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Transgene-free genome editing of plants
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The presence of foreign DNA is the main obstacle to the application of biotechnological 
plant varieties. However, transgene-free technologies in the field of genome editing make 
it possible to overcome this problem. In most countries that already have legislation in this 
area, plants without foreign DNA do not require field trials and safety tests.

The easiest way to avoid integration of transgenes is the delivery of RNP complexes di-
rectly into the cell without the use of plasmids. However subsequent selection of edited cells 
in the absence of a selective marker and plant regeneration are quite difficult. Therefore, 
traditional genetic constructs are used more often, despite that the elements of the CRISPR 
system are integrated into the genome. Backcrossing and cross-pollination are used to get 
rid of unwanted inserts. There are opportunities to accelerate the selection process, such as 
the Transgene Killer CRISPR system, which ensures the death of plants carrying transgenes 
in the early embryonic stages [1].

Constructs based on viral replicons integrated into T-DNA are an alternative option. 
They provide a high level of transient expression of CRISPR elements which are not inte-
grated into the genome. Such vectors were created on the basis of geminiviruses, rhabdo-
viruses, potexviruses, potyviruses, bunyaviruses [2]. The ability of viruses to move between 
cells can be both preserved and lost due to the removal of the corresponding proteins.

One of the newest approaches is grafting of shoots onto roots expressing Cas and guide 
RNA [3]. The addition of tRNA-like motifs to the transcripts ensured their mobility and dis-
persal along the shoot. Heritable edits were observed in the progeny of grafted plants.

Thus, for transgene-free editing technologies of plant genomes are rapidly developing, 
which will accelerate the commercialization of new varieties with economically valuable traits.
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