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We assessed immunogenicity of a malaria DNA vaccine administered
by needle i.m. or needleless jet injection [i.m. or i.m./intradermally
(i.d.)] in 14 volunteers. Antigen-specific IFN-y responses were de-
tected by enzyme-linked immunospot (ELISPOT) assays in all subjects
to multiple 9- to 23-aa peptides containing class | and/or class Il
restricted epitopes, and were dependent on both CD8* and CD4+ T
cells. Overall, frequency of response was significantly greater after
i.m. jetinjection. CD8*-dependent cytotoxic T lymphocytes (CTL) were
detected in 8/14 volunteers. Demonstration in humans of elicitation
of the class | restricted IFN-y responses we believe necessary for
protection against the liver stage of malaria parasites brings us closer
to an effective malaria vaccine.

N o subunit vaccine against an infectious agent as complex as the
parasites that cause malaria has been licensed. The extra- and
intracellular life cycle in humans, stage-specific expression of pro-
teins, allelic and antigenic variation of the parasites, and variant
disease expression based on transmission dynamics and host genetic
background led us to speculate that only a similarly complex vaccine
will provide sustainable protection against this disease (1, 2). An
ideal malaria vaccine would induce antibody and T cell responses
against all stages of the parasite life cycle, and protect all recipients
against all strains of Plasmodium falciparum (3, 4). Given current
vaccine technologies, we concluded that DNA-based vaccines pro-
vide the best opportunity for construction of such a vaccine (4), and
that the immunogenicity of DNA-based vaccines in humans must
be optimized.

Our focus has been induction of CD8* T cell responses against
parasite proteins expressed in infected hepatocytes (1). We re-
ported previously that i.m. needle immunization of volunteers with
a single gene P. falciparum circumsporozoite protein (PfCSP) DNA
vaccine (VCL-2510) elicited antigen-specific, genetically restricted,
CD8™" T cell-dependent cytotoxic T lymphocytes (CTL) (5), but not
antibodies (6). We did not report on the IFN-vy responses that we
now know are critical to protection in mice immunized with
radiation-attenuated sporozoites or DNA vaccines (7-10).

The Biojector (Bioject Inc., Portland, OR) is a needle-free
injection device (11, 12) known to enhance antibodies in other
systems (12, 13). Studies in rabbits and rhesus monkeys (J. Aguiar,
unpublished work; W. O. Rogers, unpublished work) showed that
Plasmodium-specific antibodies could be increased by administra-
tion of DNA by Biojector as compared with needle. To improve T
cell-mediated immunity and elicit antibodies, we assessed the safety
and immunogenicity of VCL-2510 administered by Biojector or by
needle in healthy human volunteers, focusing on the frequency,
magnitude, breadth, and cellular dependence of IFN-y responses.

Methods

PfCSP DNA Vaccine. The plasmid VCL-2510 (5, 6, 15, 16) was
produced under Good Manufacturing Practice conditions (14). The
vaccine was stored as 1.0-ml doses at —20°C and thawed at room
temperature for 30 min before injection.
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Volunteer Recruitment and Study Design. Twenty-one 18-30-year-
old, healthy, HLA-A*0201-positive and malaria-naive volunteers
were recruited. None had antibodies to PfCSP, HIV, HBV core
antigen, HCV, vaccinia, or dsDNA. Fifteen volunteers were ran-
domized into three groups of five, and received three injections of
2.5 mg of PECSP DNA vaccine administered at 0, 4, and 8 weeks by
three different methods: Group 1, im. needle; group 2, im. by
needleless Biojector jet; and group 3, i.m./i.d. by Biojector [70% of
the total dose (1.75 mg/dose) i.m. by Biojector and 30% (0.75
mg/dose) i.d. by Biojector]. For all groups, the three i.m. doses of
DNA were administered in the same deltoid muscle on one side of
body, and the three i.d. doses in group 3 were administered in the
contralateral posterior upper arm. The six additional HLA-A*0201-
positive and three HLA-mismatched volunteers did not receive the
PfCSP DNA vaccine and provided specimens used as negative
controls in the assays. One volunteer (i.m. needle) withdrew from
the study after the first immunization to relocate.

Reagents Used in T Cell Assays. Recombinant canary-pox (ALVAC)
virus expressing the full-length PfCSP (vCP182) used for infection
of the CTL stimulators was produced by Virogenetics Inc. (Troy,
NY; refs. 5 and 17). Peptides used for CTL and ELISPOT assays
were synthesized by Chiron Technologies (Clayton, Victoria, Aus-
tralia). Nine experimental and two control peptides known to bind
to HLA-A or -B alleles (class I) were 8-10 aa in length, and six
longer PfCSP-derived and one control peptide known to bind to
one or more HLA-DR molecules were 15-25 aa in length (Table 2).
Five of the six longer peptides included sequences from the class I
binding peptides (Table 2). The positive control was derived from
the influenza matrix protein [residues 58—66, GILGFVFTL (ref.
18), HLA-A*0201-restricted], and the negative controls from HIV
gag protein [residues 77-85, SLYNTVATL (ref. 19), HLA-A*0201-
restricted], or P. falciparum protein, Exp-1 [residues 82-96, se-
quence AGLLGNVSTVLLGGYV (ref. 20), HLA-DR-restricted].

Cytotoxic T Cell Assays. Assays were performed as described (5).
Percent lysis was defined as (experimental release — medium
control release)/(maximum release — medium control release) X
100. Percent specific lysis was determined by subtracting % lysis of
targets sensitized with the control HIV gag peptide from % lysis of
targets incubated with experimental peptide. CTL responses were
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Table 1. Frequency and magnitude of DNA-induced IFN-y responses with fresh PBMCs

Number of
Number of positive assays/ Range of net P values of P values of
Number of positive peptides/ total assays SFCs per 106 PBMCs frequency compared magnitude compared

Peptide positive responders  peptides tested (% positive assays) (geomean) to control to control
Needle i.m.

HLA-A2 4/4 3/4 7/48 (14.6%) 18-50 (28.5) 0.043 0.01

HLA-DR 3/4* 4/5 8/60 (13.3%) 10.5-69 (22.6) 0.00037 0.00

Total 4/4 7/9 15/108 (13.9%) 10.5-69 (25.2) 0.0001 0.003
Biojector i.m.

HLA-A2 4/5% 4/4 11/60 (18.3%) 17.5-156.3 (39.8) 0.008 0.021

HLA-DR 4/5% 5/5 24/75 (32.0%) 12-50 (22.5) <0.00001 0.00

Total 5/5 9/9 35/135 (25.9%) 12-156.3 (26.9) <0.00001 0.0005
Biojector i.m./i.d.

HLA-A2 2/5 3/4 3/60 (5.0%) 10-24 (12.9) 0.82 0.89

HLA-DR 3/5 3/5 10/75 (10.3%) 16-26.3 (20.8) 0.00035 0.00

Total 4/5 6/9 13/135(9.6%) 10-26.3 (18.6) 0.003 0.007
Overall

HLA-A2 10/14 4/4 21/168 (12.5%) 10-156.3 (30.3) 0.048 0.005

HLA-DR 10/14 5/5 42/210 (20.0%) 10.5-69 (22.1) <0.00001 0.00

Total 13/14 9/9 63/378 (16.7%) 10-156.3 (24.5) <0.00001 <0.00001
Controls

HLA-A2 3/6 3/4 3/72 (4.2%) 10.6-16.6 (12.6)

HLA-DR 0/6 0/5 0/90 (0%) 0

Total 3/6 3/9 3/162 (1.9%) 10.6-16.6 (12.6)

*Two volunteers (BJ13, needle i.m.; BJ3, Biojector i.m./i.d.) were considered nonresponders to one or two DR binding peptides (DR316 and DR.346 or DR.363,
respectively), and two volunteers (BJ7, Biojector i.m.; BJ1 Biojector i.m./i.d.) were considered nonresponders to class | binding peptides (peptides A2.386 or A2.7,

respectively), because their preimmunization specimens were positive.

considered positive if % specific lysis postimmunization was =10%
for at least two effector to target ratios in the same assay and if %
specific lysis preimmunization was <10%. Spontaneous release
values were always <25%.

ELISPOT Assay. PfCSP-specific IFN-y- or IL-4-producing cells were
determined by ELISPOT. Sterile 96-well polyvinylidene difluoride
(PVDF)-backed plates (Millipore) were coated with anti-IFN-y
mAb (1-DIK) or anti-IL-4 mAb (82.4) at 15 pg/ml (MABTECH,
Stockholm) overnight at 4°C. Plates were washed six times with
RPMI medium 1640 and blocked with medium with 10% human
AB serum (ICN) for 2 h at room temperature. Then, 100 ul of
experimental or control peptide was added at 10 pg/ml final
concentration. Freshly isolated or cryopreserved PBMCs were
added in 100 wl at 2.5 and 5.0 X 10 cells per well in quadruplicate.
Cultures were incubated for 36 h at 37°C, 5% CO,. Plates were
washed six times with PBS/0.05% Tween 20 and incubated with 100
wlof 1 ug/ml biotinylated anti-IFN-y mAb (7B6-1) or biotinylated
anti-IL-4 mAb (12.1) for 3 h. Plates were washed six times and then
incubated with 100 ul of 1:1,000 dilution of streptavidin alkaline
phosphatase (MABTECH) for 1 h. After washing six times with
PBS/0.05% Tween 20, the color was developed by adding 100 ul
per well of alkaline phosphatase substrate (Bio-Rad), and termi-
nated after 15 min by washing with tap water, and plates were
air-dried. Spot forming cells (SFCs) were enumerated with a spot
counting system (Scanalytics, Fairfax, VA). Responses were ex-
pressed as mean number of SFCs per 10° PBMCs, and were
considered significant if (/) mean number of cells in wells with
experimental peptide was significantly greater (P < 0.05, student’s
t test) than in wells with control peptide, (ii) net SFCs per well
(mean SFCs in experimental peptide wells minus mean number of
SFCs in control peptide wells) was =5 SFCs per well, and (iii) the
ratio of mean number of SFCs in experimental peptide wells to
mean number of SFCs in control peptide wells was greater than 2.0.
Furthermore, in the assays assessing responses in fresh PBMCs, a
response to a specific PfCSP peptide was not considered positive if
cells obtained before immunization had a positive response as
defined above.
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Characterization of CTL Effectors and IFN-y-Producing Cells by Cell
Depletion or Enrichment Studies. In negative depletion experiments,
ELISPOT assays were carried out with PBMCs after depletion of
T cells using anti-CD4"- or anti-CD8"-coated Dynabeads M-450
(Dynal, Great Neck, NY). In selective enrichment experiments,
PBMC:s were enriched for CD8* or CD4" T cells by using MACS
positive selection beads (Miltenyi Biotec, Auburn, CA). Antigen-
presenting cells (APC) in these assays were PBMCs after depletion
of CD8*, CD4*, and CD56™" cells by passing the PBMCs through
all three positive selection columns individually. Flow cytometry
confirmed that cell subset depletions or enrichment were >95% in
all experiments.

Statistical Analysis. The prevalence of dichotomous outcome
variables (frequency and magnitude of peptide-specific IFN-vy
and CTL responses) was assessed by using the Pearson x? test
(uncorrected) and Fisher’s exact test (two-tailed) or Student’s ¢
test (two-tailed), respectively. Analysis was conducted by using
spss Version 8.0 (SPSS, Chicago) or EPI INFO Version 6.04b
(Centers for Disease Control, Atlanta). Concordance studies
were assessed by using Cohen’s Kappa test (SPsS Version 8.0).
The level of significance or concordance was P < 0.05.

Results

Frequency and Magnitude of IFN-y Responses. IFN-y responses were
assessed using freshly isolated PBMCs incubated with up to 15
PfCSP-specific peptides. To confirm findings with fresh PBMCs
(Table 1), frozen specimens obtained pre- and postimmuniza-
tion were assayed in parallel in a coded and blinded manner
using the five peptides against which the best responses were
detected with fresh PBMCs. With these five peptides, there were
26.4% (33/125) positive assays with fresh PBMCs versus 32.0%
(40/125) positive assays with frozen PBMCs. The concordance
between assays conducted with fresh or frozen PBMCs collected
at the same time and incubated with the same peptides was
significant (P = 0.029, kappa = 0.195; Cohen’s Kappa test).
Responses of fresh PBMCs to peptides assayed in all immu-
nized and control volunteers (four A2 and five DR peptides)
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Table 2. Breadth of DNA-induced IFN-y responses (fresh and frozen PBMCs)

Range of net Number of
SFCs per 102 positive Number of
PBMCs assays/total responders/number
Peptide Residues HLA restriction Sequence (geomean) assays (%) tested
Class |
HLA-A2
A2.386 386-394 A2 supertype GLIMVLSFL 11-543 (36.2) 23/70 (32.9%) 11/14
A2.7 7-16 A2 supertype ILSVSSFLFV 13-163 (39.3) 12/70 (17.1%) 10/14
A2.1 1-10 A2.1 MMRKLAILSV 12-56 (32.9) 4/70 (5.7%) 5/14
A2.319 319-327 A2.1 YLNKIQNSL 17.5 1/70 (1.4%) 1/14
Non-HLA-A2
A1.310 310-319 A1 EPSDKHIKEY 19-29.5 (23.7) 2/14 (14.3%) 2/7
A3/11.336 336-345 A3/11 supertype VTCGNGIQVR 0/12 (0%) 0/4*
B7.285 285-294 B7 MPNDPNRNV 20-23 (21.4) 2/14 (14.3%) 1/4
B8.86 86-94 B8 LRKPKHKKL 0/12 (0%) 0/4
B35.353 353-360 B35 KPKDELDY 0/3 (0%) 0/1
Class Il
DR.1 1-20 DR (A2.1 and A2 supertype) MMRKLAILSVSSFLFVEALF 12-177 (30.7) 24/70 (34.3%) 11/14
DR.375 375-397 DR (A2 supertype) SSVFNVVNSSIGLIMVLSFLFLN 12-519 (40.7) 31/70 (44.3%) 11/14
DR.316 316-335 DR (A2.1) IKEYLNKIQNSLSTEWSPCS 10-27 (16.2) 6/48 (12.5%) 5/14
DR.346 346-365 Th3R (B35) IKPGSANKPKDELDYANDIE 10-37.7 (22.2) 4/50 (8.0%) 3/14
DR.281 281-305 DR (B7) QGHNMPNDPNRNVDENANANSAVKN 22.3 1/14 (7.1%) 1/4
DR.363 363-383 DR DIEKKICKMEKCSSVFNVVNS 10-59 (21.0) 13/58 (22.4%) 6/14
Positive control
Flu. M A2.1 58-66 A2.1 GILGFVFTL 14-837 (88.9) 118/122 (96.7%) 20/20

PfCSP peptide sequences and residue numbers were based on those of P. falciparum clone 3D7 (GenBank no. X15363). Residues known to vary among isolates
are indicated in bold. Nested class I-restricted epitopes within the DR binding peptides are underlined.
*None of the four volunteers tested expressed the HLA-A*0301 allele, but all expressed one of the A3-superfamily alleles HLA-A*1101, A*3101, and A*6801.

were analyzed (Table 1). Frequency of IFN-y responses was
significantly greater in immunized volunteers as compared with
controls, overall (63/378 vs. 3/162; P < 0.00001) and for each
route of immunization (P < 0.003-0.0001). Likewise, magnitude
of IFN-vy responses was greater overall (P < 0.00001) and for
each route (P < 0.007-0.0005; Table 1). Although responses
classified as positive were detected in 3/6 controls to 3/9
peptides tested, both the frequency (1.9%) and magnitude
(maximum 16.6 SFCs per 10° PBMCs) of responses were low.

Overall, IFN-y responses were detected by using fresh or frozen
PBMCs in 14/14 volunteers to 9/9 peptides in 20.7% [107/518
(number of positive assays per total assays)] of assays (Tables 1 and
2). Simultaneous assessment of coded, frozen PBMCs collected
from eight volunteers pre- and postimmunization confirmed that
the PCSP-specific IFN-y responses were induced by DNA immu-
nization (Fig. 1). In the needle i.m. group, responses were detected
in4/4 volunteers to 7/9 peptides in 17.6% (26/148) of assays; in the
Biojector i.m. group, responses were detected in 5/5 volunteers to
9/9 peptides in 26.5% (49/185) of assays; and in the Biojector
i.m./i.d. group, responses were detected in 4/5 volunteers to 7/9
peptides in 17.3% (32/185) of assays.

There was no difference between assays conducted 2 weeks after
the second or third immunizations in terms of frequency of positive
responders (9/14 vs. 9/14), positive assays per total assays (29/126
vs. 23/126, P = 0.35) or magnitude of the IFN-vy responses [range
of SFCs: 10-156 (26.2) vs. 10-86 (24.6), P = 0.29]. There was an
apparent decrease in frequency of IFN-vy responses 6 weeks after
the third immunization as compared with 2 weeks after the third
immunization, but this was not statistically significant (13/126 vs.
23/126, P = 0.072). Twelve to 14 months after the last immuniza-
tion, PBMC:s from 10 of the 14 study subjects were tested in a single
assay (in triplicate) against the same panel of class I peptides and
DR-binding peptides tested at the earlier time points. IFN-y
responses could not be detected to any class I peptide (total of seven
peptides tested), nor to five of the six DR-binding peptides tested.
However, IFN-vy responses specific for peptide DR.375 were de-
tected in three of the ten volunteers (range of SFCs per 10° PBMCs:

Wang et al.

14.4-20.6); this peptide was one of the two DR-binding peptides to
which the best responses were previously detected (Table 2).

Breadth of DNA-Induced IFN-y Responses. PfCSP-specific IFN-y
responses to the defined class I peptides were detected in 13/14
volunteers (1/5-6/6 peptides recognized per volunteer), and
responses to the DR-binding peptides in 12/14 volunteers (2/
5-5/6 peptides per volunteer); 11/14 volunteers produced IFN-y
in response to both class I and DR binding peptides (Table 2).
Overall, IFN-y responses to 4/4 HLA-A2,2/5 non-A2, and 6/6
DR-binding peptides were detected. Positive responses to the
HLA-A2-restricted influenza control peptide were detected in
14/14 volunteers and 6/6 controls (Table 2).
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Fig. 1. Antigen-specific IFN-y responses induced by DNA vaccination. IFN-y
responses against: (a) HLA-A2.1-restricted positive control peptide from influ-
enza matrix protein (Flu. A2.1); (b) HLA-A2.1-restricted peptide from PfCSP
(A2.386); or (c) HLA-DR-restricted peptide from PfCSP (DR.375) with coded and
double-blinded frozen PBMCs collected from eight volunteers pre- and postim-
munization with PfCSP DNA. BJ2, -3, and -4 from Biojector i.m./i.d.; BJ6, -9, and
-10 from Biojector i.m.; and BJ11 and -12 from needle i.m.
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Fig. 2. Breadth of DNA-induced IFN-y responses. Fresh PBMCs from volun-

teer BJ10 (Biojector i.m.), who expressed the alleles HLA-A*0101, -A*0201,
-B*0701, -DRB1*1501, and -DRB5*0101, were cultured with (a) six class I-re-
stricted PfCSP peptides, an HLA-A2.1-restricted positive control peptide (Flu.
A2.1), or an HLA-A2.1-restricted negative control peptide (HIV gag A2.1); or
(b) six class Il-restricted PfCSP peptides or an HLA-DR restricted negative
control peptide (P. falciparum Exp-1 DR).

Responses to multiple peptides were detected simultaneously
in the same volunteer. One individual recognized 92% (11/12)
of peptides studied, five responders recognized 50-60%, six
responders recognized 30-40%, and two others recognized
8-18%. Representative data of IFN-y responses in one volunteer
with six class I binding and five DR-binding peptides postim-
munization, are presented in Fig. 2.

The best responses were detected with two A2.1-restricted
epitopes, A2.386 (11/14 volunteers, 32.9% of assays) and A2.7
(10/14, 17.1%), and two DR-binding peptides, DR.1 (11/14,
34.3%) and DR.375 (11/14, 44.3%; Table 2). The frequency and
magnitude of response to these peptides were greater than
responses to the other peptides.

The two most antigenic DR-binding peptides overlap the most
antigenic class I peptides (Table 2). Specifically, peptide DR.1
(34.3% response) overlaps peptides A2.7 (17.1%) and A2.1 (5.7%),
and peptide DR.375 (44.3%) overlaps peptide A2.386 (32.9%).
Concordance between assays conducted simultaneously with pep-
tides A2.386 and DR.375 (P = 0.009, kappa = 0.313), or with
peptides A2.1/A2.7 and DR.1 (P = 0.02, kappa = 0.265), was
significant. Concordance with regard to frequency of responses was
paralleled by similarity in magnitude of respective responses (Table
2). Moreover, for the DR.281/B7.285 combination, the only vol-
unteer of the four tested who recognized the DR.281 peptide was
also the only volunteer who recognized the B7.285 peptide, and the
frequency and magnitude of response were highly comparable
between the DR and class I peptide (Table 2). The concordance
between the assays conducted with overlapping class I and DR-
binding peptides indicates correlation or dependence between the
DNA-induced CD8" and CD4* T cell responses.

Frequency and Magnitude of CTL Responses. CTL responses were
detected in 8/14 volunteers: in 2 /4 volunteers immunized by needle
i.m. to 4/7 peptides; 3/5 by Biojector i.m. to 6/8 peptides; and 3/5
by Biojector i.m./i.d. to 6/6 peptides. The frequency of response
(fresh and frozen) after immunization (30/458 assays, 6.6%) was
significantly greater than before immunization (1/151 assays, 0.7%;
P = 0.0052). As compared with controls, the frequency of CTL
response was significantly greater, overall (30/458 vs. 2/232; P =
0.00079) and for each route of immunization: needle im., P =
0.043; Biojector i.m., P = 0 0.0016; and Biojector i.m./id., P =
0.00012. However, the magnitude of CTL response (range of %
specific lysis: 12.1-90.6; see Fig. 5, which is published as supporting
information on the PNAS web site, www.pnas.org) was significantly
greater for Biojector, but not needle immunization, as compared
with controls: needle i.m., P = 0.067; Biojector i.m., P < 0.0001; and
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Fig.3. Comparison of frequency of IFN-yresponses that were induced by the
three different routes of immunization: needle i.m., Biojector i.m., and Biojec-
tori.m./i.d. IFN-yresponses were assessed by using fresh PBMCs from all of the
volunteers at each of the three time points against the four HLA-A2.1-
restricted epitopes and five HLA-DR-restricted epitopes, which were tested in
all individuals in all assays. Data are presented as the number of responding
volunteers (y axis) at each of the time points (x axis) for each of the peptides
(z axis). Pvalues were calculated by using Student'’s t test (two-tailed), and only
the significant differences (P = 0.05) between groups are indicated.

Biojector i.m./i.d., P = 0.0002. Simultaneous assessment of coded,
frozen PBMC collected pre- and postimmunization confirmed that
the CTL were induced by DNA administration (data not shown).

Breadth of DNA-Induced CTL Responses. CTL responses were de-
tected to 7/9 peptides tested, and were antigen-specific and genet-
ically restricted. CTL of multiple genetic restrictions were induced
simultaneously in a given volunteer as reported (ref. 5; data not
shown). CTL to at least one HLA-A2-restricted epitope were
detected in 7/8 of the CTL responders, to B7.285 in 3/3, to A1.310
in 3/4, and to B8.86 in 2/4 responders. No responses were detected
to peptides B35.353 and A3.336, but only one individual expressed
HLA-B*3501 and none HLA-A*0301.

Comparison of the Three Different Administration Strategies. To
assess the comparative immunogenicity of the three methods of
administration, we compared the frequency and magnitude of
IFN-vy responses to the four HLA-A2 and five HLA-DR peptides
that were tested in all individuals in all assays using fresh PBMCs.
With regard to the frequency of IFN-vy responses, overall, Biojector
i.m. was significantly better than either needle i.m. (P = 0.021) or
Biojector i.m./i.d. (P = 0.001), and there was no difference between
needle i.m. and Biojector i.m./i.d. (Table 1 and Fig. 3). At the
epitope level, Biojector i.m. was significantly better than Biojector
i.m./i.d. for response to both A2 and DR peptides (P = 0.0023 and
P = 0.0063, respectively) and was significantly better than needle
i.m. for responses to the DR peptides (P = 0.011), but not the A2
peptides (P = 0.6). With regard to magnitude of IFN-vy responses,
overall, Biojector i.m. and needle i.m. were both significantly better
than Biojector i.m./i.d. (P = 0.01 and P = 0.043, respectively) and
there was no difference between Biojector i.m. and needle i.m. At
the epitope level, the responses to A2 peptides, but not DR
peptides, was significantly greater with Biojector i.m. as compared
with Biojector im./i.d. (P = 0.022 and P = 0.12), but not with
needle i.m. There was no significant difference among the three
groups in regard to frequency or magnitude of CTL responses.
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Fig. 4. CD8" and CD4" T cell dependency
of IFN-y responses. Frozen PBMCs from (a)
volunteer BJ11 (needlei.m.) or (b) volunteer
BJ7 (Biojector i.m.) collected 2 weeks after
the second immunization or 6 weeks after
the third immunization, respectively, were
either untreated or selectively depleted of
CD4", CD8*, both CD4* and CD8* T cells, or
CD45RO™ cells immediately before culture
with peptide A2.386 or peptide DR.375. Al-
ternatively, frozen PBMCs from the same
volunteer were either untreated (whole
PBMCs), or selectively enriched for CD8" T
cells, CD4* Tcells, or CD8* plus APCs or CD4™
plus APCs immediately before culture with
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lected CD8" or CD4™* T cells, with or without APCs, failed to reconstitute the effector response. Pattern 2: (b) IFN-y induced against peptides A2.386 and DR.375
depended on CD8* and CD45RO™ T cells, but not CD4* T cells. (d) Positively selected CD4" cells with or without APCs, or of CD8* cells without APCs, failed to
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T Cell Subset Dependence of DNA-Induced Immune Responses. CTL
responses were dependent on CD8™ T cells, but not CD4* T cells,
for all five peptides tested in three volunteers (see Fig. 6, which is
published as supporting information). Likewise, IFN-y responses
were CD8* T cell-dependent; depletion of CD8" T cells immedi-
ately before culture of fresh or frozen PBMCs completely abro-
gated or significantly reduced IFN-+y responses in all cases (Fig. 4).
When considering the CD4" dependence of the IFN-vy response,
two profiles were apparent. In eight of the nine volunteers tested
(two needle i.m., three Biojector i.m., three Biojector i.m./i.d.), in
vitro depletion of CD4" T cells abrogated or significantly reduced
the IFN-vy response to both peptides (Fig. 4a). The IFN-vy responses
elicited by both short and long peptides were dependent on both
CD8" and CD4* T cells (Fig. 4). In one volunteer (BJ7, Biojector
im./i.d.), depletion of CD4" T cells did not reduce the IFN-y
response to either peptide (Fig. 4b). The presence of regulatory
CD4* T cells could not be completely excluded, because there was
an increase in IFN-vy responses, albeit not statistically significant, to
both peptides upon depletion of CD4* T cells (Fig. 4b).

These two distinct profiles were identified by in vitro depletion
(negative selection) experiments. To further investigate this finding,
positively selected enriched populations were tested. Purified pop-
ulations of CD8*" or CD4* T cells, combined CD8" T cells and
APC populations, or combined CD4* T cells and APCs were added
to the ELISPOT cultures in numbers reflective of untreated
PBMCs. Results of these studies were consistent with the two
profiles identified above. Representative examples are presented in
Fig. 4 c and d. With pattern 1, studies carried out with three of the
eight volunteers showed that the IFN-y effector response could not
be reconstituted by addition of either CD8" or CD4" T cells, with
or without APCs (Fig. 4c). With pattern two, addition of CD4* T
cells with or without APCs, or of CD8* cells without APCs, failed
to reconstitute the effector response. However, addition of CD8*
T cells with APCs completely restored the effector response to the
peptide A2.386 and partially restored the response to the peptide
DR.375 (Fig. 4d). If the IFN-vy responses were CD8* but not CD4*
T cell-dependent, or CD4" but not CD8" T cell-dependent, then
positively selected experiments with either CD8*/APC or CD4"/
APC would be expected to restore the IFN-y response. In our
studies (Fig. 4a, pattern 1), we were not able to restore the IFN-y
response by either coculture of CD4*/APCs or of CD8"/APCs
(Fig. 4c), consistent with the CD4* and CD8* T cells dependence
of the pattern 1 response. However, with one of nine volunteers, the
IFN-v response was eliminated by selective depletion of CD8* T
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cells, but not CD4* T cells (Fig. 4b), and was restored by coculture
with CD8" /APCs, but not CD4" /APCs (Fig. 4d), consistent with
the CD8" dependence of the pattern 2 response.

Antigen-Specific IL-4 and Antibody Responses Not Detected Following
DNA Vaccination. Frozen PBMCs from all 14 volunteers, collected
preimmunization and 7 weeks after the third immunization, were
assessed for production of IL-4 after incubation with DR.375 and
DR.363 peptides. We could not detect IL-4 responses in any of 31
assays with the PfCSP peptides (range SFCs: preimmune, 0-20;
postimmune, 0-9). Responses to control mitogens PMA and iono-
mycin were positive (range: 47-351 SFCs per 10° PBMCs). PfCSP-
specific antibodies were not detected in any volunteer at any time
point.

Discussion

The primary goals of this study were to determine whether DNA
immunization of humans would elicit the class I restricted IFN-y
responses considered important for protection against malaria, and
whether altering the route or method of administration of DNA
would enhance immunogenicity. All 14 volunteers immunized with
PfCSP DNA had IFN-+y responses, and 13 of the 14 volunteers had
antigen-specific, CD8" T cell, IFN-y responses against 20—-100% of
PfCSP-derived peptides containing defined class I binding epitopes.
We have previously reported induction of antigen-specific, CD8" T
cell-dependent, genetically restricted, class I-restricted CTL against
the same peptides after DNA immunization (5). However, based on
murine studies, we concluded that class I-restricted IFN-y responses
are the primary immune effectors contributing to the long-lasting,
preerythrocytic stage-specific protection of mice and humans after
immunization with irradiated sporozoites (7, 20). Data presented
here establish that these responses can be induced in humans by
plasmid DNA expressing the PfCSP. In contrast, immunization of
volunteers with a PfCSP recombinant protein (RTS,S) in adjuvant
provides short-term protection of naive adults against experimen-
tally induced malaria (21, 22), and semiimmune adults against
naturally transmitted malaria (K. Bojang, personal communica-
tion), and induces class II-restricted anti-PfCSP IFN-vy responses,
but not class I-restricted responses (23).

We also demonstrated induction of antigen-specific IFN-vy re-
sponses in 12/14 volunteers against 40—-83.3% of HLA-DR-binding
peptides tested. Five of the six peptides contained at least one
defined class I T cell epitope (Table 2). When tested, concordance
between parallel assays with the DR and class I peptides (DR.375/
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A2.386 and DR.1/A2.1/A2.7) was significant (P < 0.025), and
there was similarity in magnitude of the respective responses.
Furthermore, where concordance could not be determined, the
volunteers who recognized the DR peptide generally recognized
the nested class I epitope, and vice versa, and frequency and
magnitude of these responses were similar. We speculate that the
IFN-vy responses against DR binding peptides may have been
directed against the class I epitope nested within, because the IFN-y
responses elicited by the short and long peptides were always
dependent on CD8* T cells (Fig. 4). Taken with the CD4* T cell
dependence of the IFN-vy response seen in most of our assays (Fig.
4), we speculate that CD4* T cells function in a bystander helper
capacity for CD8" T cell production of IFN-y following DNA
vaccination. Consistent with this interpretation is our inability to
detect Th2 (IL-4) responses or antibody responses following PfCSP
DNA vaccination, and the failure by others to detect IL-4 responses
in normal humans following immunization with an HIV-1 DNA
vaccine (24).

Antigen-specific, CD8* T cell, genetically restricted, class I-re-
stricted CTL were detected in 8/14 volunteers immunized with
PfCSP DNA, consistent with our previous study where CTL
responses were detected in 11/17 volunteers who expressed HLA
alleles for which responses could be assessed (5).

Our data suggested that Biojector im. was the most effective
route of those assessed for induction of antigen-specific IFN-y
responses, and that Biojector (im. and/or im./i.d.) was more
effective than needle i.m. for induction of CTL. In comparison with
im. injection by needle, delivery of injectate by needleless jet
injection may improve distribution at the site of administration (25,
26). Recently, the induction of antigen-specific lymphoproliferative,
supernatant IFN-y and B-chemokine responses following Biojector
i.m. administration of HIV env/rev DNA in normal volunteers was
reported (24). In that study, CTL were detected in only one assay
and one of five volunteers tested, IFN-y was not detected by
ELISPOT, IL-4 responses were not detected, and antibodies were
not assessed. Others have reported induction of CD8* CTL (27-29)
and lymphoproliferative (28-30) responses by needle i.m. (27, 29)
or Biojector i.m. (30), and the boosting of antigen-specific antibody
responses following needle i.m. (28, 30) administration of HIV-1
DNA in asymptomatic HI'V1-infected volunteers. However, these
volunteers were HIV infected, complicating interpretation of
results.

Despite the induction of IFN-vy responses and CTL by each of
three different routes of administration, we believe that the fre-
quency and magnitude of these responses were suboptimal, and can
be significantly improved. If we sum the IFN-vy responses by any
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given volunteer to those individual peptides tested simultaneously
(at the same time and with the same PBMC sample) and consider
those summed responses reflective of responses induced to a
peptide pool containing the same peptides, IFN-vy responses are in
the range of 23-572.7 SFCs per 10° cells (geomean 92.7 SFCs per
100 cells) with fresh PBMCs and 30.6-1227.6 SFCs per 10° cells
(geomean 144.5 SFCs per 10° cells) with frozen PBMCs.

In this study, criteria used to define positivity in the IFN-y
ELISPOT assay were conservative, and the positive and negative
control peptides used have been well characterized. Furthermore,
responses to the immunodominant, conserved influenza matrix
protein peptide (positive control) and an HIV gag protein or P.
falciparum Exp1 peptide (negative controls) were always assessed in
parallel, providing internal standardization between volunteers and
between assays. We are confident that we are not detecting false
positive responses to P. falciparum—derived T cell epitopes elicited
by crossreactivity with common bacterial, viral, and nonpathogenic
organisms. Thus, we believe that this methodology should be
applicable to assessing most vaccine candidates.

As compared with the CTL assay, the ELISPOT assay was more
sensitive (14/14 vs. 8/14 responders overall) and reproducible (of
13 IFN-v responders by ELISPOT using fresh PBMCs, 12 were
detected by using frozen PBMCs, whereas of eight CTL responders
with fresh cells, only three were reproduced with frozen PBMCs).
Furthermore, the ELISPOT assay requires fewer cells than does the
CTL assay and is less labor intensive.

The results of this study provide us with an improved method of
administration of DNA and a demonstration in humans of elicita-
tion of the class I restricted IFN-vy responses that we believe will be
critical for a subunit vaccine to duplicate the excellent protection
elicited by the impractical irradiated sporozoite vaccine.
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