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A pathogenic UFSP2 variant in an autosomal recessive form
of pediatric neurodevelopmental anomalies and epilepsy
Min Ni1,2✉, Bushra Afroze3, Chao Xing4,5,6, Chunxiao Pan1, Yanqiu Shao6,7, Ling Cai6,8, Brandi L. Cantarel5,9, Jimin Pei10,
Nick V. Grishin10,11, Stacy Hewson12, Devon Knight13, Sonal Mahida13, Donnice Michel14, Mark Tarnopolsky15, Annapurna Poduri13,
Alexander Rotenberg13, Neal Sondheimer12 and Ralph J. DeBerardinis 1,2,4,11✉

PURPOSE: Neurodevelopmental disabilities are common and genetically heterogeneous. We identified a homozygous variant in
the gene encoding UFM1-specific peptidase 2 (UFSP2), which participates in the UFMylation pathway of protein modification. UFSP2
variants are implicated in autosomal dominant skeletal dysplasias, but not neurodevelopmental disorders. Homozygosity for the
variant occurred in eight children from four South Asian families with neurodevelopmental delay and epilepsy. We describe the
clinical consequences of this variant and its effect on UFMylation.
METHODS: Exome sequencing was used to detect potentially pathogenic variants and identify shared regions of homozygosity.
Immunoblotting assessed protein expression and post-translational modifications in patient-derived fibroblasts.
RESULTS: The variant (c.344T>A; p.V115E) is rare and alters a conserved residue in UFSP2. Immunoblotting in patient-derived
fibroblasts revealed reduced UFSP2 abundance and increased abundance of UFMylated targets, indicating the variant may impair
de-UFMylation rather than UFMylation. Reconstituting patient-derived fibroblasts with wild-type UFSP2 reduced UFMylation marks.
Analysis of UFSP2’s structure indicated that variants observed in skeletal disorders localize to the catalytic domain, whereas V115
resides in an N-terminal domain possibly involved in substrate binding.
CONCLUSION: Different UFSP2 variants cause markedly different diseases, with homozygosity for V115E causing a severe syndrome
of neurodevelopmental disability and epilepsy.

Genetics in Medicine (2021) 23:900–908; https://doi.org/10.1038/s41436-020-01071-z

INTRODUCTION
Disorders of brain development, including those with epilepsy as a
prominent feature, are among the most genetically heteroge-
neous diseases of childhood. OMIM lists over 1,000 Mendelian
diseases and disease genes associated with epilepsy, and many
others with abnormal brain development and intellectual
disability. All known patterns of Mendelian inheritance have been
observed in neurodevelopmental disorders and epilepsy, as have
imprinting, mitochondrial inheritance, and polygenic effects.
Familial aggregation and twin studies have indicated that a
genetic cause underlies epilepsy in some 70% of patients.1,2 Next-
generation sequencing has revolutionized the diagnosis of
Mendelian neurodevelopmental disorders and epilepsy, both by
enabling massively parallel analysis of known disease genes and
by uncovering genes previously unknown to be involved in
disorders of brain development.3,4

UFmylation is a system of post-translational protein modifica-
tion similar to ubiquitination in that both pathways use an E1-E2-
E3 cascade of reactions.5 UFMylation is initiated by cleavage of
the ubiquitin-like peptide ubiquitin-fold modifier-1 (UFM1),
exposing a glycine residue on UFM1 and rendering it competent
for conjugation. This cleavage step is followed by UFM1
adenylation and conjugation to the E1 component, Ubiquitin-

like modifier activating enzyme 5 (UBA5).6,7 UFM1 is then
transferred to the E2 conjugating enzyme UFM1-conjugase 1
(UFC1).8 UFM1-conjugated UFC1 and a UFMylation target
protein are recruited to the endoplasmic reticulum (ER) membrane
by the noncatalytic RING-type E3 component UFM1-ligase 1
(UFL1).9 Subsequent, incompletely understood steps lead to
mono- or poly-UFMylation of the target protein at the cytosolic
face of the ER, followed by release of the UFMylated target into
the cytosol.
UFSP1 and UFSP2 encode cysteine proteases that cleave UFM1

in the initial step of UFMylation, with UFSP1 performing this
cleavage much more efficiently than UFSP2 in vitro.6 In addition to
their role in producing mature UFM1, both proteases also possess
the ability to release UFM1 from UFMylated proteins in a process
termed de-UFMylation.6,10 The relative importance of UFMylation
and de-UFMylation are unknown, and the extent to which UFSP1
and UFSP2 can compensate for each other in vivo has been
incompletely explored. Core components of the UFMylation
system are conserved throughout metazoans, and loss of
components of the UFMylation cycle results in defects in
embryogenesis, hematopoiesis, and cellular differentiation in
model systems.5 However, the precise mechanisms by which
UFMylation alters proteostasis are unknown.
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In humans, variants in UFSP2’s catalytic domain have been
reported in autosomal dominant disorders of the skeletal system,
including spondyloepimetaphyseal dysplasia, Di Rocco type
(OMIM 617974) and Beukes hip dysplasia in a large Afrikaner
family from South Africa (OMIM 142669).11–13 These conditions are
not reported to cause neurological dysfunction or epilepsy. We
report a rare homozygous missense variant in a different UFSP2
domain in four South Asian families with a severe neurological
disorder involving intellectual disability, epilepsy, microcephaly,
abnormal eye movements, and poor growth.

MATERIALS AND METHODS
Patient samples
For family 1, whole blood was collected from patients 1–3 and their
parents, processed at University of Texas Southwestern Medical Center
(UTSW) and subjected to exome sequencing (ES) as described below.
Patients 4–8 were analyzed by ES in clinical laboratories as a part of their
diagnostic workup at Boston Children’s Hospital (patients 4 and 5), The
Hospital for Sick Children in Toronto (patient 6), and McMaster University
(patients 7 and 8). Punch biopsies of the skin for fibroblast culture were
obtained from patients 1–3 using standard clinical methods. DNA or buccal
swab samples were collected from the unaffected siblings in family 1 (IV.2
in Fig. 1a) and family 3 (III.4 in Fig. 1d), respectively.

Exome sequencing and genomic analysis
Genomic DNAs of the patients and parents from families 1 and 3 were
subjected to library preparation using the SureSelect V5 kit (Agilent)
following the manufacturer’s instructions. Sequencing was performed on a
NovaSeq6000 with 150 bases of paired-end reads to target 200× of raw
depth (Psomagen). BWA-MEM was used to align sequence reads to
reference genome GRCh37. Post-BAM processing was performed using
BWAKit, Samtools 1.4, Sambamba, and GATK 3.7.14,15 Variants were
detected using GATK 3.7, Platypus,16 Samtools version 1.4, and FreeBayes
version 0.9.7 (unpublished data). A union VCF file was created with the
results from each individual caller for subsequent filtering. The effects of
single-nucleotide polymorphisms (SNPs) and indels were predicted using
snpEff.17 Population frequency was annotated based on gnomAD.18 The
blood or DNA samples from the patients and parents in families 2, 3, and 4
were submitted to GeneDx for their CLIA-compliant exome sequencing
service.
Because of the consanguinity in family 1, the disorder was suspected to

be inherited in an autosomal recessive fashion. We therefore filtered for
rare missense, nonsense, splicing, or frameshift variants that were
homozygous in the patients and heterozygous in the parents, and have
a minor allele frequency (MAF) less than 0.01 in gnomAD (v2.1.1; http://
gnomad.broadinstitute.org/). Considering the possibility of shared ancestry
among the families, ES data from families 1 and 3 were also used to
identify runs of homozygosity (ROH) shared by the four affected patients
(P1, P2, P3, P6) but not by their unaffected parents using BCFtools/RoH.19

Sanger genotyping
The UFSP2 variant was confirmed by Sanger sequencing in the three
patients and four parents from family 1, and unaffected siblings in families
1 and 3 with genotypes indicated on the pedigrees in Fig. 1. A 415-bp
region covering the V115 codon was polymerase chain reaction (PCR)
amplified (forward primer: 5’-GGCTGGTCTGAGGGTAGTGA-3’; reverse
primer: 5’-TCATTCAAATGTGGCAGTGG-3’). The genotypes were then
determined by Sanger sequencing (GENEWIZ).

Immunoblotting
Whole cell or tissue lysates were extracted using ice-cold TNE buffer
(10mM Tris-Cl, pH 7.5, 1% Nonidet P-40, 150mM NaCl, 1 mM ethylene-
diaminetetraacetic acid [EDTA], and protease inhibitors)10 followed by
three freeze–thaw cycles. The protein supernatants were quantified using
the BCA protein assay (Pierce, 23227). Proteins were separated on 4–20%
sodium dodecyl sulfate polyacrylamide gel electrophoresis (SDS-PAGE)
gels (Bio-Rad), transferred to PVDF membranes, and probed with primary
antibodies against the indicted proteins, including anti-UFSP2 (Proteintech,
16999-1-AP), anti-UFM1 (Abcam, ab109305), anti-DDRGK1 (Proteintech,
21445-1-AP), anti-TRIP4 (Proteintech, 12324-1-AP), anti-RPL26 (Cell

Signaling, 2065), anti-BiP (Cell Signaling, 3177), anti-XBP1s (Cell Signaling,
12782), anti-GAPDH (Cell Signaling, 8884), anti-UFSP1 (Santa Cruz
Biotechnology, sc-398577) and anti-Calnexin (Enzo Life Sciences, ADI-
SPA-860-F) antibodies. Immunoreactive proteins were visualized
by enhanced chemiluminescence (Pierce, 32106). Signal intensities for
the anti-UFM1 were quantified using ImageJ. In Fig. 3b, the error bars
are the SD for the same three control and three patient samples on the
blot in Fig. 3a, and a two-tailed unpaired t-test was used to compare the
groups.

Quantitative real-time PCR
Total RNA was isolated from 6×105 fibroblasts using the RNeasy minikit
(Qiagen) according to the manufacturer’s protocol. 1 μg of RNA was used
for complementary DNA (cDNA) synthesis using with the iScript™ cDNA
Synthesis Kit (Bio-Rad). Quantitative real-time (RT-PCR) was performed
using the SYBR Green mix (Bio-Rad). The UFSP2 cDNA was PCR amplified
using forward primer 5’-GTTATGATCGGGGGAGGAGT-3’ and reverse primer
5’-CAGGTCTTCAGCACCGGTAT-3’. In Fig. 3c, the data are the average and
SD for three technical replicates from each cell line. Data between the
controls and patients were compared by unpaired t-tests and found not to
differ significantly.

Molecular cloning, lentiviral production, and transduction
Wild-type and V115E-mutant open reading frames (ORFs) of human UFSP2
were PCR amplified from the cDNA pool of HEK293T cells or the fibroblasts
of patient P1, respectively. We used the following primers for PCR
amplification: 5’-AGATCTGCCGCCGCGATGGTGATTTCAGAAAGTATGGAT-3’
(forward) and 5’-GCGGCCGCGTACGCGAATCATATTTGGTCGCTGAGGA-3’
(reverse). The fragments were purified and cloned into pLenti-EF1a-C-
Myc-DDK-IRES-Puro (OriGene) using the In-Fusion HD Cloning Kit following
the manufacturer’s instructions (Takara Bio). The positive clones were
confirmed by Sanger sequencing (GENEWIZ). Lentivirus was produced by
transfecting HEK293T cells using lipofectamine 3000 reagent (Thermo
Fisher Scientific). Viral supernatants were harvested at 48 hours and 72
hours, filtered through a 0.45-μm filter, and concentrated using PEG-it Virus
Precipitation Solution (System Biosciences). For transduction, the lentiviral
pellets were suspended in culture medium and added to fibroblasts at
70–80% confluency in 6-well plates. After 48 hours of transduction, the
fibroblasts were selected under puromycin for one week for stable
expression of wild-type or mutant UFSP2.

RESULTS
Homozygous UFSP2 missense variant in a severe, early-onset
neurological disorder
Clinical features of the patients are summarized in Table 1.
Patients 1–3 are from a consanguineous family (family 1) in
Pakistan whose four-generation pedigree is shown in Fig. 1a.
Patients 1 (IV.1) and 2 (IV.4) were born to first-cousin parents, and
patient 3 (IV.6) was born to a different set of first-cousin parents
within the same kindred. Two of these children were at or below
the 5th percentile for weight at birth, and all three have displayed
poor postnatal weight gain. Two patients are microcephalic. All
three had early-onset, generalized epilepsy and nonparalytic
convergent strabismus. All patients have marked developmental
impairments. At age 3, patient 3 (IV.6) can toe-walk with
assistance, smile, engage in simple nonverbal communications
(e.g., tapping her head), and feed herself finger foods. The other
two patients are hypotonic with minimal head control, no walking,
and essentially no communication beyond occasional vocaliza-
tions. A brain magnetic resonance image (MRI) was performed in
patient 1 (IV.1) and revealed bilateral thinning of the deep
periventricular white matter and cerebellar hypoplasia.
ES was performed in the three patients and their parents in

family 1. Only one missense variant in UFSP2 (NC_000004:
g.186337011A>T; NM_018359: c.344T>A; NP_060829: p.V115E;
rs142500730) passed the filtering criteria. All three patients were
homozygous and their unaffected parents were heterozygous. The
ES results were confirmed by Sanger sequencing, which also
demonstrated that the unaffected sibling IV.2 is homozygous for
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the wild-type sequence (Fig. 1b). We submitted this variant to
ClinVar with the accession number of SCV001338803.
Depositing this variant together with phenotypic information

into GeneMatcher (https://genematcher.org) led to the identifica-
tion of five additional homozygotes from Pakistan and Afghani-
stan (Table 1, Fig. 1c–e). In all these patients, the variant was
detected by clinical ES and all parents are asymptomatic
heterozygotes. Patients 4 and 5 were born to double first-cousin

parents from Pakistan. Both are nonambulatory and nonverbal,
with dystonic movements and epilepsy appearing within the first
few months of life. At age 1.5 years, patient 4’s brain MRI displayed
nonspecific T2 signal hyperintensity in the periventricular white
matter and globi pallidi, right sided mesial temporal sclerosis,
thinned corpus callosum, underopercularization of the Sylvian
fissures, small optic nerves, and delayed myelination. At age 2,
patient 5’s MRI revealed volume loss in the cortex, cerebellum, and
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frontal lobe (Fig. 1f). Three other individuals in this family were
reported to have had neurological diseases of unknown cause, but
additional details were unavailable.
Patient 6 is a girl born to parents from Afghanistan with no

reported consanguinity. She has poor weight gain, microcephaly,
esotropia, and infantile spasms with onset at age 3 months
(Table 1). At age 2, the child can bring her hands to her mouth but
cannot reach for or hold objects. She is unable to roll, sit, or stand
and has no speech. A brain MRI at age 2 revealed delayed
myelination and mild cerebellar volume loss (Fig. 1f).
Patients 7 and 8 are sibling girls in a family from Afghanistan

with no reported consanguinity. These two patients had infantile
spasms before 4 months, hypotonia, and severe intellectual
impairment (Table 1). The older sibling (patient 8, III.7 on the
pedigree) can move her arms and legs independently but cannot
sit or crawl. The younger (patient 7, III.8) is not able to roll over.
They also had an older sister (III.4) who died at age 8 with a similar
disorder and was never able to crawl. In patient 7, a brain MRI at
age 2 months revealed mild-to-moderate prominence of the
cortical cerebrospinal fluid (CSF) space but age-appropriate
myelination and no other abnormalities (Fig. 1f). MR spectroscopy
in this patient revealed normal lactate but some voxels with low
N-acetylaspartate to choline and N-acetylaspartate to creatine
ratios.
This UFSP2 variant is rare, although its allele frequency is higher

in South Asians (MAF= 0.00089) compared with non-Finnish
Europeans (MAF= 0.000035) and other populations in the
gnomAD database (v2.1.1). Given that many families in Pakistan
and Afghanistan belong to the Pathan ethnic group, homozyg-
osity for this variant in our subjects might suggest shared ancestry
and enhanced autosomal homozygosity among the affected
families. We performed ROH analysis to evaluate the genome-
wide homozygosity in patients and parents of families 1 and 3,

where complete ES data were readily available. Comparing
homozygous genomic regions identified in each patient (P1, 2,
3, and 6) but not in the parents revealed two adjacent stretches of
homozygosity measuring 2.4 and 1.7 Mb on chromosome 4q. The
UFSP2 locus is within the 2.4 Mb region (Fig. 2a,b and Table S1).
None of the parents are homozygous at the UFSP2 locus, although
the mother of patient 6 (II.5 in Fig. 1d) does contain a small region
of homozygosity within the 1.7 Mb block (Fig. 2b). Clinical ES data
were not readily available for families 2 and 4, so we do not know
whether the patients in these families share the same haplotype
as those in families 1 and 3.
The cosegregation of UFSP2 p.V115E with the disease in

multiple families constitutes strong evidence for its pathogenicity.
The probability (N) that genotype–phenotype cosegregation
occurred by chance is (1/4)3 × (3/4)2 ≈ 0.009, where the first
factor corresponds to the three affected sibpairs in families 1, 2,
and 4, and the second factor corresponds to the unaffected
siblings in families 1 and 3. This is lower than the recommended
criterion of N ≤ 1/16 (0.06) for strong evidence of pathogenicity.20

Note that in family 1 we took a conservative approach by
assuming that the most recent common ancestor of the
rs142500730[T] allele was before generation I, and therefore did
not include patient 3 in the calculation. With this evidence for
pathogenicity, we proceeded to functional analysis of the variant.

Functional analysis of UFSP2 and UFMylation in fibroblasts from
affected patients
Skin biopsies were performed in patients 1–3 to establish
fibroblast cultures. Immunoblotting of proteins extracted from
these cell lines revealed markedly reduced UFSP2 levels relative to
cells derived from healthy subjects (Fig. 3a). UFSP2messenger RNA
(mRNA) levels assessed by quantitative RT-PCR revealed no
differences among the cultures, indicating that the effect of the
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Fig. 2 Runs of homozygosity analysis in families 1 and 3. (a) Chromosomal distribution of homozygous regions in patients P1, P2, P3, and
P6. The displayed regions are larger than 1 Mb and are homozygous in the patients but not the parents. The sole homozygous region shared
by all four patients is indicated by the red frame on chromosome 4. (b) Schematic of homozygous segments on chromosome 4q in families 1
and 3. For each individual, the top line displays markers with homozygous genotypes and the bottom line displays markers with heterozygous
genotypes. The homozygous regions are highlighted in color blocks: red for regions common to more than one individual, gray for regions
unique to one individual. The UFSP2 locus is indicated.
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variant was likely not mediated by changes in RNA stability
(Fig. 3c). An antibody against UFM1 revealed that the patients’
cells contained enhanced levels of several UFM1-conjugated
proteins, including DDRGK1, TRIP4 and RPL26, despite no
substantial increases in the total abundance of these proteins
(Fig. 3a, b). Ectopic expression of wild-type UFSP2 but not the
mutant normalized the levels of UFMylated proteins in patient
fibroblasts (Fig. 3d). The ectopically expressed mutant was difficult
to detect by immunoblotting, consistent with the V115E variant
causing UFSP2 destabilization.
Mammalian UFMylation is carried out by a multiprotein

complex predominantly located at the cytosolic side of the ER
membrane, and the pathway is involved in vesicular trafficking
and ER homeostasis.21–23 Disruption of UFMylation pathway
induces ER stress and activates the unfolded protein response in
mouse hematopoietic stem cells24,25 and cardiomyocytes.26

However, no activation of ER stress was detected in the three
UFSP2-mutant fibroblast lines as assessed by immunoblotting for
the ER stress markers GRP78 and spliced XBP1 (Fig. 3a).

UFSP2 expression and structural aspects of disease-causing
variants
Although disease-causing UFSP2 variants have been reported in
humans, these diseases involve skeletal anomalies rather than
neurological dysfunction. Patients with autosomal dominant
Beukes hip dysplasia have a Y290H variant in UFSP2.12 Spondy-
loepimetaphyseal dysplasia, Di Rocco type (SEMDDR) occurred in
an Italian family with a D426A variant in UFSP211 and a Chinese
patient with a H428R variant.13 None of the reported patients with
these diseases had neurological impairments or seizures. Y290,
D426, and H428 are located in UFSP2’s C-terminal C78 peptidase
domain required for its catalytic activity (Fig. 4a), whereas V115 is
within the N-terminal domain that interacts with DDRGK1, an ER-
localized UFMylation target.9 V115 is highly conserved across
species, including all vertebrates studied (Fig. 4b). Three-
dimensional structural analysis of the mouse homolog (Protein

Data Bank [PDB]: 3OQC) revealed that the N-terminal region of
Ufsp2 consists of mixed α-helices and β-strands.27 The homologous
Val in mouse Ufsp2 (V107) is located at the β3 strand and in the
core of the protein–protein interacting domain (Fig. 4c). Mutating
Val to Glu introduces a larger, less hydrophobic and negatively
charged residue into the β-sheet structure, a change predicted to
impair the local hydrophobic interactions. Human UFSP2 Y290,
D426, and H428 are equivalent to mouse Ufsp2 Y282, D418, and
H420 (Fig. 4c), which contribute to the catalytic core in the active
site of the mouse protein.27 Mutating Y282 to His inactivated
Ufsp2’s catalytic activity.27 These data suggest that variants
observed in human skeletal dysplasias impact UFSP2’s catalytic
activity, but the V115E variant in patients with neurological
disorders may have other effects including reduced protein
stability and possibly reduced interaction with UFMylated targets.
To obtain insights into UFSP2’s relevance to neurological

disease, we examined the expression of UFSP2 and several
UFMylation targets across mouse and human tissues. According
to the Genotype–Tissue Expression (GTEx) database, UFSP2 and
DDRGK1 mRNAs are expressed in multiple regions of the human
brain (Fig. 4d). Immunoblotting confirmed expression of UFSP2
and DDRGK1, as well as the UFMylation target TRIP4, in human
brain (Fig. 4e). Ufsp2, Ddrgk1, Trip4, and the UFMylation target
Rpl26 were also observed in the mouse brain, although Ddrgk1
was much less abundant in the brain than in mouse pancreas
and liver.

DISCUSSION
Pediatric neurodevelopmental syndromes involving epilepsy are
genetically heterogeneous. Although ES increasingly identifies
genomic variants in patients with these diseases, establishing the
pathogenicity of such variants is challenging. Using guidelines
from the American College of Medical Genetics and Genomics and
Association for Molecular Pathology, together with the additional
information provided by cosegregation analysis,20,28 the UFSP2
c.344T>A (p.V115E) variant qualifies as pathogenic based on the
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following criteria: (1) cosegregation probability less than 1/16 in
an analysis involving multiple families, (2) functional studies
supporting a damaging effect on the gene product, (3) extremely
low frequency in gnomAD (overall MAF= 0.00013), and (4)
detected in trans as a recessive allele. Criteria 1 and 2 are
considered strong evidence for pathogenicity, while criteria 3 and
4 are considered moderately supportive of pathogenicity;
together these data meet the threshold for pathogenicity. The
structural and evolutionary analysis of UFSP2, its expression in the
relevant tissues, and the lack of other shared, potentially disease-
causing alleles among the families in the study, further support
the variant’s pathogenicity in the neurologic disease observed in
our patients.
Ample evidence from human genetics indicates that UFMyla-

tion is important in brain development, as several components of
the pathway are mutated in autosomal recessive diseases
affecting the central nervous system. Similar to the patients
described here, UFM1 variants cause a disorder of severe
intellectual disability, intractable epilepsy, microcephaly, and poor
growth (leukodystrophy, hypomyelinating, 14, HLD14, OMIM
617899). This disease has been described in families of Roma
and Sudanese descent.29,30 UBA5 variants cause a subtype of early
infantile epileptic encephalopathy, with fibroblasts from the

affected individuals suggesting dysfunctional E1-like activity in
the mutants (EIEE44, OMIM 617132).31,32 UBA5 variants have also
been reported in individuals with an autosomal recessive form of
spinocerebellar ataxia (SCAR24, OMIM 617133).33 Variants in UFC1,
which encodes the E2 component, cause an autosomal recessive
neurodevelopmental disorder with spasticity and poor growth
(NEDSG, OMIM 618076).30,34

Our study connects UFSP2 to a phenotype with overlapping
features, providing further evidence for the importance of
UFMylation in human brain development. We demonstrate that
UFSP2 and at least one UFMylated protein, DDRGK1, are expressed
in the human brain. Previously reported defects in UFM1 and in
the E1 and E2 components of the pathway were associated
with decreased function of the UFMylation cascade,30–32 suggest-
ing that the pathology involves an interruption in UFMylation-
dependent mechanisms of target protein function. Reduced
UFSP2 expression in fibroblasts indicates a loss of function
effect for the V115E variant, and we anticipated that
these cells would also display reduced UFMylation. The
increased levels of UFMylated targets in these cells suggest
that the variant more prominently affects de-UFMylation
rather than UFMylation. Reconstituting fibroblasts with wild-
type UFSP2 reduced UFMylation marks, also indicating defective
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de-UFMylation in the patients’ cells. We do not know how the
variant affects UFMylation in the brain, but we speculate that
UFSP1 or other enzymes compensate for pro-UFM1 cleavage in
some tissues, thereby allowing UFMylation to occur even in
the context of hypomorphic UFSP2 variants. The functions of
UFSP1 and UFSP2 are at least partially redundant, as in vitro
assays have demonstrated that both UFSP1 and UFSP2 can
cleave pro-UFM1 and release UFM1 from UFMylated proteins.6

However, while these proteins share sequence similarity in their
C-terminal catalytic domains, UFSP2 is more than twice as large.
The N-terminal domain that contains V115 and appears to
promote associations with UFMylated proteins is unique to UFSP2.
This may explain how variants in this region result in excess
UFMylation of at least some targets. Our data also suggest that
V115 is required for protein stability, perhaps through substrate
binding, because homozygosity for V115E results in reduced
UFSP2 abundance.
Along these lines, a curious aspect of the UFSP2 variant

described here is that the V115E substitution results in central
nervous system dysfunction but no obvious skeletal anomalies,
while other UFSP2 variants result in autosomal dominant skeletal
dysplasias but no seizures or defects in intellectual develop-
ment.11–13 These previous reports, along with the observation of
DDRGK1 variants in an autosomal recessive skeletal disorder
(spondyloepimetaphyseal dysplasia, Shohat type, OMIM 616177)
provide convincing evidence that UFMylation is required in the
human skeletal system. These UFSP2 variants are localized within
the peptidase domain, unlike the V115E variant described here.
The variant in Beukes hip dysplasia reduces UFSP2’s in vitro
catalytic activity, although its effects on the levels of UFMylated
proteins in cells is unknown.12 Understanding the pathophysiol-
ogy of these UFSP2-related diseases will require a more
comprehensive assessment of how each variant alters the
UFMylated proteome in relevant tissues, and how these changes
impact the function of UFMylated proteins.

DATA AVAILABILITY
The materials and protocols used in this study are available to share upon request.
The UFSP2 variant (c.344T>A; p.V115E) has been deposited in ClinVar with the
accession number SCV001338803.

Received: 24 August 2020; Revised: 9 December 2020; Accepted:
15 December 2020;
Published online: 20 January 2021

REFERENCES
1. Kjeldsen, M. J., Corey, L. A., Christensen, K. & Friis, M. L. Epileptic seizures and

syndromes in twins: the importance of genetic factors. Epilepsy Res. 55, 137–146
(2003).

2. Hildebrand, M. S. et al. Recent advances in the molecular genetics of epilepsy. J.
Med. Genet. 50, 271–279 (2013).

3. Yang, Y. et al. Clinical whole-exome sequencing for the diagnosis of mendelian
disorders. N. Engl. J. Med. 369, 1502–1511 (2013).

4. Liu, P. et al. Reanalysis of clinical exome sequencing data. N. Engl. J. Med. 380,
2478–2480 (2019).

5. Gerakis, Y., Quintero, M., Li, H. & Hetz, C. The UFMylation system in proteostasis
and beyond. Trends Cell. Biol. 29, 974–986 (2019).

6. Kang, S. H. et al. Two novel ubiquitin-fold modifier 1 (Ufm1)-specific proteases,
UfSP1 and UfSP2. J. Biol. Chem. 282, 5256–5262 (2007).

7. Komatsu, M. et al. A novel protein-conjugating system for Ufm1, a ubiquitin-fold
modifier. EMBO J. 23, 1977–1986 (2004).

8. Liu, G. et al. NMR and X-RAY structures of human E2-like ubiquitin-fold modifier
conjugating enzyme 1 (UFC1) reveal structural and functional conservation in the
metazoan UFM1-UBA5-UFC1 ubiquination pathway. J. Struct. Funct. Genomics 10,
127–136 (2009).

9. Tatsumi, K. et al. A novel type of E3 ligase for the Ufm1 conjugation system. J.
Biol. Chem. 285, 5417–5427 (2010).

10. Ishimura, R. et al. A novel approach to assess the ubiquitin-fold modifier 1-system
in cells. FEBS Lett. 591, 196–204 (2017).

11. Di Rocco, M. et al. Novel spondyloepimetaphyseal dysplasia due to UFSP2 gene
mutation. Clin. Genet. 93, 671–674 (2018).

12. Watson, C. M. et al. Identification of a mutation in the ubiquitin-fold modifier 1-
specific peptidase 2 gene, UFSP2, in an extended South African family with
Beukes hip dysplasia. S. Afr. Med. J. 105, 558–563 (2015).

13. Zhang, G. et al. UFSP2-related spondyloepimetaphyseal dysplasia: A confirmatory
report. Eur J. Med. Genet. 63, 104021 (2020).

14. McKenna, A. et al. The Genome Analysis Toolkit: a MapReduce framework for
analyzing next-generation DNA sequencing data. Genome Res. 20, 1297–1303
(2010).

15. DePristo, M. A. et al. A framework for variation discovery and genotyping using
next-generation DNA sequencing data. Nat. Genet. 43, 491–498 (2011).

16. Rimmer, A. et al. Integrating mapping-, assembly- and haplotype-based
approaches for calling variants in clinical sequencing applications. Nat. Genet.
46, 912–918 (2014).

17. Cingolani, P. et al. A program for annotating and predicting the effects of single
nucleotide polymorphisms, SnpEff: SNPs in the genome of Drosophila melano-
gaster strain w1118; iso-2; iso-3. Fly (Austin) 6, 80–92 (2012).

18. Karczewski, K. J. et al. The mutational constraint spectrum quantified from var-
iation in 141,456 humans. Nature. 581, 434–443 (2020).

19. Narasimhan, V. et al. BCFtools/RoH: a hidden Markov model approach for
detecting autozygosity from next-generation sequencing data. Bioinformatics. 32,
1749–1751 (2016).

20. Jarvik, G. P. & Browning, B. L. Consideration of cosegregation in the pathogenicity
classification of genomic variants. Am. J. Hum. Genet. 98, 1077–1081 (2016).

21. Azfer, A., Niu, J., Rogers, L. M., Adamski, F. M. & Kolattukudy, P. E. Activation of
endoplasmic reticulum stress response during the development of ischemic
heart disease. Am. J. Physiol. Heart Circ. Physiol. 291, H1411–H1420 (2006).

22. Zhang, Y., Zhang, M., Wu, J., Lei, G. & Li, H. Transcriptional regulation of the Ufm1
conjugation system in response to disturbance of the endoplasmic reticulum
homeostasis and inhibition of vesicle trafficking. PLoS One 7, e48587 (2012).

23. Walczak, C. P. et al. Ribosomal protein RPL26 is the principal target of UFMylation.
Proc. Natl. Acad. Sci. U. S. A. 116, 1299–1308 (2019).

24. Zhang, M. et al. RCAD/Ufl1, a Ufm1 E3 ligase, is essential for hematopoietic stem
cell function and murine hematopoiesis. Cell Death Differ. 22, 1922–1934 (2015).

25. Cai, Y. et al. UFBP1, a key component of the Ufm1 conjugation system, is essential
for Ufmylation-mediated regulation of erythroid development. PLoS Genet. 11,
e1005643 (2015).

26. Li, J. et al. Ufm1-specific ligase Ufl1 regulates endoplasmic reticulum homeostasis
and protects against heart failure. Circ. Heart Fail. 11, e004917 (2018).

27. Ha, B. H. et al. Structure of ubiquitin-fold modifier 1-specific protease UfSP2. J.
Biol. Chem. 286, 10248–10257 (2011).

28. Richards, S. et al. Standards and guidelines for the interpretation of sequence
variants: a joint consensus recommendation of the American College of Medical
Genetics and Genomics and the Association for Molecular Pathology. Genet. Med.
17, 405–424 (2015).

29. Hamilton, E. M. C. et al. UFM1 founder mutation in the Roma population causes
recessive variant of H-ABC. Neurology. 89, 1821–1828 (2017).

30. Nahorski, M. S. et al. Biallelic UFM1 and UFC1 mutations expand the essential role
of ufmylation in brain development. Brain. 141, 1934–1945 (2018).

31. Colin, E. et al. Biallelic variants in UBA5 reveal that disruption of the UFM1 cas-
cade can result in early-onset encephalopathy. Am. J. Hum. Genet. 99, 695–703
(2016).

32. Muona, M. et al. Biallelic variants in UBA5 link dysfunctional UFM1 Ubiquitin-like
modifier pathway to severe infantile-onset encephalopathy. Am. J. Hum. Genet.
99, 683–694 (2016).

33. Duan, R. et al. UBA5 mutations cause a new form of autosomal recessive cere-
bellar ataxia. PLoS One 11, e0149039 (2016).

34. Anazi, S. et al. Clinical genomics expands the morbid genome of intellectual
disability and offers a high diagnostic yield. Mol. Psychiatry 22, 615–624 (2017).

35. Richardson, T. E. et al. Clinical outcome of silent subtype III pituitary adenomas
diagnosed by immunohistochemistry. J. Neuropathol. Exp. Neurol. 74, 1170–1177
(2015).

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS
We thank all the patients and families who participated in this study. R.J.D. is funded
by the Howard Hughes Medical Institute, Once Upon a Time Foundation, and Robert
L. Moody, Sr. Faculty Scholar endowment. A.P. is supported by the Boston Children’s
Hospital Translational Research Program. We thank the UT Southwestern Bioinfor-
matics Core Facility, funded by the Cancer Prevention and Research Institute of Texas
(CPRIT, RP150596), for the genomics analysis pipeline used in this study. We also
thank Kalil Abdullah for providing biobanked human brain tissue.

M. Ni et al.

907

Genetics in Medicine (2021) 23:900 – 908



AUTHOR CONTRIBUTIONS
M.N. and R.J.D. designed the research. M.N., B.A., S.H., D.K., S.M., D.M., M.T., A.P., A.R., N.
S., and R.J.D. recruited the patients, managed the clinical studies and analyzed the
data. M.N. and C.P. managed the patient fibroblasts and performed the experiments.
C.X. and Y.S. performed the ROH and cosegregation analyses. M.N., L.C. and B.L.C.
performed the analysis of exome-sequencing data. M.N., J.P., and N.V.G. performed
the protein structural analysis. M.N. and R.J.D. wrote the manuscript.

ETHICS DECLARATION
Patients 1–3 were enrolled in a study focused on developmental and metabolic
anomalies and approved by the Institutional Review Board (IRB) at University of Texas
Southwestern Medical Center (UTSW). The parents provided written informed
consent. Patients 4 and 5 were enrolled in a study approved by the Boston Children’s
Hospital IRB, allowing informed consent to be waived for secondary analysis of
existing data. Patient 6 was enrolled in a study approved by the Research Ethics
Board at The Hospital for Sick Children, and written informed consent was obtained
from the parents. Patients 7 and 8 were studied at McMaster University, where the
Research Ethics Board concluded that case reports based on routine care (in this case,
clinical ES) are exempt from ethics review and compliant with the Tri-Council Policy
Statement-2 on Ethical Conduct for Research Involving Humans without written
consent. The human brain specimen was procured through a protocol approved by
the UTSW IRB. Consent was obtained prospectively to permit collection of excess
samples of brain and spinal cord tumors, neural tumors, brain tissue, and body
fluids.35 This protocol is sponsored by the Annette G. Strauss Center for Neuro-
Oncology at UTSW.

COMPETING INTERESTS
R.J.D. is a member of the Scientific Advisory Board for Agios Pharmaceuticals and
Vida Ventures.

ADDITIONAL INFORMATION
The online version of this article (https://doi.org/10.1038/s41436-020-01071-z)
contains supplementary material, which is available to authorized users.

Correspondence and requests for materials should be addressed to M.N. or R.J.D.

Reprints and permission information is available at http://www.nature.com/
reprints

Publisher’s note Springer Nature remains neutral with regard to jurisdictional claims
in published maps and institutional affiliations.

Open Access This article is licensed under a Creative Commons
Attribution 4.0 International License, which permits use, sharing,

adaptation, distribution and reproduction in anymedium or format, as long as you give
appropriate credit to the original author(s) and the source, provide a link to the Creative
Commons license, and indicate if changes were made. The images or other third party
material in this article are included in the article’s Creative Commons license, unless
indicated otherwise in a credit line to the material. If material is not included in the
article’s Creative Commons license and your intended use is not permitted by statutory
regulation or exceeds the permitted use, you will need to obtain permission directly
from the copyright holder. To view a copy of this license, visit http://creativecommons.
org/licenses/by/4.0/.

© The Author(s) 2021

M. Ni et al.

908

Genetics in Medicine (2021) 23:900 – 908

https://doi.org/10.1038/s41436-020-01071-z
http://www.nature.com/reprints
http://www.nature.com/reprints
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/

	A pathogenic UFSP2 variant in an autosomal recessive form of pediatric neurodevelopmental anomalies and epilepsy
	INTRODUCTION
	MATERIALS AND METHODS
	Patient samples
	Exome sequencing and genomic analysis
	Sanger genotyping
	Immunoblotting
	Quantitative real-time PCR
	Molecular cloning, lentiviral production, and transduction

	RESULTS
	Homozygous UFSP2 missense variant in a severe, early-onset neurological disorder
	Functional analysis of UFSP2 and UFMylation in fibroblasts from affected patients
	UFSP2 expression and structural aspects of disease-causing variants

	DISCUSSION
	References
	References
	Acknowledgements
	Author contributions
	Ethics declaration
	Competing interests
	ADDITIONAL INFORMATION




