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Abstract

In Cystic Fibrosis (CF), correction of splicing defects represents an interesting therapeutic approach to restore normal CFTR
function. In this study, we focused on ten common mutations/variants, 711+3A>G/C, 711+5G>A, 1863C>T, 1898+3A>G,
2789+5G>A, TG13T3, TG13T5, TG12T5 and 3120G>A that induce skipping of the corresponding CFTR exons 5, 9, 13, 16
and 18. To rescue the splicing defects we tested, in a minigene assay, a panel of modified Ul snRNAs, named Exon Specific
Uls (ExSpeUl) that were engineered to bind to intronic sequences downstream of each defective exon. Using this approach, we
show that all ten splicing mutations analysed are efficiently corrected by specific ExSpeUls. Using cDNA-splicing competent
minigenes, we also show that the ExspeUl-mediated splicing correction at the RNA level recovered the full-length CFTR, protein
for 1863C>T, 1898+3A>G, 2789+5G>A variants. In addition, detailed mutagenesis experiments performed on exon 13 led
us to identify a novel intronic regulatory element involved in the ExSpeUl-mediated splicing rescue. These results provide a

common strategy based on modified Ul snRNAs to correct exon skipping in a group of disease-causing CFTR mutations.
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Introduction

Cystic fibrosis (CF; MIM #219700) is the most common autosomal recessive genetic disease in European
descents which affects about 1:2000-4000 new-borns in the US having higher morbidity in some European
countries (Burgel et al., 2015; Farrell et al., 2017; Kosorok et al., 1996; Palomaki et al., 2004). The pathology
is characterised by a wide spectrum of clinical complications of differing severity varying from classic multi-
organ disease to atypical mild monosymptomatic CF forms (Schram, 2012; Zielenski, 2000). In classic CF,
lung involvement is the major cause of mortality, dominated by recurrent infections and airway obstruction,
finally leading to respiratory failure (Marcorelles et al., 2014). CF is caused by mutation in the Cystic Fibrosis
Transmembrane conductance Regulator gene (CFTR, MIM #602421; GenBank NM 000492.3) (Ontalus et
al. 1996; Choi et al. 2001), which codes for a transmembrane CI" and HCOj3™ channel. CFTR gene is
located on human chromosome 7, contains 27 exons and generates a 6.4 kb mRNA (Gregory et al., 1990)
and have been grouped into functional classes which have recently evolved into theratypes (De Boeck &
Amaral, 2016). CFTR disease-causing mutations can affect diverse cellular events including transcription,
RNA splicing and protein function (Aissat et al., 2013). In the last years, several studies focusing on
how to recover pharmacologically the function of mutated CFTR proteins have identified new drugs that
have been approved for the treatment of CF (Hoy, 2019; Strug et al., 2018). These drugs, working as
potentiators or correctors recover the defective proteins acting on different CFTR processing steps with a
mutation-specific efficacy. This innovative approach has been successfully for developing mutation-oriented



strategies for personalized medicine. However, this strategy was not specifically conceived for those CFTR
mutations that affect precursor mRNA (pre-mRNA) splicing. Among reported mutations, those affecting
pre-mRNA splicing represent 12.3 % and many induce exon skipping (Dujardin et al., 2011). Identification
of exonic sequences on pre-mRNA requires the splice site consensus sequences as well as a series of exonic
or intronic splicing regulatory elements with enhancer or silencer activity (Exonic Splicing Enhancer ESE,
Exonic Splicing Silencer ESS, Intronic Splicing Enhancer ISE and Intronic Splicing Silencer ISS). A core of
five small nuclear RNPs (snRNP, including Ul snRNP) and several splicing factors along with pre-mRNA
secondary structures are important players that act in a coordinated manner to promote the correct exon
recognition (Abbink and Berkhout 2008, Zychlinski et al. 2009). Considering the complexity of the splicing
process, different types of mutations can induce exon skipping. These mutations are mechanistically different
as they can affect consensus sequences at the splice sites, the polypyrimidine tract as well as exonic regulatory
elements. As a consequence of this heterogeneity, their rescue may not be an easy task and might require
specific approaches. Exon Specific Uls are modified Ul snRNAs that have been shown to rescue different
types of exon skipping defects in several diseases. ExSpeUls have the same composition of normal Ul snRNPs
but while Ul snRNPs interact with the 5’splice site (5’ss), ExSpeUls target intronic sequences by means
of their engineered 5’ tail (Rogalska et al., 2016). It was previously shown that their binding downstream
affected exons corrects aberrant splicing in several cellular (Alanis et al., 2012; Dal Mas, Fortugno, et al.,
2015; Nizzardo et al., 2015; Tajnik et al., 2016) and mouse models (Balestra et al. 2014; Dal Mas, Rogalska,
et al. 2015; Balestra et al. 2016; Rogalska et al. 2016; Donadon et al. 2018). Strikingly, an ExSpeUl
delivered by Adeno Associated Virus (AAV) resulted to an effective and safe therapy in a Spinal Muscular
Atrophy (SMA) mouse model extending the survival from 10 days to ~ 6 months (Donadon et al., 2019).

In this study, to prove the potential therapeutic activity of these molecules on CFTR and to establish a
useful platform that can be applied to CF, we focussed on ten relatively frequent splicing mutations/variants
that cause skipping of corresponding exons 5, 9, 13, 16 and 18. Splicing mutations 7114+3A>C/G and
7114+5G>A are located in the 5’ss consensus of exon 5; 1863C>T (Y577Y) and 1898+3A>G in an exonic
regulatory element and in the 5’ss consensus of exon 13, respectively; 2789+5G>A and 3120G>A are located
at the 5’ss consensus of exon 16 and 18 respectively, whereas TG13T3, TG13T5, TG12T5 are variants at
the polypyrimidine tract of exon 9. Using minigene splicing assay we prove that all these mutations can be
efficiently corrected by ExSpeUls in vitro . In addition, detailed analysis of exon 13 suggests that the difficult
splicing rescue of this exon might be due to the presence of an Intronic Splicing Silencer (ISS) controlling
an unfavourable RNA secondary structure. This result represents the first step towards the development of
a personalized approach based on the ExSpeUl strategy for rescuing CFTR splicing mutations.

Material and methods
Minigene and Expression vectors design

CFTR minigenes were created by cloning a sequence composed by an “150 bp intronic regions flanked by
the exon examined, respectively exon 5, 9, 13, 16 in the previously described pTB minigene (Pagani et
al., 2003) or exon 18 in pFAN minigene (Mattioli et al., 2014). Mutations were introduced in the WT
of the respective minigene by site-directed mutagenesis using the Quick-Change Site-directed Mutagenesis
Kit IT (Agilent, Santa Clara, USA). Exon 13-A minigenes were created by overlapping PCR, using specific
oligonucleotides complementary to up-downstream sequences of the deleted region in a pTB-Ndel minigene.
ExSpeUls were created by replacing the sequence between the Bell and BglII sites with oligonucleotides as
previously reported (Pagani et al., 2002). Splicing competent exon 13 minigene and its mutants were made
from ¢cDNA cloned in the vector pcDNA 3.1, while for exon 16 we used the described minigenes (Igreja et
al., 2015). The identity of minigene constructs was ultimately confirmed through sequencing analysis.

Cell culture, transfection, RNA extraction and CFTR splicing pattern analysis

HeLa (human cervical carcinoma) cells were grown in DMEM (high glucose, GlutaMAXTM supplement,
Gibco) with 10% foetal bovine serum (FBS, Gibco) at 37°C in a humidified incubator in the presence
of 5% CO2. Cells were plated at a density of 4*105 cells in 6-well plates at 70% confluency 24 h be-



fore transfection. Transfection was performed using Lipofectamine 2000 (Invitrogen) with CFTR, mini-
genes (500 ng) and Exon Specifics Ul (500 ng, for a total of max lug of DNA) and harvested 24 h
later. After 24h transfection, RNAs were extracted using Maxwell® RSC simply RNA Cells Kit in Max-
well Automated RNA extractor (Promega). RT was performed using lug of RNA, and ¢cDNA was used
in PCR with Tag DNA Polymerase (New England BioLabs). Primers used to amplify CFTR minigenes
were oligo-Forward (a 2,3): 5-CAACTTCAAGCTCCTAAGCCACTGC-3’ and oligo-Reverse (Bra2) 5’-
TAGGATCCGGTCACCAGGAAGTTGGTTAAATCA-3’. PCR products were separated on a 2% agarose
gel running at 70mV for 30 minutes and the intensity of the bands were measured with ImageJ software
(Rasband, 2012).

Protein isolation and Western blot analysis

Cells were harvested 48 hours post-transfection, washed twice in 1x phosphate-buffered saline (PBS), and
lysed in boiling buffer (1% [wt/vol] sodium dodecyl sulphate, 1 mM Na3VO4, 10 mM Tris, pH 7.4) contain-
ing 0.1 mM phenylmethylsulfonyl fluoride, 10 pg/ml aprotinin, and 5 pg/ml leupeptin for 10 min at 4°C.
Before separation by sodium dodecyl sulphate-polyacrylamide gel electrophoresis, 40 ug of proteins (20ul
volume) were boiled in Laemmli buffer for 5 min. Proteins were then electroblotted onto polyvinyl difluoride
membranes (Bio-Rad, Ivry-sur-Seine, France), and nonspecific binding sites were blocked for 2h at room
temperature by 6% (w/v) fat-free milk before an overnight incubation at 4°C with specific antibodies for
CFTR 570 (1:1000, CFTR Folding Consortium, University of North Carolina,USA) and Tubulin (1:5000).
Primary antibodies were detected with horseradish peroxidase-conjugated goat anti-mouse or goat anti-
rabbit IgGs (1:10,000; Jackson ImmunoResearch Laboratories, Villepinte, France) or rabbit anti-goat IgGs
(1:5,000; Dako, Glosturp, Denmark). Blots were revealed using an Enhanced Chemioluminescence detection
kit (Amersham, Les Ulis, France).

Computational RN A secondary structure prediction and statistical analysis

Mfold was used for predicting the stability of secondary structures for CFTR exon 13 WT and all the
mutants. Free energy of secondary structures was calculated using default settings. Statistical analysis was
performed using Microsoft Excel (Microsoft Office Software), GraphPad Prism (GraphPad Software Inc.)
and ImagelJ. Statistical analyses were done by unpaired Student’s T tests (* p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01 and ***
p < 0.001).

Results

Identification of Exon Specific Uls that correct splicing defects in CFTR exons 5, 9, 13, 16
and 18.

To evaluate the therapeutic potential of ExSpeUl in CF we focussed on ten splicing defects. Mutations were
selected based on their relative high frequency in CF, on exon coverage and on the splicing regulatory elements
affected (Table 1). Among those analysed, according to CFTR2 database (www.cftr2.org), 2789+5G>A is
the most frequent mutation (1027 alleles reported), followed by 3120G>A, 71143A>G and 71145G>A
(85, 63 and 60 alleles, respectively) and 1898+3A>G (27 alleles) while 711+3A>C and 1863C>T (Y577Y)
are rare mutations. As well, we analysed two polymorphic repeat regions in the 3’- splice site of human
CFTR exon 9 affecting the polypyrimidine tract: TG12T5 and TG13T5 associated with atypical CF, and
TG13T3 linked to classical CF (Cuppens et al. 1998; Pagani et al. 2000; Pagani et al. 2003; Groman et
al. 2004; Du et al. 2014; Boussaroque et al. 2020). Altogether the mutations we have analysed cover five
CFTR exons: 5, 9, 13, 16 and 18. Six mutations are located in the 5’ss (donor) consensus, (711+3A>C/G,
T1145G>A, 1898+3A>G, 2789+5G>A, 3120G>A), one affects an exonic regulatory element (1863C>T)
and three variants involve the polypyrimidine tract (TG12T5, TG13T5 and TG13T3). In all mutations,
rescue of exon skipping will result in the production of a normal coding CFTR mRNA either because the
mutations are intronic or because they are synonymous. To test the splicing rescue activity of ExSpeUls,
we created minigenes with exons and corresponding flanking intronic regions that contain the target wild
type (WT) and mutant sequences. CFTR exon 5 minigene experiments showed that, in basal conditions,
the WT construct was nearly completely included whereas 7114+3A>C and 711+5G>A induced severe exon



5 skipping and 7114+3A>G retained some exon inclusion (~ 18%) (Fig.1 A, lanes 1, 2, 4 and 3, respectively).
We tested four ExSpeUls binding downstream the 5’ss (Ulex5-9, Ulex5-13, Ulex5-21 and Ulex5-27 bp)
(Fig.1A). These ExSpeUls induced complete rescue of the exon 5 splicing defects; the only exception was
represented by Ulex5-21 and Ulex5-27 that partially recovered ( 52%) the 7114+3A>C variant. For exon 9,
we analysed four TG(m)T(n) variants: TG11T7, TG12T5, TG13T5 and TG13T3 along with four ExSpeUls
(Ulex9-3, Ulex9-12, Ulex9-26 and Ulex9-34). These mutations induce different degrees of exon skipping
(Fig. 1B) with activation of a cryptic site inside the exon, as previously reported (Ayala et al., 2006; Buratti
et al., 2001; Zuccato et al., 2004). In basal condition, TG11T7 showed ~ 98% of exon inclusion, TG12T5

61%, TG13T5 54% and TG13T3 6% (Fig. 1B). ExSpeUls co-transfection totally rescued aberrant
splicing in TG13T5 and TG12T5. In TG13T3, splicing rescue was 72 - 84% for Ulex9-3, Ulex9-12, Ulex9-
26, whereas downstream ExSpeUls had a lower effect (Ulex9-34 51%). We then evaluated two exon 13
variants, 1863C>T and 1898+3A>G that induce respectively 4% exon inclusion and complete skipping,
respectively (Fig.1 C, lanes 2 and 3). We tested several ExSpeUl but only one Ulex13-11 was working
efficiently by rescuing both variants to WT levels of exon inclusion, suggesting that the CFTR exon 13
context has some peculiarity that restricts the ExSpeU1 splicing capacity. To evaluate 2789+5G>A variant
in exon 16 we tested five ExSpeUls (Ulex16(-3), Ulex16-7, Ulex16-10, Ulex16-12 and Ulex16-17) (Fig.1D).
In this case, the mutant showed 53% exon inclusion and all ExSpeUls were able to completely correct the
splicing defect (Fig. 1 D). We next analysed the 3120G>A variant in exon 18. This mutation, located in the
last base of the exon, induced complete exon 18 skipping (Fig. 1E, lane 2). The different ExSpeUl tested
were able to efficiently rescue the splicing defect: Ulex18-3 and U18-20 induced 85% of exon inclusion and
Ulex18-10 and U18-13 "100% (Fig. 1 E). Altogether our results have identified active ExSpeUls able to
correct with high efficiency ten splicing defects that affect CFTR exon 5, 9, 13, 16 and 18.

Exon Specific Uls recover CFTR protein levels in exon 13 and 16 mutant minigenes

To evaluate if the splicing correction mediated by Exon Specific U1l rescues the CFTR protein, we focussed
on exon 13 and 16. The WT and mutant CFTR, exons were inserted into cDNA splicing competent minigenes
that code for the entire CF'TR protein in a manner that the exon inclusion mRNA variants will result in the
production of a normal CF'TR proteins. The minigenes were transfected along with each active ExSpeUls and
CFTR protein analysed by Western blotting. As expected from the severity of the splicing defect (Fig.1C),
the two exon 13 mutants, 18984+-3A>G and 1863C>T (Y577Y) did not show any detectable CFTR mature
protein in Western blotting (Fig.2A, lanes 4 and 5). Co-transfection of Ulex13-11 rescued both the exon
skipping defects (Fig.1C) with production of the full-length fully-glycosylated 160KD form of CFTR protein
(Fig. 2A, lanes 6 and 7). Control full-length CFTR ¢cDNA and a minigene with the WT exon 13 showed the
mature CFTR form (Fig.2A lanes 1 and 3, respectively) whereas a minigene without exon 13 did not show
any band (Fig. 2A, lane 2). Consistent with a residual splicing activity (Fig.1), the mutation 2789+5G>A
mutation in exon 16 showed a reduced amount of the CFTR mature form, compared to the WT minigene
(Fig. 2B, compare lanes 1 and 2). Treatment with the three active ExSpeUls, Ulex16(-3), Ulex16-7 and
Ulex16-12) showed a two-fold increase in the amount of mature CFTR protein of 160kDa (Fig. 2B, lanes 3,
4 and 5).

An intronic regulatory element that overlaps with Ulex13-11 binding site regulates exon 13
splicing and forms a stem-loop RINA secondary structure

Among the CFTR exons evaluated, exon 13 was the most challenging to rescue. In fact, at variance to the
other exons, we have identified only one ExSpeUl, Ulex13-11, with a reliable splicing rescue activity on
both 1863 C>T and 18984+3A>G mutations (Fig. 1A). Thus, we decided to explore if there is any specific
reason for this apparent lack of efficiency. To this aim we focussed on intronic regulatory elements within
the ExSpeUl binding region performing consecutive intronic deletions in WT, 1863C>T and 1898+3A>G
(Fig. 3A) minigenes. Interestingly, deletion of bases in position 12-15 and 17-23 downstream of the 5’ss, but
not in the other positions, improved splicing in both the WT and in the 1863C>T contexts (Fig. 3A, lanes
2,3 and 9,10, respectively). These deletions, however, did not affect splicing in the 1898+3A>G minigene.
These results indicate that the binding sequence of the active Ulex13-11 (between positions +11 and +26)



overlaps with an Intronic Splicing Silencer (ISS) located between position +11 and 4+23. In this context, the
strength of the ISS is not sufficient to recover exon 13 skipping caused by the 5’ss mutation. In addition,
analysis with RNA-mfold (Wang et al., 2017) showed that the ISS is located within a 7bp-long stem-loop that
include the 5’ss (Fig. 3B). This configuration suggests that the peculiar RNA secondary structure where the
ISS is located might limit the accessibility of the UlsnRNP to the 5’ss, as previously reported in other cases
(Buratti & Baralle, 2004). To clarify the ISS mechanism in detail we performed site directed mutagenesis
experiments assisted by RNA secondary structure analysis in the loop (positions +12 and +13), in the stem
(positions +14 to +19) and outside the structure (positions +20 to +23). The resulting effect on splicing
expressed as changes in percentage of exon inclusion was then related to the predicted effect on the secondary
structure expressed as AG, that is the quantity of energy needed to fully break the secondary structure (Fig.
3D and Table S1). Mutagenesis from the +14 to +19 position are predicted to open the stem of the structure
and accordingly in splicing assay they increase exon inclusion (Fig. 3C, lanes 8-18). In contrast, the mutants
predicted to close the loop, namely +13C, +12C13C and +12A13C, had a negative effect on exon 13 inclusion
and induced nearly complete skipping (Fig. 3C, lanes 5, 25, 26). All other mutants in the loop (+12T, +12A,
+12C, +13T, +13G +12A13T, +12C13G) and those outside of the structure (+20A, +20G, +21G, +22T,
+22A, +23G), that do not significantly affect the secondary structure, had no significant effect on splicing.
Based on the predicted changes in AG (Table S1) and the resulting change in percentage of exon inclusion we
modelled association between the change in stability of the secondary structure and the impact on splicing
(Fig. 3D). This analysis showed a clear sigmoidal association between splicing of exon 13 and AG, supporting
the hypothesis that the stem-loop structure at CF'TR exon 13 5’ss is involved in splicing regulation and that
this might restrict the effect of ExSpeUls to specific intronic binding sites.

Discussion

In last years, research on CF has been very successful in developing personalised therapies based on the
correction of the underlying basic defects (De Boeck & Amaral, 2016; Fajac & Wainwright, 2017; Farinha
& Matos, 2016; Paranjape & Mogayzel, 2018; I. Pranke et al., 2019; Roomans, 2014). This has led to the
discovery of drugs that act on specific CFTR protein mutants either as potentiators or correctors (Boyle et
al., 2014; Chaudary, 2018; Clancy, 2018; Gees et al., 2018; Gentzsch & Mall, 2018; Guimbellot et al., 2017;
Phuan et al., 2018; Van Goor et al., 2009; Wu et al., 2019; Yeh et al., 2017). However, CF individuals with
mutations that disrupt other basic mechanisms, and in particular CFTR RNA processing, cannot benefit of
these personalized therapies. In this paper, to provide a useful rescuing approach acting at the RNA level,
we focussed on a group of splicing mutations that induce exon skipping. We show here that a strategy based
on modified Ul snRNAs, named Exon Specific Uls (ExSpeUl), when applied to ten representative splicing
mutations, can correct the resulting exon skipping defects with recovery of the normal CFTR protein. With
ten mutations and five exons analysed, our study is the first to show a therapeutic effect of an exon rescue
strategy on several splicing mutations and various exons in a single gene. Indeed, in CF a different approach
based on Anti Sense Oligonucleotides (ASO) has been tested only in the 2789+5G>A splicing mutation
(Igreja et al. 2016). In general, this alternative ASO based approach for rescuing exon skipping defects is
based on the identification of appropriate splicing regulatory elements and thus more time consuming and
expensive and not easy testable on several splicing defects. Similarly, a pharmacological approach to correct
splicing requires high-throughput screening platforms and may lack of specificity (Berg et al., 2019; Giuliano
et al., 2018; Liang et al., 2017; Merkert et al., 2019; Pereira et al., 2019). The positive effect we observed
here on different CFTR mutations, along with those previously reported for other diseases in several cellular
and mouse models (Dario Balestra et al., 2020; Dal Mas, Fortugno, et al., 2015; Donadon et al., 2018; Tajnik
et al., 2016), indicates a general applicability and translatability of the ExSpeUl approach in rescuing exon
skipping defects. Even if our results show a clear rescue potential of the ExSpeUl approach in CF, the
therapeutic window is restricted to those splicing defects that do not disrupt the invariant AG and GT
dinucleotides of the splice site. These more severe cases cause a complete disruption of the splicing process
and thus cannot benefit of the ExSpeUl-mediated rescue approach. In CF, we estimate that approximately 40
splicing mutations out of 352 CF-causing variants listed in CFTR2 database could benefit from the ExSpeU1l
approach. The specificity and easy tailoring of the ExSpeUl strategy is mainly related to its engineered 5’



tail that targets the ExSpeU1l on desired intronic sequences. As we identified for each CFTR exon a panel of
active ExSpeUls (with the notable exception of exon 13), several molecules could be then tested for better
efficacy and safety. An important concern for ExSpeUls, as well as for other splicing correction strategies
with ASO or chemical compounds, is their potential off-target effects. Previous studies in cellular and animal
models with one ExSpeUl active on Spinal Muscular Atrophy identified a very limited number of off-targets
by RNA-Seq analysis (Dal Mas, Rogalska, et al., 2015; Donadon et al., 2019). Indeed, the availability of
cellular systems that overexpress the ExSpeUls will allow the identification of the most promising and safe
molecules active on the different CFTR exons. In CFTR exons 5 ,9 and 18, the ExSpeUls tend to reduce
their exon rescue efficacy when binding to more downstream intronic positions (Fig.1) and this phenomenon
has been also observed previously in other cases (Alanis et al., 2012; Dal Mas, Fortugno, et al., 2015; Tajnik
et al., 2016). Thus, the detection of only one ExSpeUls active on exon 13 mutants was unexpected. We
reasoned that the peculiar context of this exon could be involved and indeed we have identified in intron 13
an ISS that, through the formation of a stem-loop RNA secondary structure in the proximity of the 5’ss,
has a negative effect on splicing. Similar stem-loop structures are known to modulate the 5’ss accessibility
in other exon skipping defects (Buratti & Baralle, 2004). Thus, we speculate that the overlap between the
ISS and the binding region of Ulex13-11 might explain why only this one was active on exon 13 splicing
mutants. It is possible that part of the Ulex13-11 efficacy, which is not shared by the adjacent ExSpeUls,
relies on its ISS binding position with consequent opening of the unfavourable RNA secondary structure.

The short ExSpeU1l coding gene (7 650 bp) can be easily accommodated into Adeno Associated Viruses or
Lentiviral Vectors forin vivo gene therapy (Rogalska et al. , 2016; Donadonet al. , 2018) or ez vivo cellular
delivery (Dal Mas, Fortugno, et al., 2015; Dal Mas, Rogalska, et al., 2015; Nizzardo et al., 2015). Alternative
delivery approaches that could be tested include the de novo chemical RNA synthesis (Ohkubo et al., 2013).
The availability of patient-derived cellular models with the splicing mutations in form of nasal epithelial cells
(I. M. Pranke et al., 2017) or organoids (Boj et al., 2017; Dekkers et al., 2013, 2016; Sato et al., 2009, 2011)
will allow a more direct assessment of the ExSpeUls strategy on the CFTR functionality and the evaluation
of the ExSpeUl efficacy and safety profile in patient-derived target cells.
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Figure legends

Figure 1: Exon Specific Uls rescue splicing defects that cause skipping of CFTR exons. Panels A), B), C),
D) and E) show minigene splicing assay for CFTR exons 5, 9, 13, 16 and 18, respectively. The indicated
WT and mutant minigene variants were transfected in HeLa cells alone or co-transfected with the indicated
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ExSpeUls. In each panel, the upper part shows a schematic representation of CFTR exons, mutants and
ExSpeUls; the intermediate figure shows the agarose gel and the lower panel the percentage of exon inclusion.
Identity of the exon inclusion and skipping band are indicated. In B), the middle band corresponds to the
activation of a previously described cryptic splice site (Buratti et al., 2001).

Figure 2: Exon Specific Uls rescue CFTR protein levels in exon 13 and exon 16 splicing mutations. For each
panel the upper part shows schematic representation of CFTR exons along with mutants and position of
the ExSpeUls, the intermediate figure shows the Western Blot analysis and the lower panel the percentage
of CFTR protein normalized over Tubulin. Data are expressed as means +- SD of three independent
experiments done in duplicate. A) Western Blot analysis of exon 13 with total CFTR ¢cDNA, CFTR ¢cDNA
without Exonl3, CFTR ¢DNA flanked by partial sequence of intron 12 and 13, 1863C>T, 1898+3A>G
mutants and ExSpeUl. B) Western Blot analysis of exon 16 with WT, 2789+5G>A mutant and ExSpeUls.

Figure 3: The Intronic Splicing Silencer (ISS) in CFTR intron 13 overlaps with the Ulex13-11 binding site.
A) Effect of consecutive intron 13 deletions on CFTR, exon 13 splicing in minigene assay in WT, 1863C>T
and 18984+3A>G variants. The upper panel indicates the exonl3-intron 13 region along with the position
of intronic deletions and mutants. Position +1 is the first base of the intron. The intermediate panel is a
representative agarose gel of the splicing assay and the lower graph shows of the percentage of exon inclusion
expressed as the means +- SD of three independent experiments done in duplicate. B) Predicted RNA
secondary structure of CFTR exon 13-intron 13 region (RNA m-fold analysis). The ISS is indicated by a
black line. Exonic sequences are in the grey box and intronic sequences are in lowercase. Position +1 is the
first base of the intron. C) Fine mapping of the ISS in WT context. The upper panel shows the sequence
of the exonl3-intron 13 junction along with the position of the ISS point mutations from position 12 to 23.
Position +1 is the first base of the intron. The intermediate panel is a representative agarose gel of the
splicing assay of the indicated single or double mutant minigenes. The lower graph shows the percentage of
exon inclusion expressed as the means +- SD of three independent experiments done in duplicate. D) The
relationship between percentage of exon 13 inclusion (y axis) and changes in estimated AG (x axis) fitted
in sigmoidal function.
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