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Abstract: QBRICK, FRAS1, and FREM2 compose a family of extracellular matrix proteins characterized by twelve 
consecutive CSPG repeats and single or multiple Calx-β motifs. Dysfunction of these proteins have been associated 
with Fraser syndrome, which is characterized by malformation of skin, eyes, digits, and kidneys. FREM3 is another 
member of the 12-CSPG protein family. However, it remains unknown whether genetic dysfunction of FREM3 also 
causes Fraser syndrome or another developmental disorder. Here we investigated a Frem3 mutant mouse line 
generated by CRISPR/Cas9-mediated genome editing. The FREM3 mutant homozygotes were born at the expected 
Mendelian ratio and did not possess any defects characteristic of Fraser syndrome. These results indicate that the 
dysfunction of FREM3 is not associated with Fraser syndrome.
Key words: Bifid Nose Renal Agenesis and Anorectal malformations (BNAR), CRISPR/Cas9, Fraser syndrome, 
FREM3, Manitoba-oculo-tricho-anal syndrome (MOTA).

Introduction

Fraser syndrome is a recessive multi-organ disorder 
characterized by cryptophthalmos, syndactyly, renal 
agenesis, and other morphogenetic defects [10]. The 
phenotypic similarities between Fraser syndrome pa-
tients and mouse ‘‘blebbing’’ mutants suggested that the 
blebbing mutant mice represented an animal model of 
Fraser syndrome [2]. in these blebbing mutants, Grip1, 
Qbrick (also known as Frem1), Fras1, and Frem2 were 
found to be disrupted [3, 8, 12, 13]. in Fraser syndrome 
patients, GRIP1, FRAS1, and FREM2 mutations were 
also identified [3, 8, 14], whereas FREM1 (encoding 
human QBriCK) mutations were recently found in 
manitoba-oculo-tricho-anal (moTa) syndrome and Bi-
fid Nose Renal Agenesis and Anorectal malformations 
(Bnar), both of which phenotypically resemble those 
with Fraser syndrome [1, 11].

FraS1, FrEm2, and QBriCK, are all extracellular 

matrix proteins and localize to the basement membrane 
(Bm) zone [5, 15], whereas GriP1 is an intracellular 
adaptor protein necessary for FraS1 secretion [13]. in 
mammals, there is another member the of 12-CSPG pro-
tein family, named FrEm3. FrEm3 consists of an nV 
domain, twelve CSPG repeats, and three Calx-β motifs. 
FrEm3 is also localized to the Bm zone [4, 9]. The 
expression pattern of FrEm3 is distinct from other three 
12 CSPG proteins; while FraS1, FrEm1, and FrEm2 
are similar in their tissue expression pattern and abun-
dantly expressed in embryonic tissues, FrEm3 expres-
sion is low during embryonic period but high in several 
adult tissues such as skin, salivary gland, and eye [4]. 
Despite structural resemblance between FrEm3 and the 
other 12-CSPG proteins, no genetic disorder in which 
FrEm3 is ablated has been reported to date. in this study, 
to address this question, we generated Frem3 mutant 
mice by CriSPr/Cas9-based genome editing and inves-
tigated their phenotype.
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Materials and Methods

Animals
B6D2F1 mice were purchased from Japan SLC (Shi-

zuoka, Japan). all mouse experiments were performed 
in compliance with the institutional guidelines and were 
approved by the animal Care Committee of osaka uni-
versity.

Plasmids
a 300 bp genomic Dna fragment of Frem3 was am-

plified with the primer pair 5’-aCTCCaGaaTTC-
CaTCGGaCTaTGGCTGGa-3’ and 5’-CGGaTCCCC-
GCGCTGCaCTCGaaTCaCTa-3’ and cloned into 
pEGxxFP vector [6] by using Ecori and BamHi sites to 
generate Frem3/pEGxxFP plasmid.

a double-stranded Dna fragment was generated by 
annealing the following pairs of oligonucleotides: 
5-caccCCTCCCTGGGGaGCGCTTaa-3’ and 5-aaacT-
TaaGCGCTCCCCaGGGaGG-3’ for gS01; 5’-cac-
caCCaCCaTTaaGCGCTCCCC-3’ and 5’-aaac-
GGGGaGCGCTTaaTGGTGGT-3’ for gaS03; and 
5’-caccCCCTGGGGaGCGCTTaaTGG-3’ and 
5’-aaacCCaTTaaGCGCTCCCCaGGG-3’ for gS04. 
These Dna fragments were cloned into pX330 vector 
[6] by using Bbsi cloning sites.

EGFP reconstitution assay
HEK293T cells were transfected with pEGxxFP and 

pX330 plasmids by the calcium phosphate method. 
Cetn1 is used as a positive control [6]. EGFP fluores-
cence 48 h after transfection was observed.

Generation of Frem3 mutant mice
Frem3 mutant mice were generated by the CriSPr/

Cas9 system as described previously [6]. Superovulated 
B6D2F1 female mice were mated with B6D2F1 males, 
and fertilized eggs were collected from their oviducts. 
The pronuclear stage eggs were microinjected with 5 ng/
µl of pX330 plasmid, cultivated in KSom overnight, 
and then transferred into the oviducts of pseudopregnant 
iCr females. The Frem3 mutant mouse strain used in 
this study was deposited under the name B6D2-
Frem3<em1osb>, and available through either the 
riken Bioresource Center (riken BrC; Tsukuba, Japan) 
or the Center for animal resources and Development, 
Kumamoto university (CarD; Kumamoto, Japan). The 
stock iD number of Frem3 mutant mouse strain is 09954 
(riken BrC) or 2509 (CarD), respectively.

Genotyping
The genotypes of Frem3em1 mice were determined by 

genomic PCr using the primer pair 5’-aCTC-
CaGaaTTCCaTCGGaCTaTGGCTGGa-3’ and 
5’-CGGaTCCCCGCGCTGCaCTCGaaTCaCTa-3’. 
wT and Frem3em1 genomic Dna both gave PCr prod-
ucts of approximately 300 bp. The PCr products were 
digested with afei. although the PCr product derived 
from the wT allele was digested into bands of 168 and 
132 bp, the PCr product derived from the Frem3em1 
allele remained undigested because the Frem3em1 muta-
tion abolished the AfeI site. This size difference of AfeI 
digests is visible by 2% agarose gel electrophoresis.

RT-PCR
Six-month-old skin total rna was isolated by using 

rneasy mini (Qiagen, Hilden, Germany). cDna was 
synthesized from 1 µg of total rna by using SuperScript 
iii (invitrogen, Carlsbad, Ca) with oligo dT primer. rT-
PCr was performed using KoD Fx neo (Toyobo, osaka, 
Japan). Primer sets used were as follows: 5’-CaTCCG-
TaaaGaCCTCTaTGCCaaC-3’ and 5’-aTGGaGC-
CaCCGaTCCaCa-3’ for Actb; 5’-CaaaTCTaGaG-
GaTCCGGCaTCCTCTaGaTaTaTCaaCTCC-3’ and 
5’-aTTCCTGCaGGGaTCCCaCaCaCTCCTCTTCa-
CaGTTGGTG-3’ for Frem3. The numbers of thermal 
cycling were 30 and 40 cycles for Actb and Frem3, re-
spectively.

Histology
Dissected Frem3em1/em1 adult kidney was fixed in 4% 

paraformaldehyde/PBS at 4°C overnight and then em-
bedded in paraffin. Paraffin-embedded tissue was sec-
tioned at the thickness of 10 µm. Deparaffinized sections 
were stained with mayer’s hematoxylin and eosin. Sec-
tions were observed with Olympus IX70 fluorescence 
microscope (Tokyo, Japan).

Results and Discussion

Generation of Frem3 mutant mice by CRISPR/
Cas9-based genome editing

a targeted mutation of Frem3 was designed to occur 
in exon1 based on the CriSPr/Cas9 system (Fig. 1a) 
[6]. To introduce a frameshift mutation by double strand 
break-mediated repair into Frem3, three single guide 
rnas (sgrnas), i.e., sgS01, sgaS03, and sgS04 were 
designed. Each of these sgrnas recognizes a 20-base-
pair sequence immediately downstream of the start co-
don located within exon 1 of Frem3 (Figs. 1a–C).

To evaluate the DNA cleavage efficiency of the de-
signed sgrnas complexed with Cas9 in vitro, a report-
er plasmid Frem3/pCaG-EGxxFP, which harbors a 300 
bp genomic Dna fragment of Frem3 including the target 
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sites for sgrnas, was designed [6]. Each pX330 plasmid 
which expresses both the designed sgrna and Cas9 
protein was co-transfected together with Frem3/
pEGxxFP into HEK293T cells, then the target Dna 
cleavage efficiency of each sgRNA/Cas9 complex was 

evaluated by reconstituted EGFP fluorescence. Among 
sgrnas tested, sgaS03 produced the strongest EGFP 
fluorescence (Fig. 1D), indicating that the double strand 
break-dependent repair occurred most efficiently.

Fig. 1. Genome editing of Frem3 by CriSPr/Cas9. (a) Genomic structure of the Frem3 gene. (B) Location of 
guide rna target sites in Frem3 genomic sequence. Boxed areas represent Pams. arrows indicate target 
sequence of guide RNAs. (C) Sequence of guide RNAs and number of off-target sites in the mouse genome. 
(D) In vitro EGFP reconstruction assay. Cetn1 is used as a positive control.
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Generation of Frem3 mutant mice
To generate Frem3 mutant mice, fertilized eggs were 

injected with the pX330 plasmid that expresses sgaS03 
and transplanted into the oviduct of pseudopregnant 
mice. Genomic DNA sequencing of F0 pups identified 
various double strand break-mediated mutations around 
the sgaS03 target site (Fig. 2a). These F0 mice were 
mated with wild-type B6D2F1 to obtain F1 heterozygous 
mice. among several alleles with insertions or deletions 
(Fig. 2A), we identified an allele named Frem3em1, in 
which a 5-base-pair deletion generates a novel codon 
encoding ala49 followed by a termination codon (Figs. 
2a and B). Since the signal sequence of FrEm3 includes 
the first 27 amino acids, the mature FREM3 mutant poly-
peptide from the Frem3em1 allele would be 22 amino acid 
residues, with no protein domains (Fig. 2C). The mu-

tated exon cannot be masked by alternative splicing 
because the 5-base-pair deletion is located within exon 
1 in which the initiation codon is also included, as con-
firmed by direct sequencing of PCR-amplified Frem3em1 
cDna (Fig. 2D). The transcript level of Frem3 decreased 
in Frem3em1/em1 mice compared with that in wildtype, 
probably because of nonsense-mediated mrna decay 
caused by a frame-shifting 5-base-pair deletion (Fig. 2E). 
it is reported that illegitimate translation occurs from 
out-of-frame mutant allele [7]. Even if it occurs in Fre-
m3em1 mutant allele, the resulting illegitimate translation 
product lacks n-terminal signal sequence and therefore 
is never secreted into extracellular space. Collectively 
these results indicate that Frem3em1 ablates production 
of functional FrEm3 protein.

Fig. 2. Generation of Frem3 mutant mice. (a) Frem3 mutations observed in founder mice. sgaS03 and Pam sequences 
are indicated with underline and box, respectively. afei restriction site is shown in italic. (B) n-terminal amino acid 
sequence of wildtype FrEm3 and the em1 mutant protein. amino acid substitution in the em1 mutant protein is 
indicated in italic. (C) Schematic representation of wildtype FrEm3 and the em1 mutant protein. (D) Direct se-
quencing result of Frem3em1 cDna. no aberrant splicing is observed. (E) rT-PCr of Frem3 cDna. result of Actb 
is also shown as an internal control. numbers indicate Dna marker size in kbp.
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Phenotypic characterization of Frem3 mutant mice
Heterozygous mating between Frem3em1/+ gave wild-

type, Frem3em1/+, and Frem3em1/em1 offspring at the ex-
pected mendelian ratio, indicating no apparent embry-

onic lethality of Frem3em1/em1 mice (Figs. 3a and B). 
Frem3em1/em1 males and females were both fertile; mating 
Frem3em1/em1 females with wildtype males and mating 
wildtype females with Frem3em1/em1 males gave 7.4 ± 3.1 

Fig. 3. no Fraser syndrome-like defects were observed in Frem3 mutant mice. (a) Genotyping of wT 
and (B) number of pups obtained from matings between Frem3em1/+ heterozygotes. (C–F) ap-
pearance of an E15.5 embryo (C), adult eyelid (D), adult digit (E), and adult kidney (F). Bar, 5 
mm. (G) Hematoxylin-eosin staining of Frem3em1/em1 kidney section. Bar, 2 mm. (H) occurrence 
of defects typically observed in Fraser syndrome model animals in Frem3em1/em1 mice.
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(n=18) and 9.4 ± 1.2 (n=11) pups (average ± SD), respec-
tively. There was no difference in average litter size be-
tween these matings (P=0.09 by Student’s t-test). To 
address whether the loss of FrEm3 cause any develop-
mental defects reminiscent of Fraser syndrome, moTa, 
or Bnar, Frem3em1/em1 mice were phenotypically inves-
tigated, with special focus on dystrophic epidermolysis 
bullosa, cryptophthalmos, syndactyly, renal agenesis, and 
lung lobe fusion. However, no defects characteristic of 
Fraser syndrome, Bnar, or moTa syndrome were ob-
served in Frem3em1/em1 mice (Figs. 3C–H).

Frem3em1/em1 appeared normal with no apparent Fra-
ser syndrome- or moTa/Bnar-like developmental 
defects observed in Frem3em1/em1 mice. These results 
indicate that dysfunction of FrEm3 is not associated 
with Fraser syndrome, Bnar, or moTa. However, there 
is still a possibility that FrEm3 supports QBriCK/
FraS1/FrEm2 function. Due to this possibility it might 
be interesting to investigate whether phenotypic sever-
ity is enhanced by the presence of a Frem3 mutation in 
Qbrick, Fras1, or Frem2 mutant mice.

in summary, we generated Frem3 mutant mice and 
found that there are no Fraser-syndrome-like develop-
mental defects.
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