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Although the cost of generating draft-quality genomic sequence continues to decline, refining that sequence by the
process of “sequence finishing” remains expensive. Near-perfect finished sequence is an appropriate goal for the
human genome and a small set of reference genomes; however, such a high-quality product cannot be cost-justified
for large numbers of additional genomes, at least for the foreseeable future. Here we describe the generation and
quality of an intermediate grade of finished genomic sequence (termed comparative-grade finished sequence), which
is tailored for use in multispecies sequence comparisons. Our analyses indicate that this sequence is very high quality
(with the residual gaps and errors mostly falling within repetitive elements) and reflects 99% of the total sequence.
Importantly, comparative-grade sequence finishing requires ∼40-fold less reagents and ∼10-fold less personnel effort
compared to the generation of near-perfect finished sequence, such as that produced for the human genome.
Although applied here to finishing sequence derived from individual bacterial artificial chromosome (BAC) clones,
one could envision establishing routines for refining sequences emanating from whole-genome shotgun sequencing
projects to a similar quality level. Our experience to date demonstrates that comparative-grade sequence finishing
represents a practical and affordable option for sequence refinement en route to comparative analyses.

The strategy of “shotgun sequencing” (Sanger et al. 1982; Wilson
and Mardis 1997b; Green 2001) has emerged as the most cost-
effective approach for the de novo generation of large amounts
of genomic sequence data. Whether applied on individual large-
insert clones (C. elegans Sequencing Consortium 1998; Interna-
tional Human Genome Sequencing Consortium 2001), whole ge-
nomes (Adams et al. 2000; Venter et al. 2001; Aparicio et al. 2002;
Mouse Genome Sequencing Consortium 2002), or a combination
of both (Rat Genome Sequencing Project Consortium 2004),
shotgun-sequencing strategies are typically performed in two
broad phases. In the initial “shotgun” phase, highly redundant
sequence data are obtained by generating sequence reads from
one or both insert ends of randomly selected subclones derived
from the starting DNA (large-insert clone or whole genome). This
phase involves high-throughput methodologies and is respon-
sible for generating the great majority of the actual sequence. In
the second “finishing” phase, the assembled sequence emanating
from the shotgun phase is analyzed and refined, with additional
sequence data typically generated to attain long-range continuity
and to improve accuracy. Sequence finishing is a low-
throughput, craftsman-like process that involves highly skilled
personnel performing both computational

and experimental procedures in a customized fashion; as a result,
it is also relatively expensive.

For sequencing the human genome, the Human Genome
Project appropriately set very high standards with respect to the
quality of the finished sequence (Felsenfeld et al. 1999; Interna-
tional Human Genome Sequencing Consortium 2001; see www.
genome.wustl.edu/Overview/finrulesname.php?G16=1). Specifi-
cally, there was a rigorous set of standards that ensured consis-
tency among different sequencing centers and a well-defined
quality specification that required a low error rate (less than one
error per 10,000 bases), the absence of gaps, and confirmation of
the final sequence by comparison with a restriction enzyme di-
gest-based fingerprint of each clone. Implementation of these
standards yielded a remarkably accurate human genome se-
quence (International Human Genome Sequencing Consortium
2004), which has provided a powerful foundation for subsequent
annotation efforts (Stein 2001; Ashurst and Collins 2003), com-
parisons with other species’ sequences (Aparicio et al. 2002;
Mouse Genome Sequencing Consortium 2002; Rat Genome Se-
quencing Project Consortium 2004), and efforts to untangle
complex genomic structures, such as segmental duplications
(Bailey et al. 2002). However, achieving such high standards re-
quired a considerable investment in sequence finishing, esti-
mated to have been 30%–40% of the total cost. At present and
with the recent decline in the costs of producing shotgun-
sequence data, the resources required to perform such high-
quality sequence finishing now correspond to 40%–70% of the
total cost (data not shown).
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It is well recognized that the quality of the sequence gener-
ated for the human genome, which we refer to as human-grade
finished sequence, is substantially better than that available at
the end of the shotgun phase. The latter full-shotgun draft se-
quence is simply derived from the automated assembly of the full
collection of shotgun sequence reads (e.g., that providing greater
than eightfold average sequence coverage). It is important to
point out that in the progression from full-shotgun to human-
grade finished sequence, there is not a linear relationship be-
tween the associated additional costs and the enhancement in
sequence quality. Indeed, early in this progression, significant
gains in quality can be achieved with even small amounts of
additional effort (Wilson and Mardis 1997b; Gordon et al. 2001),
whereas in later stages, large amounts of effort are often required
to accomplish even small quality improvements.

In contemplating the sequencing of additional vertebrate
genomes beyond the first pair of high-quality reference se-
quences (i.e., those of the human [International Human Genome
Sequencing Consortium 2001, 2004] and mouse [Mouse Genome
Sequencing Consortium 2002] genomes), the relative value of
sequence finishing is of great interest. Specifically, understand-
ing the relationship between overall sequence quality and the
ability to extract relevant information by comparative analyses
becomes important, especially in the context of analyzing
sequences from multiple species. Motivated to generate genomic
sequence from multiple species suitable for comparative analy-
ses (Margulies et al. 2003a,b; Thomas et al. 2003), we sought
to investigate whether an intermediate grade of finished se-
quence could be produced that was both cost-effective and ap-
propriate in terms of quality. Toward that end, we have estab-
lished an approach for generating what we call comparative-
grade finished sequence. Here we report details about
comparative-grade finished sequence, as generated on a large
scale for bacterial-artificial chromosome (BAC) clones (Shizuya et
al. 1992; Birren et al. 1998). In addition, we assess the relative
quality of this sequence and the effort and costs associated with
producing it.

Results

Conceptualization of comparative-grade finished sequence

By studying large data sets of genomic sequence generated from
multiple species (Thomas et al. 2003; see www.nisc.nih.gov), we
have gained considerable insight about the quality of sequence
needed to perform detailed comparative analyses. By using that
knowledge, we sought to establish an experimental approach for
producing substantially higher-quality sequence with a small
amount of additional effort beyond the generation and assembly
of highly redundant shotgun sequence reads. The resulting se-
quence product (comparative-grade finished sequence) would be
an intermediate between full-shotgun draft sequence and hu-
man-grade finished sequence.

Our experience in comparative sequence analyses indicated
the need for a minimal set of characteristics for such a sequence
product. First, the shotgun sequence reads must provide suffi-
cient redundancy to ensure a high-accuracy consensus sequence
and long-range continuity following assembly; when applied to a
diverse set of different species’ genomes, this most reliably and
cost-effectively can be accomplished with greater than eightfold
average coverage, thereby comfortably exceeding established
minimum thresholds (Bouck et al. 1998). Second, the sequence

must be devoid of gross misassemblies and regions of notably
poor quality (see Methods for details). Third, the assembled se-
quence contigs must be definitively ordered and oriented. It is
important to emphasize that the above characteristics were con-
ceptualized based on our initial efforts to use multispecies se-
quences to perform comparative studies of gene structure, ge-
nome dynamics, and sequence conservation (Thomas et al.
2003). Indeed, the lack of such characteristics greatly hampers
long-range sequence assemblies (e.g., of multiple BACs) and mul-
tispecies sequence analyses, annotations, and comparisons. Such
problems become exacerbated when comparative analyses in-
clude more distantly related sequences.

Based on the above insights and desired characteristics, we
established a core set of specifications for comparative-grade fin-
ished sequence, albeit ones that could be obtained with a mini-
mal amount of additional effort. Similar to the G16 standards
established for generating the human genome sequence (see
www.genome.wustl.edu/Overview/finrulesname.php?G16=1),
the requisite features of comparative-grade finished sequence can
be implemented in a routine fashion by technicians accustomed
to sequence finishing (i.e., “finishing technicians”). The major
specifications for comparative-grade finished sequence are (1)
the underlying sequence assembly must be based on at least
eightfold average coverage in high-quality (Phred Q20) bases; (2)
detectable, major artifacts resulting from the sequence-assembly
process (e.g., misassemblies) must be resolved; (3) suspect, low-
quality consensus sequence must be removed from the ends of
sequence contigs; and (4) all sequence contigs >2 kb in size must
be ordered and oriented relative to one another, and this must be
verified using independent data. The latter include sequence
derived from overlapping BACs, orthologous sequences from
other species, and the results of PCR-based studies (see Methods).
Note that because the contigs are ordered and oriented, we
submit comparative-grade finished sequence as “phase 2”
genomic sequence to GenBank (see www.ncbi.nlm.nih.
gov/HTGS); indeed, because the order and orientation of contigs
is based on a strong compilation of evidence (including read-pair
information, PCR verification, and independent supporting
data), this really represents an enhanced type of phase 2 se-
quence.

Generation of comparative-grade finished sequence

By using the above-detailed specifications, we have now gener-
ated >350 Mb of comparative-grade finished sequence from
>1900 BACs. Importantly, for ∼67% of the BACs, the compara-
tive-grade finishing process was exclusively computational, re-
quiring no additional experimental work. The small amount of
experimental effort with the remaining BACs solely involved per-
forming PCR to establish contig order and orientation. The latter
is required when a nascent BAC sequence contains more than
one “uncaptured gap” (i.e., a gap with zero or one spanning
subclone; “captured gaps” are those with two or more spanning
subclones with insert-end sequences that each reside within the
adjacent contigs). Some uncaptured gaps require multiple at-
tempts at PCR amplification to confirm contig adjacency, often
using several sets of primers or a variety of reaction conditions to
generate an authentic product (see Methods).

Quality of comparative-grade finished sequence

To investigate the relative quality of different types of generated
sequence, we focused more intensely on a set of 116 BACs from
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18 species (the complete list of clones is available at www.nisc.
nih.gov/data). All 116 BACs, which together reflect ∼15 Mb of
total sequence, were derived from the same orthologous region
encompassing the CFTR gene (Thomas et al. 2003), which in the
human genome is fairly average with respect to general genomic
features (e.g., 38.4% GC content, 1.1% exonic sequence, and
40.3% repetitive sequence).

For each BAC, we generated and analyzed three types of
sequence (see Methods): (1) full-shotgun draft sequence (in all
cases, the assembled sequence provided greater than eightfold
average coverage in high-quality bases); (2) comparative-grade
finished sequence; and (3) human-grade finished sequence. Note
that the two types of finished sequence were generated indepen-
dently, in each case starting with the same full-shotgun as-
sembled sequence for that BAC. Also, the human-grade finished
sequence met the standards established for finishing the human
genome sequence; specifically, there were no gaps and an overall
Phrap-estimated error rate of ∼0.02 errors per 10,000 bases. The
human-grade finished sequence was then annotated for repeti-
tive and exonic sequence (Thomas et al. 2003), with a summary
provided in Table 1.

Comparison of the full-shotgun draft sequence to either
type of finished sequence revealed the markedly inferior quality
of a nonfinished product. The full-shotgun draft sequence of the
116 analyzed BACs consists of 507 contigs. Of these, 199 are at
least partially ordered and oriented due to the presence of BAC
insert-end sequences, whereas the remain-
ing 308 contigs are ordered and oriented
only in the comparative-grade finished se-
quence (but not in the full-shotgun draft
sequence). Such a lack of contig order and
orientation can hinder gene-annotation ef-
forts. This is illustrated in Figure 1, which
shows that Genscan (Burge and Karlin
1997) gene predictions are less accurate us-
ing full-shotgun draft sequence compared
to using the corresponding comparative- or
human-grade finished sequence. Manual
gene-annotation efforts are also hindered
by the lack of contig order and orientation.
Indeed, of the 132 genes wholly or partially
included within the 116 analyzed BACs, 78
are disrupted by one or more gaps (pre-
dominantly within their introns). Annota-
tion of the latter genes is profoundly chal-
lenging without knowing the spatial rela-
tionships of contigs. In addition, the
presence of low-quality regions, such as
those at the ends of nascent contigs, greatly
reduces the overall accuracy of full-shotgun
draft sequence. For example, the progres-
sion from full-shotgun draft to compara-
tive-grade finished sequence resulted in the
removal of 67,099 bases from contig ends
(of the ∼15 Mb of total sequence). Of that
removed sequence, only 26,489 bases can
be aligned to the human-grade finished se-
quence, with 2052 of those bases being in
error. The remaining 40,610 bases of non-
aligned, trimmed sequence likely reflect
chimeric, contaminant, or notably poor-
quality sequence. Finally, it is important to

stress that the assembly of long-range sequences by the pair-wise
merging of BAC sequences, either manually or using automated
tools, is very problematic in the absence of quality-trimmed, or-
dered, and oriented contigs (data not shown). These results thus
confirm the expectation that assembled draft sequence repre-
sents a considerably lower-quality product than either type of
finished sequence.

We systematically compared the comparative-grade finished
sequence to the corresponding human-grade finished sequence
for the set of 116 BACs. Analysis of the regions missing in com-
parative-grade finished sequence (i.e., gaps) revealed the data
summarized in Table 2. A total of 344 gaps averaging 458 bases in
size are present in the comparative-grade finished sequence, for
an average of three gaps per BAC (or 23 gaps per megabase). The
157,505 gap bases (i.e., bases missing from the comparative-grade
finished sequence but present in the human-grade finished se-
quence) only reflect 1.1% of the total sequence. These gap bases

Table 1. General annotated features of the 116 BAC sequences
from multiple nonhuman species used for investigating the quality
of comparative-grade finished sequence

Total sequence (from 116 BACs) 14,948,004 bases
Total repeats 4,989,823 bases (33.4%)
Simple repeats 92,410 bases (0.6%)
Exons 250,700 bases (1.7%)

Figure 1. Predicted gene structures using different grades of genomic sequence. The annotated
relative positions of exons in the rat CAPZA2 (A), baboon CAV2 (B), and lemur GASZ (C) genes are
indicated. In each case, the exon positions predicted by Genscan (Burge and Karlin 1997) using
each of the different types of genomic sequence are shown below (generated for BAC clones
RP31-188L2 [GenBank no. AC087041], RP41-479B1 [GenBank no. AC084730], and LB2-246N5
[GenBank no. AC123544], respectively). The positions of gaps in the full-shotgun draft and com-
parative-grade finished sequence are shown as grey boxes. Note that using full-shotgun draft
sequence (with unordered contigs separated by stretches of 50 Ns), Genscan incorrectly predicts
the positions of a number of exons whose positions are correctly predicted by using comparative-
grade finished sequence (with ordered and oriented contigs separated by stretches of 50 Ns) or
human-grade finished sequence. There are also cases in which Genscan incorrectly predicts exons
using all three types of sequence.

Comparative-grade finished sequence
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correspond disproportionately to certain types of sequence. For
example, ∼50% of the gap bases fall within repetitive sequences
(total repeats) (Table 2), whereas only 33% of the sequence cor-
responds to total repeats (Table 1). Similarly, 3.7% of the gap
bases fall within simple repeats (predominantly stretches of
mono-, di-, tri-, and tetranucleotides) (Table 2), whereas only
0.6% of the sequence corresponds to simple repeats (Table 1).
Finally, 2.4% of gap bases fall within annotated exons (Table 2),

whereas exons constitute 1.7% of the sequence (Table 1). In 44
instances (among the 116 BACs), the comparative-grade finished
sequence consisted of two overlapping contigs that were not
joined during assembly. Since all of the underlying sequence was
actually present, these “virtual gaps” were not included among
the data in Table 2.

More rigorous analyses demonstrate the statistically signifi-
cant enrichment of repetitive sequences and the lack of a statis-
tically significant enrichment of exonic sequences within the
gaps of comparative-grade finished sequence (Fig. 2). Specifically,
a total of 4000 simulated data sets were generated by randomly
placing the same number and size of gaps across the total se-
quence. The number of gap bases falling within total repeats,
simple repeats, and exons were then counted after each simula-
tion. The observed number of gap bases in comparative-grade
finished sequence falling within total (Fig. 2A) and simple (Fig.
2B) repeats was considerably higher than that seen with the
simulated data sets (P < 0.00025). These results indicate that gaps

Table 2. Characteristics of gaps within the ∼15 Mb of
comparative-grade finished sequence

Number of gaps 344
Number of gap bases 157,505 bases (1.1% of total sequence)
Average gap size 458 bases (range 3 to 4,763)
Gap bases in total repeats 78,535 bases (49.9%)
Gap bases in simple repeats 5,797 bases (3.7%)
Gap bases in exons 3,777 bases (2.4%)

Figure 2. Analysis of gaps and errors in comparative-grade finished sequence by simulation studies. The histogram bar heights reflect the total gaps
or errors falling within each class of annotated sequence (total repeats [A,D], simple repeats [B,E], and exons [C,F]) for the simulated data sets. The arrows
point to the observed values with the generated comparative-grade finished sequence (for additional details, see Methods). Note that the observed low
level of sequence errors falling in exons (F) likely reflects the fact that the generation of simulated data sets assumes a uniform distribution of errors across
repetitive and nonrepetitive sequence (which in reality is not seen).
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are more likely to occur in repetitive than nonrepetitive se-
quence. Finally, the observed number of gap bases residing
within exons fell within the distribution generated with the
simulated data sets (P = 0.20) (Fig. 2C).

We investigated in greater detail the relative contribution of
sequencing and cloning problems to the formation of different
types of gaps. To begin with, we examined the lengths of the
sequence reads assembling immediately adjacent to the 344 gaps
in our data set. While all sequence reads in our assemblies aver-
age 546 Q20 bases in length (with an error of the mean of less
than one base), reads that align to at least some portion of the
200 bases adjacent to a gap and are directed into that gap average
450 Q20 bases in length (with an error of the mean of 10 bases).
Although this result indicates that shorter read lengths are asso-
ciated with gaps, there does not seem to be a significant differ-
ence in the average lengths of reads directed into (1) the 63
simple-repeat-containing gaps (440 Q20 bases); (2) the 187 re-
peat-containing gaps devoid of simple repetitive elements (450
Q20 bases); and (3) the 94 gaps containing no repeats (460 Q20
bases). These results indicate that sequencing problems play a
role in the formation of gaps in repetitive and nonrepetitive re-
gions. A total of 68 (20%) of the gaps are not associated with
adjacent sequence reads directed into the gap; these 68 gaps ac-
count for 14% of the simple-repeat–containing gaps, 26% of the
repeat-containing gaps devoid of simple repetitive elements, and
11% of the gaps containing no repeats. Indeed, the majority of
these gaps are uncaptured, most likely caused by cloning prob-
lems. Of note, we find a general enrichment of repetitive se-
quences in uncaptured versus captured gaps (data not shown).
Together, these results are consistent with previous studies dem-
onstrating the premature termination of sequencing reactions
within repetitive regions (McMurray et al. 1998; Langan et al.
2002; Keith et al. 2004) and the known difficulty of cloning some
types of repetitive sequences in common laboratory strains of
Escherichia coli (Ishiura et al. 1989; Chissoe et al. 1997; Razin et al.
2001).

We also investigated the possibility that some gaps are a
result of the Phrap-assembly process. Specifically, of the ∼102,000
nonassembled (singlet) reads from the 116 BAC assemblies, only
84 (averaging 152 Q20 bases in length) align to the human-grade
finished sequence. Of these, only 38 align within a gap, and the
overall short lengths of these reads (averaging 221 Q20 bases)
make them unlikely to be capable of substantively improving the
assemblies. The low-quality reads aligning within nongap se-
quences were presumably not assembled by Phrap because they
lack an exact word match of significant length with other reads
in the assembly.

Examination of the accuracy of comparative-grade finished
sequence revealed no errors in the established order and orien-
tation of sequence contigs among the 116 BACs and a modest
1466 bases (of the ∼15 Mb) that differ from the corresponding
human-grade finished sequence (and are thus presumed to be
errors) (Table 3). This reflects a combined error rate of less than

one in 10,000 bases. As seen with the gaps, these errors occur
disproportionately in certain types of sequence. For example,
51.5% and 14.6% of the errors fall within total repeats and simple
repeats, respectively, yet these types of repeats constitute only
33.4% and 0.6% of the sequence, respectively (Table 1). Once
again, this is not entirely unexpected, as the prokaryotic DNA
polymerases used for DNA sequencing are known to have diffi-
culty in faithfully replicating vertebrate repetitive sequences
(Hite et al. 1996; Mytelka and Chamberlin 1996; McMurray et al.
1998). Finally, 0.3% of the errors fall within annotated exons
(Table 3), which is less than the total percentage of exonic bases.
Simulation studies again demonstrated the statistical significance
of these findings (Fig. 2D–F), with errors being enriched in repeti-
tive sequences but not in exons (P < 0.00025 for all three results).

We also examined another set of 20 BACs (from six species)
derived from a genomic region (DeSilva et al. 2002) that has
different compositional properties (49.1% GC content, 1.0% ex-
onic sequence, and 55.1% repetitive sequence in human) than
the region analyzed above. These 20 BACs were specifically cho-
sen because of their high GC content (ranging from 51.4% to
57.0%). Although the comparative-grade finished sequence gen-
erated for these clones had more gaps (∼47 per megabase, result-
ing in the absence of 2.7% of the sequence) and a slightly higher
error rate (2.03 per 10,000 bases), a similar enrichment of gaps
and errors in repetitive sequences was seen as above. Specifically,
46.4% of gap bases and 67.5% of sequence errors fall within
annotated total repeats, whereas such repeats only constitute
38.0% of the sequence in these clones (which derive from mul-
tiple nonhuman species).

Relative costs of generating comparative-grade
finished sequence

To roughly assess the relative costs associated with producing
comparative-grade versus human-grade finished sequence, we
systematically captured data about the experimental and com-
putational efforts of our finishing technicians over a 100-d pe-
riod. During this time, comparative-grade and human-grade fin-
ished sequence was generated for 167 and 12 BACs, respectively
(both types of sequence finishing started with the full-shotgun
draft sequence assemblies providing greater than eightfold aver-
age coverage). Details of the experimental (e.g., types of sequenc-
ing chemistries, number of custom oligonucleotide primers, and
time working in the laboratory) and computational (e.g., time
refining the sequence using various software tools) efforts re-
quired for each BAC were documented. The resulting informa-
tion was then used to calculate the average direct time, elapsed
time, and reagent costs associated with each type of sequence
finishing (Fig. 3).

Comparative-grade sequence finishing required ∼10-fold
less direct time compared to human-grade sequence finishing,
involving an average of 2.5 h (median = 1.5; range = 0.2 to 17.3)
versus 23.8 h (median = 21.5; range = 4.7 to >39) per BAC, re-
spectively. A similar difference in elapsed time was encountered,
averaging 5.5 d (median = 4; range = 1 to 41) versus 37 d (me-
dian = 30; range = 12 to 102), respectively. Note that the review
of a larger set of BACs found a similar difference in average
elapsed time, specifically 7.5 d (median = 5) versus 58 d (me-
dian = 41) for comparative-grade (751 BACs) and human-grade
(128 BACs) finishing, respectively. A more dramatic (∼40-fold)
difference was seen with the required reagent costs, averaging $9
(median = $0; range = $0 to $137) versus $390 (median = $292;

Table 3. Characteristics of errors within the ∼15 Mb of
comparative-grade finished sequence

Total number of sequence errors 1,466 bases (0.99 errors per
10,000 bases)

Errors in total repeats 755 bases (51.5%)
Errors in simple repeats 214 bases (14.6%)
Errors in exons 4 bases (0.3%)

Comparative-grade finished sequence
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range = $38 to $1230) per BAC for comparative-grade and hu-
man-grade finishing, respectively.

Application to whole-genome sequencing efforts

Our experience to date in generating and analyzing comparative-
grade finished sequence has been limited to BAC-based sequenc-
ing projects. However, it will now be of interest to adapt our
approach for use in whole-genome sequencing efforts, in particu-
lar those using a whole-genome shotgun sequencing strategy
(Adams et al. 2000; Green 2001; Venter et al. 2001; Aparicio et al.
2002; Mouse Genome Sequencing Consortium 2002; Rat Ge-
nome Sequencing Project Consortium 2004).

To investigate the feasibility of refining whole-genome shot-
gun assemblies to the specifications established for comparative-
grade finished sequence, we examined the sequence of the large
genomic interval encompassing the CFTR gene (Thomas et al.
2003)—the same region from which virtually all of the above-
analyzed BACs were derived—in four available whole-genome
sequence assemblies (mouse, rat, chicken, and chimpanzee). In

all four assemblies, the greater CFTR region resides within a
single scaffold, with no evidence of gross misassemblies. Only in
the case of the chimpanzee assembly are there significant se-
quence blocks unlinked to the primary scaffold: five contigs that
are >2 kb in size, totaling ∼25 kb (out of 1.4 Mb). With very minor
exceptions (involving a handful of insertions/deletions that are
<2 kb in size), the sequence contigs in all assemblies are correct in
their order and orientation. The amount of sequence missing
within gaps is in most cases slightly larger for these assemblies
compared to the BAC-derived full-shotgun or comparative-grade
finished sequence (not surprising in light of the lower shotgun
coverage associated with the whole-genome shotgun assemblies);
specifically, in the analyzed region, the following amounts of
sequence were missing in the whole-genome assemblies: (1)
mouse, 2.4%; (2) rat, 2.9%; (3) chicken, 0.9%; and (4) chimpan-
zee, 4.9%. Consistent with the above findings, these gaps are
enriched for repetitive sequences and rarely correspond to coding
regions. These findings are encouraging, suggesting that carefully
constructed whole-genome shotgun assemblies emerge at quality
levels that are only slightly lower than the above-described com-
parative-grade finished sequence.

Discussion
Continual reductions in the cost of large-scale DNA sequencing,
coupled with increasing enthusiasm for using comparative se-
quence analyses to unravel the complexities of vertebrate ge-
nomes (Cooper and Sidow 2003; Frazer et al. 2003; Pennacchio
and Rubin 2003; Miller et al. 2004; Nobrega and Pennacchio
2004), has heightened interest to sequence many additional ge-
nomes. However, beyond the desire to generate near-perfect se-
quence for a handful of key reference genomes that will play
central roles in myriad comparative studies, the quality standards
for most future genome-sequencing efforts are not well estab-
lished. Specifically, the extent of sequence finishing—the cus-
tomized refinement of genomic sequence beyond the automated
generation and assembly of shotgun sequence reads—that is de-
sired or required for such projects is highly relevant and should
be considered in conjunction with formulating plans for using
the generated sequence (Palmer and McCombie 2002). Consid-
eration must also be given to the fact that sequence finishing,
especially to the standards appropriately set for the human ge-
nome sequence, remains an expensive endeavor.

As part of a larger program to generate and study sequences
from the same targeted genomic regions in multiple vertebrates
(Thomas et al. 2003), we have devised and investigated a new
paradigm for sequence finishing that is tailored for comparative
analyses. Based on first-hand experience in refining BAC-derived
full-shotgun draft sequence to the point at which it is suitable for
comparative studies, we established working specifications for
comparative-grade finished sequence, a defined product with a
quality somewhere between a Phrap assembly of full-shotgun
sequence reads and human-grade finished sequence. In multiple
studies performed to date (Margulies et al. 2003a,b; Thomas et al.
2003), we have found that comparative-grade finished sequence
is well suited for rigorous comparisons of multispecies sequences;
such findings are not surprising in light of the data reported here.
Specifically, the quality of comparative-grade finished sequence
is high with respect to both base accuracy (rivaling the standards
established for human-grade finished sequence) and complete-
ness (reflecting 99% of the total sequence).

Figure 3. Costs of generating comparative-grade versus human-grade
finished sequence. The estimated average direct time (A; actual “hands-
on” time that a finishing technician worked to finish a BAC sequence),
elapsed time (B; interval of time from when a BAC was assigned to a
finishing technician to when it was finished to a comparative-grade or
human-grade stage), and reagent costs (C) required per BAC to perform
comparative-grade and human-grade sequence finishing (starting with
full-shotgun draft sequence) is indicated (for details, see text).
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Furthermore, the gaps and infrequent errors mostly correspond
to repetitive sequences. Meanwhile, the cost associated with the
comparative-grade finishing process is quite modest, reflecting a
small fraction of the human-grade finishing process or even the
resources required to generate the full-shotgun draft sequence
itself (data not shown). This low cost primarily results from the
heavy emphasis on computational-based sequence refinement,
with the laboratory work limited to PCR-based studies, and the
effective use of auxiliary data. Together, these findings indicate
that comparative-grade finished sequence is an appropriate and
cost-effective product for use in multispecies sequence compari-
sons.

It is important to distinguish between the sequence-
finishing approach described here and sequence-improving rou-
tines that involve the medium-scale generation of additional se-
quence reads and initial rounds of computational-based se-
quence refinement (often referred to as prefinishing), such as
those guided by the software tool Autofinish (Gordon et al.
2001). The generation of comparative-grade finished sequence is
largely a computational endeavor, mostly involving rigorous re-
view of sequence assemblies by a finishing technician. The asso-
ciated laboratory work is limited to PCR-based studies for con-
firming contig-end relationships (required for ∼33% of BACs) and
does not involve the generation of additional sequence reads. In
contrast, most prefinishing routines involve the generation of
additional sequence reads, with much less manual computa-
tional refinement of the sequence assemblies. Finally, in contrast
to the comparative-grade finishing process described here, pre-
finishing efforts are typically not associated with precise final
quality specifications or a detailed verification process; in addi-
tion, they usually do not yield fully ordered and oriented contigs,
a critical feature of comparative-grade finished sequence. None-
theless, prefinishing routines are valuable components of the
process en route to generating the highest quality sequence, and
certainly something that we used for the generation of the hu-
man-grade finished sequence described here.

For the quality- and cost-assessment studies reported here,
we did not stratify the analyzed BACs based on their species of
origin. Rather, we compiled the data from all BACs, regardless of
species, leading to general conclusions about generated verte-
brate genomic sequence. However, it is interesting to note that
there is considerable heterogeneity among the different species
with respect to the difficulty in generating comparative-grade
finished sequence (data not shown). For example, platypus and
mouse sequences are often associated with more uncaptured gaps
(compared to other species’ sequences), requiring a larger num-
ber of PCR-based studies to establish contig order and orienta-
tion. Meanwhile, chimpanzee and baboon sequences are often
associated with more misassemblies (compared to other species’
sequences), requiring more computational manipulation to
achieve an acceptable degree of refinement. Additional idiosyn-
crasies have been encountered with other species’ sequences, of-
ten requiring slightly different approaches to generate compara-
tive-grade finished sequence (in prep.). As such, the comparative-
grade finishing process described here will inevitably be slightly
refined when used in different projects, in some cases allowing
further reductions in costs. For example, we recently found that
restriction enzyme digest-based fingerprints generated in silico
with the assembled sequence can be compared with the actual
fingerprints generated from the starting clones, in many cases
providing a cost-reducing alternative to PCR for verifying contig
order and orientation (data not shown).

Indeed, the approach described here reflects a first-genera-
tion pipeline for producing comparative-grade finished se-
quence, with our studies to date emphasizing the sequence prod-
uct and its specifications more than the process used to generate
it. One can envision improving this process by using different
sequence-assembly programs (e.g., ones that directly use read-
pair information during sequence assembly), by further automat-
ing the process of trimming poor-quality sequence from contig
ends, and by using mixtures of shotgun subclones with different
insert sizes. For some of these developments, the data sets we
have generated to date (including the primary sequence reads
themselves) can be used for benchmarking more automated fin-
ishing pipelines. One can also imagine the design of variant ap-
proaches that involve generating lower-redundancy sequence
coverage during the shotgun phase and then performing some
directed prefinishing steps (including the acquisition of addi-
tional sequence reads) to enhance sequence quality as part of the
comparative-grade sequence finishing process. In pursuing such
refinements, it will be worthwhile to keep in mind that a lower-
quality sequence product might be adequate for some compara-
tive studies, and thus a lower sequence coverage and/or a simpler
comparative-grade finishing process might suffice.

Comparisons of BAC-derived comparative-grade finished se-
quence and unrefined whole-genome shotgun sequence assem-
blies reveal encouraging similarities. As such, one could envision
the adaptation of our nascent comparative-grade finishing rou-
tines for use in refining whole-genome assemblies (in their en-
tirety or targeted portions therein) to the specifications reported
here for the comparative-grade sequence finishing of BACs (or to
some slightly modified specifications). To begin with, it appears
that the whole-genome shotgun assembly processes generally
yield few gross misassemblies, and interval-by-interval (perhaps
in roughly BAC-sized segments) analyses could be used to correct
the remaining ones (in a fashion similar to that used with indi-
vidual BACs). Next, evidence for accurate long-range ordering
and orienting of sequence contigs might naturally emerge from
the broader whole-genome scaffolds, with any additional confir-
mation or refinement being performed, as needed. Of relevance,
whole-genome shotgun sequencing projects typically include the
generation of insert-end sequence reads from large-insert clones
(e.g., BACs, fosmids, and large-insert plasmids) (Mouse Genome
Sequencing Consortium 2002; Stein et al. 2003; Istrail et al.
2004); thus, following incorporation of such reads into a ge-
nome-wide sequence assembly, the corresponding clones could
be used as substrates for PCR-based confirmation of contig order
and orientation. Finally, the types of verification steps performed
for BAC-derived sequences (e.g., comparisons to reference se-
quences and experimentally-derived restriction maps) could be
scaled for use with whole-genome sequence assemblies, either
globally or in a more targeted fashion. Of course, such refine-
ment steps would require the development of robust software
tools capable of handling the unique features of whole-genome
shotgun assemblies.

Nonetheless, the systematic application of comparative-
grade sequence finishing to whole-genome shotgun assemblies
will face considerable obstacles, especially since the routines we
have developed to date have been specifically tailored for BAC-
based sequencing. For example, whole-genome shotgun assem-
blies are more vulnerable to problems relating to segmental du-
plications (Bailey et al. 2004), and these will inevitably present
serious challenges to the finishing process that otherwise might
be avoided in BAC-based sequencing. Furthermore, the overall
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scale of the effort will require robust adaptations of routines ini-
tially designed for BACs, likely including more automated tools
for detecting and correcting misassemblies, for routine trimming
of low-quality regions, for identifying notably poor-quality in-
tervals that require more detailed study, and for systematic con-
firmation of contig order and orientation. Finally, an inherent
advantage of BAC-based sequencing is the study of only a single
haplotype within an individual clone; in the case of outbred
species, comparative-grade sequence finishing of whole-genome
shotgun assemblies will encounter serious challenges associated
with the presence of two or more haplotypes.

In summary, the operational experience described here,
coupled with a better understanding of the trade-offs associated
with different grades of finished sequence, should provide a
strong framework for the rational establishment of finishing
standards for ongoing and future genome sequencing projects. It
is also inevitable that as we gain a better understanding of the
myriad uses of large collections of multispecies genomic se-
quences, approaches for additional refinement of the sequence-
finishing process should readily emerge.

Methods

Generation of comparative-grade finished sequence
The initial shotgun phase of BAC sequencing was performed by
using well-established methods (Wilson and Mardis 1997a,b;
Ellsworth et al. 2000; DeSilva et al. 2002; Thomas et al. 2003). In
brief, plasmid subclones containing 3- to 5-kb inserts (produced
by physically shearing purified BAC DNA) were derived from
each BAC, and sequence reads were generated from both ends of
randomly selected subclones (forward and reverse “read pairs”)
to provide at least eightfold average coverage in high-quality
(Phred Q20) (Ewing and Green 1998; Ewing et al. 1998) bases.
Sequence assemblies were performed by using Phrap (see www.
phrap.org). The resulting full-shotgun draft sequence reflected
the set of unmodified, assembled contigs >2 kb in size, and this
was then subjected to sequence finishing, both to the standards
established for the human genome (human-grade finished se-
quence; see above) and independently to the specifications de-
tailed below for comparative-grade finished sequence. Note that
different technicians performed the two types of sequence fin-
ishing starting with the same full-shotgun assemblies.

To generate comparative-grade finished sequence, a stan-
dardized set of analyses and refinements of the above-defined
full-shotgun draft sequence is performed by finishing technicians
in three stages. The entire process makes extensive use of key
software tools, including the sequence-editing program Consed
(Gordon et al. 1998), Phrapview (Gordon et al. 1998), Orchid (see
www-shgc.stanford.edu/informatics/orchid.html), and PipMaker
(Schwartz et al. 2000, 2003) (see bio.cse.psu.edu/pipmaker) to
guide conservative refinements. Note that no additional sequence
reads are generated to resolve ambiguities, to improve low-quality
regions, or to derive missing sequence (i.e., to fill gaps). Additional
details about the steps and procedures involved in comparative-
grade sequence finishing are available at www.nisc.nih.gov/data.

Stage 1
As a first step, major misassemblies are untangled by breaking
and rejoining sequence contigs, often using information about
read pairs to guide decisions. Minor misassemblies (e.g., those
caused by misplaced sequence reads that do not alter the con-
sensus) are generally ignored, because these do not change the
order or orientation of contigs. Second, BAC insert-ends are iden-

tified, and errors in the consensus sequence related to BAC vec-
tor-masking are edited. Third, regions within a contig suspected
to contain a false join (e.g., stretches of �10 Q0 bases or regions
linked by a chimeric sequence read, as tagged by Consed) are
broken. Fourth, any readily detectable artifacts associated with
the sequencing process (e.g., unbound fluorescence dye signals,
incorrectly assigned consensus bases, and chimeric reads) that
alter the consensus sequence are corrected or removed. Finally,
all contig ends are trimmed of low-quality sequence by using the
modified Mott algorithm with an error probability cutoff value of
0.05, as used by the base-calling program Phred (Ewing and
Green 1998; Ewing et al. 1998). This final edited sequence forms
the basis for the next stage, in which contig order and orienta-
tion is established. Note that edited assemblies consisting of a
single contig bypass the second stage, because ordering/orienting
is not required.

Stage 2
For edited assemblies consisting of two contigs, order and orien-
tation is evident as long as both BAC insert-ends are identified
within the sequence. For assemblies with more than two contigs
or the absence of an identified BAC insert-end(s), further analyses
are required. When possible, read-pair information is used first to
establish the spatial relationships among contigs. Two contig
ends are considered adjacent if (1) two or more read pairs connect
the ends across the intervening gap, and (2) if the sum of the
distances from the start of each read to its contig end is not too
large relative to the distribution of subclone insert sizes (as cal-
culated by Orchid or Consed). The programs Orchid, Phrapview,
and Consed Assembly View are extensively used in this stage for
visualizing relationships of read pairs (e.g., reviewing orientation
and read-pair separation distances) and for listing potential con-
tig relationships. By using these tools, contig-end adjacencies are
established.

Stage 3
The verification process involves comparing the deduced spatial
relationships of sequence contigs for each BAC to an indepen-
dent data source. First, the refined sequence is compared to any
independently derived, overlapping BAC sequence(s) to confirm
colinearity by using the program Pal (S. Dear and G. Marth, un-
publ.; see genome.wustl.edu/Overview/computerguid.php?
commands=1). Second, the deduced order and orientation of se-
quence contigs is confirmed, when possible, by alignment to an
orthologous reference sequence using the program PipMaker
(Schwartz et al. 2000, 2003). For the BACs described here, high-
quality human or mouse genomic sequence was typically used as
the reference. Third, when the spatial relationship between two
or more contigs cannot be established (or is ambiguous), PCR is
performed with custom-designed oligonucleotides that prime
near each contig end and point toward each other across the
purported gap. Generation of a robust amplicon from the cog-
nate BAC template is considered supportive evidence for contig-
end adjacency; with all such PCR studies, a suitable negative
control is required (e.g., involving the use of the same oligo-
nucleotides in a combinatorial fashion with oligonucleotides de-
signed from other contig ends). Finally, the computational and
experimental steps yielding the comparative-grade finished se-
quence for each BAC are subjected to independent scrutiny by a
second finishing technician and a bioinformatician prior to
completion.

Quality-assessment studies
Key to assessing the quality of comparative-grade finished se-
quence was the availability of human-grade finished sequence
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for the same set of analyzed BACs. Such data were available for
the individual BACs and for the compiled assemblies of each
genomic region for each species (see www.nisc.nih.gov/data).
The methods used to assemble and annotate these sequences
have been described (Thomas et al. 2003).

For each BAC, the comparative-grade finished sequence was
compared to the human-grade finished sequence by using the
program “cross�match” (version 0.990319, default parameters)
(see www.phrap.org). For these comparisons, the fasta files of the
comparative-grade finished sequence were first trimmed to in-
clude only the portion of the BAC sequence used to compile the
multi-BAC assembly of the region (thereby ensuring that each
segment of the sequence was only included once in the analysis,
such as the data reported in Tables 1–3). Alignments were exam-
ined to assess whether the deduced order and orientation of the
comparative-grade finished sequence contigs was correct. All
mismatches, insertions, and deletions within the alignments
were considered errors, and all regions of the human-grade fin-
ished sequence not included in the alignments were considered
gaps. Note that in some cases, full-shotgun draft and compara-
tive-grade finished sequences contain a gap even though the two
adjacent contigs actually overlap; these were not counted as gaps
in our analysis, because none of the human-grade finished se-
quence is actually missing.

Detected errors associated with a Phrap-assigned quality
score of greater than or equal to Q40 (in the comparative-grade
finished sequence) were scrutinized more carefully to confirm
that the perceived error was not due to an alignment inaccuracy;
all such cases were found to reflect true errors. Detected gaps and
errors were catalogued relative to annotated repetitive sequence
and exons (Thomas et al. 2003). Note that any region annotated
as a CDS or exon, excluding Genscan (Burge and Karlin 1997)
predictions, was considered exonic sequence. “Simple repeats”
reflect sequences within the RepeatMasker “simple” library (see
www.repeatmasker.org), whereas “total repeats” reflect the total
repetitive sequences (of all types) detected by RepeatMasker.

We investigated the statistical significance of finding gaps
and errors (in comparative-grade finished sequence) within re-
petitive sequences and exons. Specifically, 4000 data sets were
computationally generated whereby the same number and size of
gaps or the same number of errors (as observed in the compara-
tive-grade finished sequence) were randomly distributed across
the human-grade finished sequence. The Perl script used for
these simulations is available at www.nisc.nih.gov/data. For each
data set, the number of randomly placed gaps or errors falling
within annotated repetitive sequences or exons was calculated,
with the resulting data for all 4000 simulated data sets then plot-
ted as a histogram (Fig. 2). These analyses helped to assess if the
observed results were likely to have occurred by chance.

Several of the Perl scripts used to perform these analyses
called methods from the Bioperl toolkit (Stajich et al. 2002).

Analysis of whole-genome shotgun assemblies
Four available assemblies generated by whole-genome shotgun
sequencing were examined: (1) mouse (WGSAv3, providing ∼6.5-
fold coverage) (Mouse Genome Sequencing Consortium 2002);
(2) rat (RGSC 3.1, providing ∼6.9-fold coverage) (Rat Genome
Sequencing Project Consortium 2004); (3) chicken (GenBank no.
AADN01000000, providing ∼6.6-fold coverage); and (4) chim-
panzee (GenBank no. AADA01000000, providing approximately
sixfold coverage). For each species, SSAHA (Ning et al. 2001) was
used to locate the genomic segment from the whole-genome as-
sembly that corresponded to the BAC-derived sequence gener-
ated for the greater CFTR region (Thomas et al. 2003); the corre-

sponding assembled sequence, the primary scaffold, and the con-
sensus quality scores were then extracted from the whole-
genome sequence assembly, and analyses were performed using
methods analogous to those used for the BAC-based sequences.
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