonstrated on target editing and functional restora-
tion of CFTR activity using a forskolin-induced organoid
swelling assay. Jiang and colleagues delivered ABE mRNA
via electroporation to a human airway epithelial cell line
with the W1282X CFTR mutation (61). Following clonal
selection they identified cells with error free restoration of
the tryptophan codon and CFTR channel function. Some
edited clones had a bystander edit, in this case Q1281R. In
contrast to those studies, we used electroporation for ABE
RNP delivery and performed our analysis on the bulk pop-
ulation of edited epithelia, including primary cells. Delivery
of ABEs in the form of RNPs may offer advantages due to
their rapid onset of effect and transient activity.

A key question for genome editing approaches is to deter-
mine how many epithelial cells must be corrected to mod-
ify CF phenotypes and which cell types should be targeted.
For all compound heterozygous CFTR mutations we stud-
ied, partial correction of one allele was sufficient to re-
cover CFTR activity. Thus, less than complete correction of
one mutant allele may be therapeutically relevant. For cells
bearing the 3849 + 10 kb C > T mutation, baseline low level
Cl– secretory currents likely reflect variable levels of nor-
mally spliced mRNA (72). This is consistent with the clin-
ical phenotype which is characterized by pancreatic suffi-
ciency, male fertility, and later onset of lung disease (73,74).
In this case, the level of gene correction required to improve
anion transport would likely be less than that needed for a
nonsense mutation. Previous studies in which CF and non-
CF cells were mixed in various proportions suggest that ex-
pression of CFTR in 10–50% of cells is sufficient to obtain
near wild-type levels of Cl– secretion (75). Furthermore, ep-
ithelial cells with a deleterious mutation on one allele and a
normal second allele have CFTR-dependent Cl– secretory



10568 Nucleic Acids Research, 2021, Vol. 49, No. 18

Figure 5. Correlation between the frequency of the desired editing product and restoration of CFTR-dependent Cl– transport. The Y-axis represents the
percentage of alleles with the pathogenic mutation eliminated for the ABE or Cas9 nuclease methods applied. Results from ABE editing as reported in
Figures 2 and 3 are represented by black circles. Results for the nuclease treated 3849 + 10 kb C > T epithelial cells using single cleavage with SpCas9-NG
are represented by a blue square and dual cleavage with SpCas9 + Sp2 and Sp3 gRNAs denoted by a red triangle. R553X/�F508 indicates the CuFi-3 cell
line. The remainder of results are from primary cultures of human airway epithelia with R553X, W1282X, or 3849 + 10 kb C > T mutations. The X-axis
represents the measured CFTR-dependent Isc (% non-CF) from Figure 4.

currents that are similar to non-CF cells (75). In addition,
people with mutations associated with as little as 10% resid-
ual CFTR function may have mild disease phenotypes, in-
cluding little or no lung disease (72).

There are several possible explanations for the observed
variability in the correlation between base editing efficiency
and correction of CFTR function. Notably, there is in-
creasing evidence that CFTR function in airway epithelia
is highly cell type dependent. Not all cell types participate
equally in Cl– secretion. Recent scRNA-seq studies have
elucidated a diversity of cell types in the large airway sur-
face epithelium (basal, secretory, goblet, club, ciliated, iono-
cyte, neuroendocrine, hillock, etc.) (76,77). The CFTR tran-
script abundance varies quite widely among individual cell
types. Therefore, depending on which cell types are appro-
priately edited, bulk edited cell populations might be ex-
pected to have variable restoration of CFTR-dependent Cl–

transport. The cell types of the surface epithelium express
different complements of ion channels and transporters that
may enhance or counter CFTR-dependent Cl– secretion. A
recent study using scRNA-seq, scRNA in situ hybridization,
and single cell RT PCR demonstrated that secretory cells
are the dominant airway surface cell type for CFTR expres-
sion and function (78). While ionocytes express abundant
CFTR transcripts, they are a rare cell type. In contrast, cil-
iated cells exhibited low and infrequent CFTR expression
(78). Additionally, ∼30% of the cells in cultured surface
airway epithelia are basal cells. Basal cells do not have a
luminal membrane expressing CFTR and while they may
express CFTR transcripts (78), their role in Cl– transport
is currently unknown. We also note that the percentage of
ciliated and secretory cell types in cultured primary airway
epithelia vary considerably and may be donor and disease
state dependent.

The only undesired outcome observed at appreciable lev-
els using these editing strategies was at the bystander A7 ad-
jacent to the target nucleotide when correcting the W1282X
mutation. The deamination of the A7 nucleotide introduces
the R1283G mutation, a rare but documented mutation as-
sociated with a CF phenotype in one subject (www.genet.
sickkids.on.ca/cftr). This bystander edit could also occur

on the other allele, in this case CFTR-del 2/3. Adenine
base editing could potentially result in unintended sgRNA-
dependent or sgRNA-independent off target deamination.
To address this possibility we used a computational strat-
egy to identify sites of guide RNA-dependent deamina-
tion for each mutation studied. We were reassured to find
no evidence of off target editing (Supplementary Figure
S2). Geurts et al. used CIRCLE-seq to assess for off tar-
get editing and concluded that adenine base editors caused
no detectable off-target effects during repair (60). We note
that base editor deaminase variants have been evolved or
engineered that have strong sequence context preferences
(54,79). Further development of more specific ABE deam-
inases may improve the specificity of editing outcomes at
this site.

The delivery of ABE in the form of RNP protein may
offer advantages over various DNA and RNA expression
vectors. Because the duration of treatment is short and ends
immediately when the protein is degraded, immunogenicity
and any off-target editing should be minimized. We deliv-
ered the Cas9 nucleases and ABE RNPs by electroporation
for proof of principle, however other delivery approaches
have yet to be investigated in our model. Amphiphilic pep-
tides are promising delivery tools and rapidly enter airway
epithelia (80,81). This method of delivery has been vali-
dated in primary cultures of human airway epithelia and
in the airways of mice (80). This approach allows for pro-
tein delivery and rapid onset of editing. AAV vectors encod-
ing base editors have been successfully used to edit mouse
models, circumventing the packaging limit by splitting edi-
tor genes in two parts that are joined by a split intein (71).
Lipid nanoparticles (LNPs) have also been used to deliver
these editing tools (43) and should be assessed for the ability
to correct these mutations in animal models.

We acknowledge that there are alternative strategies for
ameliorating the effects of CFTR nonsense and splic-
ing mutations. Gene therapy approaches based on deliv-
ery of an episomal or integrating CFTR expression cas-
sette are mutation-agnostic strategies under investigation
(17,20). For premature termination codons, small molecules
to achieve PTC readthrough (82,83) and inhibitors of non-

http://www.genet.sickkids.on.ca/cftr
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sense mediated decay are alternative approaches. For splic-
ing mutations, antisense oligonucleotides offer a promising
strategy for restoration of function (84). While these phar-
macologic approaches offer promise, they likely require life-
long continuous therapy.

In contrast, if progenitor cell populations could be ef-
ficiently corrected using ABEs, the effect would be long-
lived. The CF defects mainly involve the airways and there-
fore the focus of most gene therapy strategies is delivery
of cargoes to epithelial cells of the proximal large airways
(pseudostratified columnar epithelium; cartilage and sub-
mucosal gland containing) and the small airways (simple
columnar epithelium; devoid of cartilage). The progenitor
cell types vary regionally in the conducting airways (85).
Within these airway regions progenitor cell types include
basal cells (K5+, p63+, Muc5AC–) in the proximal cartilage
containing tracheobronchial epithelium (86,87), and club
cells, basal cells, and �6�4+ cell populations in the small
airways (88,89). Studies from animal models provide some
insights regarding turnover of surface epithelial cell types.
In mice the ciliated cells of the large and small airways are
surprisingly long-lived (half-life of 6 months in the trachea
and 17 months in bronchioles (90)). Detailed information
concerning airway cell turnover in humans is not available.

Base editing offers a means to repair rare CFTR mu-
tations that cannot be restored by current therapeutic ap-
proaches. Several questions must be addressed to advance
base editing as a therapy for CF as this field evolves. Which
base editor platform offers the best opportunity to achieve
the desired nucleotide change? What is the most efficient
delivery method to target cells of interest? What cell types
can be modified with editors? Will the desired modifications
translate in vivo and modify phenotypes? In conclusion, we
identified candidate base editor RNPs for CFTR mutation
repair and demonstrate a broadly applicable gene correc-
tion strategy for CF and other genetic diseases.
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