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a b s t r a c t

We herein report a novel double pro-drug approach applied to the anti-HCV agent 20-b-C-methyl guano-
sine. A phosphoramidate ProTide motif and a 6-O-methoxy base pro-drug moiety are combined to gen-
erate lipophilic prodrugs of the monophosphate of the guanine nucleoside. Modification of the ester and
amino acid moieties lead to a compound INX-08189 that exhibits 10 nM potency in the HCV genotype 1b
subgenomic replicon, thus being 500 times more potent than the parent nucleoside. The potency of the
lead compound INX-08189 was shown to be consistent with intracellular 20-C-methyl guanosine triphos-
phate levels in primary human hepatocytes. The separated diastereomers of INX-08189 were shown to
have similar activity in the replicon assay and were also shown to be similar substrates for enzyme pro-
cessing. INX-08189 has completed investigational new drug enabling studies and has been progressed
into human clinical trials for the treatment of chronic HCV infection.

� 2010 Elsevier Ltd. All rights reserved.

Over 180 million people are chronically infected with hepatitis
C virus (HCV) and at risk of developing life threatening liver dis-
ease.1 The current therapy consists of pegylated interferon and
ribavirin.2 Neither agent is specific for HCV, side effects are com-
mon, and efficacy is limited in certain genotypes.2 As with antivi-
rals in general, nucleoside analogues are amongst the leading
classes of compounds being developed as new agents for the treat-
ment of HCV infection. Several 20-C-ribonucleoside analogues,
including 20-C-methyladenosine and 20-C-methyl guanosine, (1)
have been shown to possess activity against HCV in the replicon as-
say as well as antiviral activity against several members of the Fla-
vivirus family3,4 20-C-methyl guanosine was evaluated further in a
series of nonclinical studies, which indicated the absence of detect-
able cytotoxicity, potent inhibition of the HCV RNA-dependent
RNA polymerase as its triphosphate, and oral bioavailability in rats
of 82%.5,10 Unfortunately, its potential as a therapeutically useful
nucleoside was limited due to low oral bioavailability in non-ro-
dent species, inefficient cellular uptake and poor intracellular
metabolism of 20-C-methyl guanosine to its active triphosphate

form.5 We have previously reported the application of our ProTide,
phosphoramidate pro-drug approach6 to 20-C-methyl guanosine
(1) to overcome these limitations.7,8 In this publication we describe
a series of novel double pro-drugs of 20-C-methyl guanosine for
HCV therapy.

The HCV antiviral activities of our phosphoramidates were eval-
uated against HCV genotype 1b, in a Huh7 cell line expressing a
stable, bicistronic subgenomic replicon encoding the Renilla lucif-
erase reporter gene.9 HCV replication in this cell line was moni-
tored by measuring the luminescence produced by luciferase
activity. From the initial series of compounds, the naphthyl benzyl-
alanine phosphoramidate of (1), in the assay described above, is ac-
tive at 0.062 lM, being ca. 16 times more active than (1) which has
an EC50 of 1.0 lM. However, subsequent work to address the ro-
dent plasma instability of these compounds lead to L-valine phos-
phoramidate derivatives of (1) such as the naphthyl benzyl L-valine
phosphoramidate, which demonstrated much improved rodent
plasma stability.8 Unfortunately, with the improved rodent plasma
stability of the branched amino acids, came a significant decrease
in HCV replicon activity. Extensive modification of the ester func-
tionality did not improve HCV potency significantly.8 We then
turned to modifications of the purine base as a means of
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potentially affecting potency without changing the inherent plas-
ma stability of the L-valine phosphoramidates. Modifications were
made at the C-6 and C-2 positions using an HCV polymerase model
as a guide.10 SAR development is underway at the C-2 position and
will be discussed elsewhere. We considered whether simple C-6
modifications could maintain binding of the corresponding tri-
phosphate to HCV RNA polymerase, and in particular, whether a
6-O-methoxy substituent as in 2 could be tolerated in the model.
It was considered that the likely increase in lipophilicity of (2)
could enhance the poor cell uptake of (1).

To test this, an HCV polymerase model was built according to the
literature10 and docking studies with the phosphorylated forms of
various C-6 substituted derivatives were performed. These studies
showed that the triphosphate of nucleoside 2, docks only poorly
into the NS5b active site, suggesting that it would be a poor inhib-
itor of the NS5B polymerase.11 The replicon activity of 6-O-methyl-
20-C-methyl guanosine (2) was determined and is reported, for the
first time, in Table 1 along with the modelling results and replicon
activity of a number of other C-6 substituted analogues. The modest
replicon activity observed for these derivatives may be ascribed to
their slow intracellular conversion to 20-C-methyl guanosine by
deaminase activity, which might be at the nucleoside level (e.g.,
ADA, EC 3.5.4.4),12 or at the nucleotide level.
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Compounds in Table 1 were synthesized from the C-6 chloro 2-
amino 20-C-methyl purine riboside, and phosphoramidate deriva-
tives were made of each. Full details of this work will be reported
elsewhere.

In spite of the reduced replicon activity of 6-O-methyl-20-C-
methyl guanosine, and the prediction from the modelling that
the corresponding triphosphate would be inactive, we sought to
prepare a series of ProTides of (2) to investigate the effect of the
phosphorylation by-pass strategy on the replicon activity of this
modified purine. The hope was that phosphoramidates of 2 would
show improved cellular uptake, and would be metabolically con-
verted to the active 20-C-methyl guanosine triphosphate.13

Target compound (2) was prepared in an overall yield of 60% via
the 6-chloro nucleoside generated by the TMS triflate mediated
condensation of the tetrabenzoyl 2-C-methyl sugar and chloro base
(Fig. 1).

Compound (2) was converted to 50-ProTides following our
established methods.14 In brief, 1-naphthol and POCl3 were reacted
to generate the naphthyloxy phosphorodichloridate and this was
allowed to react with various amino acid ester salts to generate
the phosphorochloridates (3) as key synthons. As shown in Figure 2,
reaction of (3) with nucleoside (2) in THF in the presence of N-
methyl imidazole gave the target compounds (4a–m) in moderate
yield. Notably, use of the 6-O-methylated nucleoside as opposed to
the guanine nucleoside, allows coupling with the chlorophosph-
oramidate to proceed without prior protection of the nucleoside
sugar hydroxyl groups, saving a deprotection step in the linear syn-
thetic sequence and saving two steps in the overall synthesis.

Compounds (4) were purified by flash column chromatography
and HPLC as necessary. They were routinely isolated as roughly 1:1
mixtures of phosphate diastereoisomers as evidenced by splitting
of HPLC peaks and 31P NMR signals. Compounds were tested as
mixtures of diastereomers in the first instance. 13C NMR and mass
spectrometry data also confirmed the structure and purity of (4a–
m).15 Compounds (4a–h), being the alanine series, were evaluated
versus HCV in replicon assay, with data shown in Table 2.

Thus, in general the data in Table 2 show a significant increase in
the cell based potency from this family of ProTides, in comparison to
the parent nucleoside (2). The most active ester is the neopentyl (4g)
with EC50 of 0.01 lM and EC90 of 0.04 lM. This is ca. 500–550-fold
more active than the parent nucleoside (2). Notably, comparing
the Ala benzyl ester ProTide of (2), compound 4a, with its equivalent
ProTide of the guanine parent (1)7 shows a ca. fourfold potency boost
for the 6-methoxy analogue. In part, this may be due to the enhanced
lipophilicity and consequent cellular uptake for 4a; calculated
C log P values are 3.1 and 1.9, respectively. The much reduced activ-
ity of the isopropyl ester derivative (4c) highlights the importance of
synthesizing multiple phosphoramidate derivatives.

Given the high potency of the neopentyl ester 4g of the 6-meth-
oxy nucleoside 2, we also prepared the equivalent ProTide of 1. The
data on this compound, 5 are presented alongside 4g in Table 3.

Thus, the 6-methoxy analogue shows a calculated lipophilicity
some 100 times that of the guanine parent. This translates into a
P5-fold enhancement in membrane transport as measured by
Caco-2 permeation and a >5-fold boost in HCV potency. This sup-
ports the idea that phosphoramidates of 2 have improved cellular
uptake over phosphoramidates of 1.

To pursue this family of phosphoramidates further, we em-
barked on selective amino acid variation, while retaining the neo-
pentyl ester of the lead (4g). Data are shown in Table 4.

From the data in Table 4, it is clear that L-Ala (4g) is strongly
(24�) preferred over D-Ala (4i). This highlights the importance of
intracellular metabolism in the activity of these phosphoramidates
because both have very similar C log P values. Increasing the over-
all size of the amino acid side chain as for the L-Met (4j) and L-Leu
(4k) derivatives decreases HCV activity somewhat, but the most
dramatic decrease in activity comes with branching at the amino
acid beta carbon as in L-Ile (4l) and L-Val (4m). Overall, the 6-O-
methyl modification consistently improves the HCV replicon activ-
ity relative to the guanine derivatives for the different amino acid
derivatives in Table 4. For example, the corresponding guanine ver-
sion of the L-Val derivative, 4m, is 10-fold less active (EC50 = 1.5
lM) in the replicon assay than is the 6-O-methyl L-Val derivative.8

From this survey of amino acid and ester variations, the neopen-
tyl alanine ProTide (4g) emerged as one of the more interesting com-
pounds. To further characterize 4g as a lead compound and to more
fully define its potency, it was repeated multiple times in the HCV
replicon assay. As shown in Figure 3, replicate assays revealed a

Table 1
Comparison of modelling predictions of the nucleoside triphosphate and HCV replicon
activity of C-6 substituted derivatives of 20-C-methyl guanosine

R Modelling prediction Replicon activity (lM)

OH Good binding 1
OCH3 Poor binding 5
OEt Poor binding 9
SMe Poor binding 11
NHMe Poor binding 13
NHBn Poor binding 27
Cl Poor binding 8
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