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ABSTRACT

Dyslipidemia is an important risk factor for atherosclerotic cardiovascular disease (ASCVD). 
There are abundant and unequivocal data to indicate that low-density lipoproteins (LDL) 
are a cause of ASCVD. Reduction of plasma low-density lipoprotein cholesterol (LDL-C) 
by medical therapy such as statins, ezetimibe and proprotein convertase subtilisin/kexin 
type 9 (PCSK9) inhibitors have proven to significantly reduce the risk of cardiovascular 
events. However, for many reasons, many patients are not able to achieve LDL-C levels 
recommended by guidelines on currently available therapies. This has led to the development 
of new drugs lowering LDL-C, such as inclisiran, bempedoic acid, and evinacumab, in the 
hope of reducing cardiovascular (CV) risk. Drugs targeting lipoprotein (a) (Lp[a]) also have 
a role in the prevention of atherosclerosis, with genetic studies having established that 
20%–30% of the human population inherits plasma Lp(a) levels in the atherogenic range. 
In this paper, we will review the recent progress made in the approaches to LDL-C and Lp(a) 
therapeutic modulation.
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INTRODUCTION

Atherosclerotic cardiovascular disease (ASCVD) is a leading cause of morbidity and mortality 
worldwide.1 A major cause of ASCVD is elevated apolipoprotein B (ApoB), which infiltrates 
the subendothelial space of arteries, leading to plaque growth and possible rupture.2 
Therefore the reduction of ApoB lipoprotein, the level of which is approximated in clinical 
practice by low-density lipoprotein cholesterol (LDL-C) measurement, is a good target for 
therapeutic development. Medical therapy to lower LDL-C is mandatory for both primary 
and secondary ASCVD prevention, as current guidelines recommend.3,4 LDL-C lowering 
medications including statins, ezetimibe, and proprotein convertase subtilisin/kexin type 9 
(PCSK9) inhibitors reduce cardiovascular (CV) risk proportionally to the reduction in LDL-C 
(23% per 1 mmol/L of LDL-C) regardless of the starting level, and without a threshold effect.5 
Notably, the reduction in CV risk is independent of the class of agent.6
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However, for many reasons, many patients are not able to achieve desired levels of LDL-C, 
which for secondary prevention are recommended by current guidelines as below 70 mg/
dL or even below 55 mg/dL.7 This has led to the development of new drugs lowering LDL-C, 
such as inclisiran, bempedoic acid (BPA), and evinacumab in the hope of reducing CV risk. 
Drugs targeting lipoprotein (a) (Lp[a]) also have a role in the prevention of atherosclerosis, 
with genetic studies having established that across various ethnic groups 20%–30% of the 
human population inherits plasma Lp(a) levels in the atherogenic range.8,9 In this paper, 
we will review the recent progress made in the approaches to LDL-C and Lp(a) therapeutic 
modulation. Therapies targeting other mechanisms, such as triglyceride lowering, increasing 
high-density lipoprotein cholesterol (HDL-C), modulating inflammation, etc., are also being 
developed to reduce CV risk, which are covered in detail elsewhere.

LDL-C LOWERING AGENTS

As mentioned above, for more than three decades the cholesterol transported in LDL-C has 
been a major target for treatment. Randomized clinical trials of drugs reducing LDL-C as 
well as detailed studies of the human genetics of LDL-C and their relationship to ASCVD 
have beyond doubt established LDL-C as a cause for increased CV risk.10 Currently, three 
classes of drugs lowering LDL-C have shown to reduce outcomes related to ASCVD in 
randomized controlled trials. Statins have been demonstrated to significantly reduce CV risk 
through LDL-C lowering in numerous randomized clinical trials.5 The cholesterol absorption 
inhibitor ezetimibe has also been shown to further reduce CV risk as a combination to 
baseline statin therapy compared with statin monotherapy.11 PCSK9 inhibitors were first 
discovered through human genetic studies for LDL-C and were found to be related to LDL-C 
metabolism. Notably, these new LDL-lowering agents act through the reduction of hepatic 
cholesterol and the consequent upregulation of the transcriptional of the LDL receptor, 
which in turn leads to plasma LDL-C reduction. PCSK9 inhibitors have shown dramatic effect 
in the reduction of LDL-C promise to meet much of the unmet demand for LDL-C lowering 
and have been greeted with great expectations. Recent trials have confirmed that these novel 
agents reduce cardiovascular events, both in stable cardiovascular disease and acute coronary 
syndromes.12,13 However, cost issues and the need for frequent injections have hindered the 
widespread use of these drugs.

Despite the availability of LDL-C lowering medications including statins, an unmet need for 
LDL-C reduction has remained. The use of statins alone is often insufficient for reducing 
LDL-C to target levels, especially for patients with ASCVD for whom guidelines recommend 
lower LDL-C levels for primary or secondary prevention. In addition, some patients, 
especially those with genetic disorders such as familial hypercholesterolemia (FH) do not 
show sufficient response to statins.14 Furthermore, side effects prevent a significant number 
of patients from taking statins at the appropriate intensity or in some cases, exclude their use 
entirely.15 Statin intolerance rates have been reported at 7% to 29% in many registries and 
observational studies, with muscle-related side effects being predominant.16,17 Patients who 
cannot tolerate statins are less likely to attain adequate LDL-C levels, and as a result are at 
a higher risk for CV events. To reduce CV risk in these patients, additional options for lipid 
modulation are needed, and therefore the development of new LDL-C lowering therapies has 
been the focus of intense interest.
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1. RNA interference targeting PCSK9: Inclisiran
PCSK9 is an important regulator in the metabolism of LDL-C. After being synthesized and 
modified in the hepatocyte endoplasmic reticulum, PCSK9 promotes the degradation of 
cell surface LDL receptors through internalization and lysosomal degradation.18 Inclisiran 
is a modified small interfering RNA (siRNA), the effect of which is to inhibit the expression 
of the PCSK9 gene. Synthetic triantennary N-acetylgalactosamine (GalNAc) ensures rapid 
and specific hepatocyte delivery through the asialoglycoprotein receptor which is expressed 
on the surface of hepatocytes. In addition, the substitution by 2′-O-methylnucleotides or 
2′-O-fluoronucleotides for molecules in the polynucleotide strands has led to greater drug 
stability (Fig. 1). In animal model preclinical studies, 1 mg/kg of inclisiran was associated 
with a 50% increase in PCSK9 inhibition, while the highest dose administration of over 3 mg/
kg of led to PCSK9 activity inhibition by 85% and an LDL-C level decrease of approximately 
60%.19 After preclinical studies showed promising results, the first phase I study on the safety 
of subcutaneously administered inclisiran was done on 24 healthy subjects who had an LDL-C 
level ≥100 mg/dL.20 The subjects were randomized to either a single injection of inclisiran, 
with varing doses from 25 up to 800 mg, or multiple administrations, with intervals of at least 
1 week in between, of doses from 125 to 500 mg. A single dose of inclisiran of at least 300 mg 
or higher produced a significant decrease in the level of PCSK9. A single 100 mg injection of 
inclisiran was sufficient to achieve a significant reduction in LDL-C. After the administration 
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Fig. 1. Inclisiran is a siRNA. Having entered hepatocytes conjugated with GalNAc, the antisense strand then 
combines with RISC and targets PCSK9 mRNA for degradation. Less PCSK9 synthesis leads to less PCSK9-
mediated LDL receptor degradation and more recycling of the LDL receptor, consequently resulting in more LDL 
uptake and lower plasma levels of LDL cholesterol. 
siRNA, small interfering RNA; GalNAc, N-acetylgalactosamine; RISC, RNA-induced silencing complex; PCSK9, 
proprotein convertase subtilisin/kexin type 9; LDL, low-density lipoprotein.



of a single dose of 300 mg or higher of inclisiran, both PCSK9 and LDL-C levels remained 
significantly reduced for over 180 days. The maximal reduction in PCSK9 levels occurred in 
the subjects who were administered 500 mg of inclisiran twice a month for a total duration 
of 2 months. The maximal reduction in LDL-C levels was observed in the subjects who 
received a 300 mg dose injection twice a month for 2 months. In all the subjects who received 
inclisiran according to multiple dose schedules, LDL-C reduction continued to be significant 
at day 196 after the start of the first administration of inclisiran.

The next steps to confirm the safety and efficacy of Inclisiran have been ongoing in the 
ORION program. The ORION I trial was a phase II trial to ascertain the efficacy of inclisiran 
on lipid-lowering.21 It was conducted on 501 high CV risk patients who had elevated serum 
LDL-C levels at baseline uncontrolled with background medical treatment even at maximally 
tolerated doses. The patients were randomized to either a single injection of inclisiran or 
placebo at doses of 200, 300, or 500 mg, or alternatively 2 injections (at day 1 and day 90) of 
inclisiran or placebo at doses of 100, 200, or 300 mg. One hundred eighty days after the first 
administration, the least-squares mean reductions in LDL-C were between 27.9% to 41.9% 
reduction after a single dose of inclisiran, and 35.5% to 52.6% after 2 administrations. Two 
injections of 300 mg of inclisiran produced the highest reduction in LDL-C. The reductions 
in LDL-C levels were largely consistent with those reported in other clinical trials for anti-
PCSK9 monoclonal antibodies. However, the advantage of inclisiran versus available PCSK9 
inhibitor antibodies is that the lipid-lowering effect of inclisiran persists significantly longer, 
meaning therapy can be achieved with fewer injections, such as a 300 mg subcutaneous 
injection given 3 months apart. Preliminary data from the ORION-10 and ORION-11 phase 3 
trials, which randomized 3,174 patients to either placebo or 500 mg subcutaneous injections 
of inclisiran, revealed a decrease of 26% in the composite endpoint of CV death, non-fatal 
myocardial infarction, or stroke. Currently the ORION-4 study, a large multicenter clinical 
trial designed to access cardiovascular outcomes is underway.

2. ATP-citrate lyase (ACL) inhibitors: BPA
BPA is a small-molecule selective inhibitor of the enzyme ACL, a key component of the 
hepatic biosynthesis of cholesterol that works upstream of β-hydroxy β-methylglutaryl-
coenzyme A (HMG-CoA) reductase.22,23 ACL inhibition results in decreased cholesterol 
synthesis, which results in LDL receptor upregulation, leading to increased uptake and 
clearance of circulating LDL particles in hepatocytes and as a result lowers LDL-C. BPA is 
a prodrug that is activated by very-long chain acyl-CoA synthetase-1 (ACSVL1), an enzyme 
expressed in hepatocytes but which is not present in skeletal myocytes (Fig. 2). Therefore, 
although BPA exerts its effect through the same pathway as statins, the liver-specific action of 
the drug may explain the absence of muscular adverse effects associated with statins, as has 
been reported.24

The effectiveness and safety of BPA are undergoing testing in the Cholesterol Lowering via 
Bempedoic acid, an ACL-Inhibiting Regimen (CLEAR) clinical development program. The 
trials have proved the efficacy of BPA in lowering LDL-C either as monotherapy in statin 
resistant patients, in combination with ezetimibe, or alternatively in combination with 
statins. The phase 3 CLEAR serenity trial randomized 345 patients with dyslipidemia and 
statin intolerance to BPA or placebo. BPA treatment reduced LDL-C from baseline compared 
to placebo by 21.4% (p<0.001).25 Significant reductions were also observed in non-HDL-C 
(17.9%), total cholesterol (14.8%), ApoB (15.0%), and high-sensitivity C-reactive protein (hs-
CRP) (24.3%). The phase 3 CLEAR Tranquility trial randomized 269 patients with a history of 
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intolerance to more than low-intensity statin and an LDL-C ≥100 mg/dL even with maximal 
lipid-modifying therapy. The patients were randomized to BPA versus placebo added to 
ezetimibe. After 12 weeks, BPA added to background lipid-modifying therapy including 
ezetimibe reduced LDL-C by 28.5% compared to the placebo group.26 Significant reductions 
were also noted in the secondary endpoints of non-HDL-C (23.6%), total cholesterol 
(18.0%), ApoB (19.3%), and hs-CRP (31.0%) The CLEAR Wisdom trial assigned 779 patients 
with high CV risk due to preexisting ASCVD or multiple CVD risk factors, heterozygous FH, 
or both, to receive either BPA or placebo. BPA lowered LDL-C levels by −17.4% compared to 
placebo after 12 weeks.24 The large phase 3 CLEAR Harmony trial randomized 2,230 patients 
with ASCVD or heterozygous FH and an LDL-C level of at least 70 mg/dL while receiving 
maximally tolerated statin therapy, either with or without additional lipid-modifying 
treatment, to either BPA or placebo for 52 weeks. At the end of 12 weeks, BPA reduced the 
primary endpoint of LDL-C by 16.5% from baseline compared to placebo (p<0.001).27 The 
safety of BPA was also demonstrated in that the incidence of adverse events during 1 year did 
not significantly differ between the two groups. Based on these results, BPA has obtained 
FDA approval for the indication of lowering LDL-C. To access the efficacy of BPA in lowering 
CV outcomes, a large study (CLEAR Outcomes) is currently ongoing.
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Fig. 2. Bempedoic acid is an inhibitor of ACL, a key step in the hepatic biosynthesis of cholesterol that works upstream of HMG-CoA reductase. Activation 
requires very-long chain ACSVL1, an enzyme expressed in the liver but not in skeletal muscle, a possible reason for the absence of muscular side effects 
associated with statins. 
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Lp(a)

Lp(a) is lipoprotein, similar in structure to LDL, in which ApoB is linked by a covalent 
disulphide bond to Apo(a).28,29 The potential contribution to ASCVD of Lp(a) is through 
proinflammatory effects of its oxidized phospholipid content, proatherogenic effects of the 
LDL-like moiety, and prothrombotic effects through the plasminogen-like protease domain on 
Apo(a).30 Lp(a) is more potently atherothrombogenic than LDL, for not only it carries all the 
elements of LDL that dispose it to atherogenesis, but also oxidized phospholipids of Apo(a) 
that mediate thrombosis by pro-inflammatory and potential antifibrinolytic effects.31 LP(a) is 
an independent risk factor for ASCVD, with values above 30 to 50mg/dL generally accepted 
as being in the atherothrombotic range.32-36 As yet there are no FDA-approved pharmacologic 
therapies shown to specifically lower Lp(a) and so precise analysis of the contribution of Lp(a) 
to clinical ASCVD is not yet possible. Among current therapies for lipid modulation, statins 
do not reduce plasma Lp(a) levels, and PCSK9 antibodies only have a modest effect.37 Here we 
summarize the discovery and development of nucleic-acid-based drugs, such as olpasiran and 
pelacarsen, acting through inhibition of mRNA translation of the LPA gene in hepatocytes and 
effectively reducing the plasma concentration of Lp(a) (Fig. 3).
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Fig. 3. Pelacarsen is an ASO targeting the mRNA of the LPA gene. Binding of the ASO results in mRNA degradation 
through RNAse H. Olpasiran is a siRNA. The antisense strand combines with RISC and targets LPA mRNA for 
degradation. The inhibition of LPA mRNA translation by pelacarsen and olpasiran results in decreased production 
of Apo(a) and Lp(a). 
ASO, antisense oligonucleotide; siRNA, small interfering RNA; RISC, RNA-induced silencing complex; Apo, 
apolipoprotein; Lp(a), lipoprotein (a); GalNAc, N-acetylgalactosamine.



1. Pelacarsen (antisense oligonucleotide; ASO)
Pelacarsen is an ASO designed to inhibit the translation of mRNA of the LPA gene, 
responsible for production of Apo(a) in the hepatocyte.38 The IONIS-APO(a)Rx phase 2 
trial was the first study to investigate a therapeutic intervention specifically targeting 
Lp(a) modulation in subjects with elevated Lp(a) concentrations and especially, the first 
randomized study of ASO therapy in such patients.39 The study demonstrated a significant 
reduction of 67%–72% from baseline compared to placebo in mean Lp(a) levels in patients 
receiving IONIS-APO(a)Rx, and also showed a significant reduction in the levels of LDL-C, 
ApoB, and Apo(a)-associated oxidized phospholipids. Finally, it also showed that lower 
levels of Lp(a) and associated oxidized phospholipids reduced monocyte activity which as 
the effect of the drug disappeared re-increased to baseline levels. The IONIS-APO[a]-LRX 
phase 1/2a trial demonstrated the potency of modified IONIS-APO(a)Rx conjugated with a 
GalNAc3 complex, which mediates hepatocyte delivery via the asialoglycoprotein receptor.24 
IONIS-APO(a)-LRx was about 30 times more potent than the original ASO, enabling a more 
than tenfold lower dose and greatly improved tolerability. The highest dose in the trial, 
multi-day 40 mg subcutaneous injections of IONIS-APO(a)-LRx produced a 92.4% reduction 
in Lp(a) with no side-effects observed. This was also the first to demonstrate the efficacy of 
GalNAc3-conjugated ASO therapy, showing the feasibility of hepatocyte-specific therapeutic 
modalities. The AKCEA-APO(a)-LRx phase 2 trial randomized 286 patients with CV disease 
and Lp(a) levels of ≥60 mg/dL to APO(a)-LRx or placebo, and showed that treatment with 
APO(a)-LRx led to dose-dependent reductions in plasma Lp(a).30 These reductions were 
significant at all doses studied, and at the highest dose regimen of 20 mg weekly, patients 
attained a mean reduction in Lp(a) of 80%, with 98% of patients attaining a Lp(a) level 
of less than 50 mg/dL, a target value supported by current European and U.S. guidelines. 
APO(a)-LRx also reduced oxidized phospholipids on ApoB and Apo(a), both proinflammatory 
components associated with higher atherothrombotic risk. Finally, reductions in LDL-C and 
ApoB beyond those achieved with background aggressive lipid-lowering therapy were noted. 
APO(a)-LRx was well tolerated and no serious adverse events such as thrombocytopenia, 
decline in liver or renal function, or influenza-like symptoms were reported. Finally, Lp(a) 
HORIZON is a large phase 3 randomized controlled trial enrolling 8,323 patients with Lp(a) 
above 70 mg/dL randomized to pelacarsen or placebo, designed to investigate the primary 
outcome of expanded major adverse cardiovascular events. It has started in 2019 and is 
expected to run through 2024.

2. Olpasiran (siRNA)
Olpasiran is a GalNAc-conjugated synthetic siRNA designed to directly inhibit the translation 
of LPA mRNA, modified with 2′-fluoro and 2′-methoxy substitutions as well as terminal 
phosphorothioate internucleotide linkages for stabilization. In a preclinical study on Apo(a) 
transgenic mice, more than an 80% reduction in serum Lp(a) concentration was achieved 
after a single administration of 1 mg/kg of olpasiran. An independent study confirmed 
dose-dependent reduction in serum Lp(a) by administering increasing doses of olpasiran 
in Lp(a) transgenic mice. In a phase 1 clinical study, olpasiran also reduced Lp(a) levels 
dose-dependently, with a maximum percent change from baseline ranging from −71% to 
−97% in participants with an initial screening Lp(a) of 70–199 nM and from −76% to −91% 
in those with Lp(a) ≥200 nM.40 In the phase 2 OCEAN(a)-DOSE clinical study, 281 patients 
were randomized to olpasiran up to a dose of 225 mg every 12 weeks or placebo.41 Recently 
announced data demonstrated a reduction in Lp(a) of ≥90% from baseline at 36 weeks from 
the start of the first administration for the majority of doses. During this period, no new 
adverse effects or safety concerns were noted.
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CONCLUSION

There exists unequivocal evidence that therapies lowering LDL-C reduce the risk for 
ASCVD in proportion to the achieved reduction in LDL-C levels. In recent years, several 
new therapeutic options have shown substantial promise to further reduce the morbidity 
and mortality from ASCVD. These new therapies have the potential to reduce LDL-C in 
unprecedented levels and with less frequent dosing compared to previous medications. 
In addition to the lowering of LDL-C, triglyceride-rich lipoprotein remnants and Lp(a) 
have been identified as new therapeutic targets, and much progress has been made in 
development of specific modalities. These developments are likely to culminate in the near 
future in novel therapies that will greatly help physicians reduce the burden of ASCVD.
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