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Abstract
Despite diverging ~365 million years ago, tetrapod limbs and pectoral fins express similar genes
that could be regulated by shared regulatory elements. In this study, we set out to analyze the
ability of enhancers to maintain tissue specificity in these two divergent structures. We tested 22
human sequences that were previously reported as mouse limb enhancers for their enhancer
activity in zebrafish (Danio rerio). Using a zebrafish enhancer assay, we found that 10/22 (45 %)
were positive for pectoral fin activity. Analysis of the various criteria that correlated with positive
fin activity found that both spatial limb activity and evolutionary conservation are not good
predictors of fin enhancer activity. These results suggest that zebrafish enhancer assays may be
limited in detecting human limb enhancers, and this limitation does not improve by the use of limb
spatial expression or evolutionary conservation.

Keywords
Enhancers; Fin; Limb; Mesenchyme; ZPA; AER

Introduction
The divergence of the modern tetrapod from a shallow water fish is estimated to have
occurred approximately 365 million years ago (MYA), while the last common ancestor for
the mammalian and teleost (zebrafish) lineages dates to over 450 MYA (Kumar and Hedges
1998). Paired fins are considered homologous structures of vertebrate limbs because of
shared developmental components (Yano and Tamura 2013). Data has shown that many
genes are shared in fin and limb development but have different regulation and expression.
Furthermore, regulatory elements have been shown to control spatiotemporal development
of appendages and are suggested to have a causative role in the morphological changes from
the fin to the limb (Mercader 2007).
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Enhancers involved in early developmental regulation can be evolutionarily conserved
(Pennacchio et al. 2006). In addition, there are also reports suggesting that evolutionary
conservation is not always a good filter in detecting functional enhancers in different species
(McGaughey et al. 2008; Blow et al. 2010). A lingering question is how well orthologous
enhancers are conserved in terms of their function among divergent species. Ritter and
colleagues (2010) found that at least 30 % of the conserved sequences that they tested were
positive for enhancer activity when using human-specific enhancers in mouse and zebrafish.
Another recent study found this number to be even lower, with only 17 % of human
sequences that were conserved to fish displaying similar enhancer activity in mouse and
zebrafish (Ariza-Cosano et al. 2012). This study also suggested that most differences in
enhancer activity could be due to changes in gene expression of that particular model. Here,
we set out to analyze the ability of mammalian limb enhancers to maintain tissue specificity
in the developing zebrafish pectoral fin.

Materials and methods
Limb enhancer selection and cloning

Limb enhancers were primarily selected from the VISTA enhancer browser (Visel et al.
2007) and named in this article using the browser’s nomenclature. In addition, we also
selected the zone of polarizing activity (ZPA)-regulating sequence (ZRS) enhancer, which is
expressed in the ZPA of the developing limb (Lettice et al. 2003). A total of 22 human
candidate sequences were cloned with Gateway Technology (Invitrogen) or the In-Fusion
HD Cloning System (Clontech) into the E1b-Tol2-GFP vector (Li et al. 2009) and were
sequence verified (Quintara Biosciences) for the presence of the proper insert.

Zebrafish enhancer assays
Wild-type AB zebrafish were mated, and embryos were collected at the one-cell stage for
microinjection; 125 ng from each of the E1b-Tol2-GFP vectors carrying the candidate
enhancer elements was injected along with 175 ng of Tol2 transposase mRNA (Li et al.
2009), to facilitate genomic integration into these embryos using standard procedures
(Fisher et al. 2006). All enhancer candidates were injected in at least two different injection
days to make sure that embryo quality, injection mix, or injector did not compromise the
enhancer assay. Green fluorescent protein (GFP) activity was monitored at 24, 48, and 72 h
post-fertilization (hpf). For each construct, at least 50 live embryos were annotated up to 72
hpf, and enhancer candidates were scored as positive fin enhancers upon pectoral fin GFP
activity of ≥20 % (pectoral fin GFP activity/total live embryos) at either time point. All
animal work was approved by the UCSF Institutional Animal Care and Use Committee
protocol number AN084690.

Results and discussion
Limb enhancer selection

In order to test the fin activity of various limb enhancers, we selected previously
characterized limb enhancers. The VISTA enhancer browser (Visel et al. 2007) currently has
139 human sequences (hs) that tested positive for limb activity in embryonic day (E) ll.5
mouse embryos. We classified these enhancers based on their expression pattern in the
developing mouse limb. Their limb activity pattern was defined as follows: whole
mesenchyme, intermediate mesenchyme, partial mesenchyme, apical ectodermal ridge
(AER), and ZPA (Online resource 1). We chose 18 human elements for our subsequent
zebrafish enhancer assays by selecting those that were mainly expressed in the limb and that
demonstrated strong limb activity (based on the number of embryos showing limb activity
versus total LacZ-stained embryos). Since the AER is an important signaling center for
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proper distal limb and fin outgrowth (Mercader 2007), we also chose an additional three
AER-expressing elements (hs483, hs1112, and hs1442) that also had activity in additional
tissues (brain and craniofacial). In addition to elements from the VISTA enhancer browser,
we also selected the ZRS element, which regulates Sonic hedgehog (Shh) expression in the
ZPA during limb development (Lettice et al. 2003). Combined 22 elements were selected for
our zebrafish enhancer assays (Online resource 2).

Differences in enhancer activity
The human sequence of these enhancers was cloned into the E1b-Tol2-GFP zebrafish
enhancer assay vector (Li et al. 2009) and microinjected into one-cell stage zebrafish
embryos using standard procedures (Fisher et al. 2006). Although the pectoral fin only
becomes visible after 28 hpf (Sordino et al. 1995; Mercader 2007), we looked for GFP
activity at 24, 48, and 72 hpf for all tissues. Out of the 22 tested sequences, ten (45 %)
showed positive pectoral fin enhancer activity, defined as ≥20 % of live embryos with
consistent GFP activity at any single time point (Table 1, Online resource 3). Ritter and
colleagues (2010) achieved a 30 % success rate of finding positive human enhancer activity
in zebrafish and a similar 30 % success rate when testing the orthologous zebrafish
sequences in zebrafish. By analyzing highly conserved human regulatory elements in mouse
and fish, Ariza-Cosano and colleagues (2012) found that less than 17 % of tissue-specific
enhancers showed functional conservation in zebrafish. This study also utilized six limb
enhancers from the VISTA enhancer browser (hs200, hs259, hs312, hs335, hs609, and
hs774) (Visel et al. 2007), finding two (hs312 and hs774) of the six (33 %) to be expressed
in the fin, which is less than our current results. We also tested hs259 and hs774 and report
that both have positive GFP activity in the fin at 72 hpf. It is worth noting that there were
differences between our study and the aforementioned studies. Ritter et al. (2010) and Ariza-
Cosano et al. (2012) selected sequences based on conservation between human and fish,
while we focused on a specific and divergent tissue, fin/limb, and only half of the tested
sequences were conserved between human and fish. In addition, a different minimal
promoter (gata2a) was used in the study of Ariza-Cosano et al. (2012), and fish were only
annotated from 24 to 48 hpf in both studies (Ritter et al. 2010). In this study, four of the
positive enhancers, hs259, hs774, hs1109, and hs1430, were negative for enhancer activity
at 48 hpf, but positive at 72 hpf (Table 1, Online resource 2). These differences could
provide rationale as to why the frequency rates are slightly higher than previous findings.

Spatial limb activity patterns are not good predictors for conserved enhancer activity
We next looked to see if there was any correlation between the spatial limb activity and fin
enhancer activity. All of the sequences with positive fin expression displayed mouse
mesenchymal limb activity. Mesenchymal cells make up most of the cell population during
limb/fin development and are important constituents of both fin and limb development,
which could be one of the reasons for the human limb mesenchyme enhancers being
expressed in the fin (Mercader 2007). However, 7 of the 12 sequences that were negative for
fin enhancer activity also had some kind of mesenchymal expression, suggesting that this is
not a reliable filter in identifying human sequences that could function as fin enhancers.

Only one of the five AER enhancers, hs243, displayed pectoral fin expression. hs243 was
the only AER enhancer to also have mesenchyme expression in E11.5 mouse embryos,
which could be the cause for it having pectoral fin enhancer activity (Online resource 3).
The fin AER can only be detected up to 36 hpf, and thereafter, it changes to the apical fold
(AF). The AF and AER, although being homologous structures, have two different fates; the
AF becomes a part of the mature fin, while the AER is barely detectable in adult limbs
(Mercader 2007). This difference in developmental fates may serve as rationale for why four
of the five tested AER enhancers did not show expression in the fin. To verify that we did
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not miss pectoral fin enhancer expression in the time points when AER can be detected in
the fin, we also analyzed all five AER enhancers for their expression at 28, 32, and 36 hpf.
hs243 was the only element positive for pectoral fin expression at 32 and 36 hpf (Online
resource 2), suggesting that its fin expression is not correlated with the AER to AF shift,
since it is also a later pectoral fin enhancer. It is also worth noting that while the ZRS
enhancer is conserved to fish and expressed in the ZPA, it did not show pectoral fin
expression at any of the assayed time points including 28, 32, and 36 hpf (Online resource
2).

Sequence differences may cause nonspecific enhancer expression
All ten positive fin enhancers had enhancer activity in other tissues (Table 1, Online
resource 2). In addition, seven of the elements that tested negative for pectoral fin
expression were enhancers in other tissues (hs483, hs516, hs1112, hs1445, hs1487, and
ZRS) (Table 1, Fig. 1b, c). Of the three AER enhancers with expression in another tissue
(hs483, hs1112, and hs1442), only hs1112 showed reporter expression in a similar tissue as
in mouse (midbrain). The ZRS, while being negative for pectoral fin, showed forebrain
enhancer activity at 48 hpf (Fig. 1d). Overall, our results imply that limb-specific enhancers
are expressed in other tissues, not exclusively in the pectoral fin during zebrafish
development. These results are line with a previous report that also observed various activity
domains for mammalian enhancers in zebrafish (Ariza-Cosano et al. 2012).

Conservation of mammalian limb enhancers to fish
We next assessed whether there was a correlation between evolutionary conservation of
mammalian elements to fish species and positive pectoral fin enhancer activity. Analysis of
evolutionary conservation using the University of California, Santa Cruz (UCSC) Genome
Browser (Kent et al. 2002) and the Evolutionary Conserved Region (ECR) Browser
(Ovcharenko et al. 2004) found that 11 of the 22 tested sequences had human–fish
conservation. Five of the 11 conserved elements (45 %) had pectoral fin enhancer
expression (Table 1, Online resource 2). However, 5 of the 10 positive fin elements (50 %)
were also not conserved to fish, which may suggest that conservation is not a more efficient
filter to identify functionally conserved regulatory elements.

Although different in structure and regulatory machinery, zebrafish can serve as an efficient
model to study predicted regulatory elements from other organisms. Our results show that
neither sequence conservation nor spatial limb patterns substantially increase success rates
in identifying human sequences that drive expression in the zebrafish fin. Similar assays will
be needed for other tissues in order to better assess the functional utility of zebrafish in
detecting mammalian enhancers.

Supplementary Material
Refer to Web version on PubMed Central for supplementary material.
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Fig. 1.
Human limb enhancer expression in mice and zebrafish. a hs741 shows mouse enhancer
expression in the limb mesenchyme at E11.5 and zebrafish pectoral fin expression (red
arrow) and pharyngeal arch expression at 72 hpf. b hs1487 has mouse enhancer expression
in the limb mesenchyme and partial expression in the branchial arch (two out of five
available embryos in the VISTA Enhancer Browser). This sequence only shows pharyngeal
arch enhancer expression (yellow arrow) in zebrafish at 48 and 72 hpf, here depicted at 48
hpf. c hs1112 is expressed in the AER and mouse forebrain, midbrain, and hindbrain at
E11.5. In zebrafish, this sequence shows midbrain (orange arrow) and notochord expression
at 48 hpf. d The ZRS enhancer shows activity in the mouse ZPA at E11.5. In zebrafish, this
sequence has enhancer activity in the forebrain (white arrow) at 48 hpf. Mouse embryo
pictures for elements hs741, hs1487, and hs1112 were obtained from the VISTA Enhancer
Browser (Visel et al. 2007). The ZRS enhancer was generated in our lab and reported in the
study of Laurell et al. (2012)
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