
High rate of minimal residual disease responses in
young and fit patients with IGHV mutated chronic
lymphocytic leukemia treated with front-line 
fludarabine, cyclophosphamide, and intensified dose
of ofatumumab (FCO2)

Since its first use at the MD Anderson Cancer Center,
FCR (fludarabine, cyclophosphamide, rituximab)
chemoimmunotherapy has been considered the gold
standard for the front-line treatment of young and fit
patients with chronic lymphocytic leukemia (CLL).1-3

Superior outcomes with this regimen have been observed
in IGHV mutated (M-IGHV) compared to IGHV unmu-
tated (UM-IGHV) patients.3-5 Responses with unde-
tectable minimal residual disease (uMRD) have been
associated with a significantly longer progression-free
survival (PFS) and overall survival (OS). Ofatumumab, a
fully human anti-CD20 monoclonal antibody, revealed 
in vitro higher complement-mediated activity compared
to rituximab. The clinical efficacy of ofatumumab as a
single agent or combined with chemotherapy has been
demonstrated in relapsed/refractory (R/R) patients as
well as in treatment naïve (TN) patients with CLL.6-8 In a
meta-analysis that included six randomized trials, an
improvement in the PFS, with no differences in the OS,
was seen in the group of patients who received an ofatu-
mumab-based treatment compared to the group of
patients who received different regimens or who were
only observed.9

In a study by Wierda et al.,10 50% of fit patients with
CLL who received the front-line FC regimen combined
with ofatumumab (FCO), given at a flat dose of 1000 mg,
achieved a complete response (CR). Based on the efficacy
of this regimen, the Gruppo Italiano Malattie
Ematologiche dell'Adulto (GIMEMA) carried out a
prospective, multicenter study (the LLC 0911 study) to
evaluate the efficacy and safety of a front-line FCO regi-
men that was intensified with an additional dose of 1,000
mg of ofatumumab (FCO2). The primary endpoint of this
study was the rate of CR obtained with the FCO2 regi-
men. 

Between November 2013 and November 2015, 78 fit
and young patients with CLL requiring front-line therapy
according to the 2008 International Workshop CLL
(iwCLL) criteria11 were enrolled in this study. Age ≤65
years, Cumulative Illness Rating Score (CIRS) score up to
6, creatinine clearance of at least 60 mL/min, Eastern
Cooperative Oncology Group (ECOG) performance sta-
tus 0-1, were required for inclusion in the study. A central
screening included immunophenotype, fluorescence in
situ hybridization, the assessment of the IGHV and TP53
mutation status. 

Treatment consisted of six cycles of intravenous flu-
darabine (25 mg/m² daily) and cyclophosphamide (250
mg/m2 daily) given on the first three days of each 28-day
cycle. Ofatumumab was administered intravenously on
day 14 of cycle 1 at the dose of 300 mg and on day 21 at
the dose of 1000 mg. During the subsequent five cycles
(cycles 2-6), ofatumumab was given at the dose of 1,000
mg on days 1 and 14 of each course. An additional dose
of 1,000 mg of ofatumumab was given on day 28 of cycle
6. To prevent infusion reactions with ofatumumab, a pre-
medication consisting of paracetamol 1,000 mg, chlor-
phenamine 10-20 mg, prednisolone 100 mg, or equiva-
lent, was administered. All patients received Pneumocystis
Carinii prophylaxis with co-trimoxazole and, as primary
prophylaxis of granulocytopenia, pegfilgrastim on day 5
of each FCO2 course.

Response was assessed according to the iwCLL
criteria.11 In patients who achieved a CR, MRD was
checked both in peripheral blood (PB) and bone marrow
(BM) by a 6/4-color flow cytometry assay with a sensitiv-
ity of at least 10-4.12 MRD was further assessed by allele-
specific oligonucleotide polymerase chain reaction (PCR)
in the PB and BM of patients with no evidence of MRD
by flow cytometry. According to the MRD levels, CR was
sub-classified as follows: (i) MRD-positive CR in the pres-
ence of residual disease by flow cytometry in the PB
and/or BM; (ii) CR with undetectable MRD by flow
cytometry (Flow-uMRD-CR) in the absence of residual
cytometric disease in both the PB and BM; (iii) CR with
uMRD by flow cytometry and allele-specific oligonu-
cleotide PCR (PCR-uMRD-CR) in the absence of MRD by
flow cytometry and PCR in the PB and BM. In patients
with a Flow-uMRD-CR or PCR-uMRD-CR, MRD was
monitored during the follow-up every six months. The
baseline clinical and biologic characteristics of patients
and patient disposition are summarized in Online
Supplementary Table S1 and Online Supplementary Figure
S1. Median follow-up of patients was 31 months; median
age 55 years (range: 36-65 years). A TP53 disruption,
del17p and/or TP53 mutation, was detected in 11% of
the cases, and 64% of patients were UM-IGHV. 

Median number of administered cycles was six (range:
1-6). On an intention-to-treat (ITT) basis, 72 patients
(92.3%) achieved a response with a CR in 60 (77%)
(Table 1). The presence of TP53 disruption was the only
significant and independent variable with an impact on
the achievement of CR (P=0.014) (Online Supplementary
Tables S2 and S3). A Flow-uMRD-CR was achieved in 36
of 78 (46.1%) patients and a PCR-uMRD-CR in 17 of 78
(21.8%) (Table 1). In multivariate analysis (MVA), Binet
stage was the only factor with statistical significance on
the achievement of a Flow-uMRD-CR (P=0.042) while
the IGHV mutational status was the only significant fac-
tor with an impact on the achievement of a PCR-uMRD-
CR (Online Supplementary Table S3). 

In the subset of patients without TP53 aberrations, a
CR was recorded in 84.4% of the cases, a Flow-uMRD-
CR in 50% and a PCR-uMRD-CR in 23.4%. When the
analysis was further restricted to the M-IGHV patients
without TP53 disruption, Flow-uMRD-CR and PCR-
uMRD-CR rates were 68.2% and 45.4%, respectively,
and significantly higher than those observed in UM-
IGHV patients: 39% (P=0.036) and 12.2% (P=0.005),
respectively (Online Supplementary Table S4). The IGHV
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Table 1. Intention-to-treat response to the FCO2 regimen.
                                                                          N (%)

All patients                                                                  78 (100)
ORR                                                                             72 (92.3)
CR                                                                                  60 (77)
PB and BM Flow-uMRD-CR1                              36 of 78 (46.1)
PB and BM PCR-uMRD-CR2                               17 of 78 (21.8)
PR                                                                                 12 (15.4)
Failures3                                                                        6 (7.7)

FCO2: front-line fludarabine, cyclophosphamide, and intensified dose of ofatumum-
ab; N: number; ORR: overall response rate; CR: complete response; MRD: minimal
residual disease; Flow-uMRD: undetectable minimal residual disease by flow-
cytometry; PCR: polymerase chain reaction; PCR-uMRD: undetectable minimal
residual disease by PCR. 1Peripheral blood (PB) and bone marrow (BM) Flow-
uMRD in 36 of 60 (60%) patients with CR. 2PB and BM PCR-uMRD in 17 of 60
(28.3%) patients with CR. 3Failures: no response in five patients (stable disease, n=4;
progressive disease, n=1) and unknown in 1.



mutational status was the only factor with a significant
and independent impact on the achievement of both a
Flow-uMRD-CR and a PCR-uMRD-CR in patients with-
out TP53 disruption (Online Supplementary Table S3).

The 36-month PFS was 76.4% (Online Supplementary
Figure S2A). The only variable with a significant and inde-
pendent impact on PFS was the presence of a TP53 dis-
ruption (Online Supplementary Tables 3 and 5; P=0.002).
After excluding patients with TP53 disruption, none of
the baseline factors revealed an impact on PFS (Online
Supplementary Table S6). A significantly higher PFS was
observed in patients who achieved a CR (P=0.0003).
Moreover, a significantly higher PFS was seen in patients
who achieved a CR with Flow-uMRD (P=0.042) (Figure
1A and B). All M-IGHV patients and 91% of UM-IGHV
patients with a Flow-uMRD-CR were progression-free at
32 months (Figure 1C). All 17 patients (11 M-IGHV and
6 UM-IGHV) who achieved a PCR-uMRD-CR were pro-
jected as progression-free at 32 months. After a median
time of 40 months (range: 28-56 months) from the initial
response, residual disease was still absent in 11 of 13
patients at the last re-assessment of MRD by PCR. The

36-month OS was 94.7% (Online Supplementary Figure
S2B). A significantly inferior survival probability was
observed in patients with TP53 disruption (P<0.001) and
≥5cm enlarged nodes (P=0.0015) (Figure 2).  However, in
MVA TP53 disruption emerged as the only significant
factor with an impact on OS (Online Supplementary Tables
S3 and S7 and Online Supplementary Figure S3A). Patients
who achieved a CR with Flow-uMRD showed a signifi-
cantly superior survival than those with residual disease
(P=0.055) (Figure 2). All CR patients with Flow-uMRD
(19 patients) or PCR-uMRD (17 patients) were still alive
at 32 months.

Adverse events recorded during treatment are listed in
Online Supplementary Table S8. No unexpected toxicities
were observed. Despite the prophylactic use of growth
factors, grade ≥3 granulocytopenia leading to fludarabine
and cyclophosphamide dose reduction was observed in
33 patients (42.3%). However, a severe infection was
experienced by 21 (27%) patients. Taken together, the
results of this study show that the FC regimen combined
with a double dose of ofatumumab was associated with
a high rate of CR and Flow-uMRD-CR in young and fit
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Figure 1. Progression-free survival (PFS) by the response to treatment. 
CR: complete response; MRD: minimal residual disease; PCR: poly-
merase chain reaction; MRD pos: positive MRD; Flow-uMRD: unde-
tectable MRD by flow cytometry; PCR-uMRD: undetectable MRD by PCR;
UM-IGHV: unmutated IGHV; M-IGHV: mutated IGHV. (A) PFS by CR. 24-
month PFS, CR versus no CR; 94.7% versus 66.7% (hazard ratio [HR]:
0.139; 95% confidence interval [CI]: 89.1-100 versus 48.1-92.4);
P=0.0003. (B) PFS in CR patients by MRD. 32-month PFS, Flow-uMRD-CR
versus Flow-MRD pos CR, 95.5% versus 69% (95%CI: 87.1-100 vs. 43.1-
100]: P=0.042; Flow-uMRD-CR vs. PCR-uMRD-CR, 90% versus 100%
(95%CI: 73.2-100 vs. 100-100); P=0.27. (C) PFS in CR patients by MRD
and IGHV mutational status. 32-month PFS, UM-IGHV patients with Flow-
MRD pos CR versus M-IGHV patients with Flow-MRD pos CR, 67% versus
78.8% (HR 0.729; 95%CI: 0.15-3.4); UM-IGHV patients with Flow-MRD
pos CR versus UM-IGHV patients with Flow-uMRD-CR, 67% versus 91%
(HR 0.166; 95%CI: 0.02-1.34); M-IGHV patients with Flow-MRD pos CR
vs. M-IGHV patients with Flow-uMRD-CR, 78.6% versus 100% (HR: 0.145;
95%CI: 0.01-1.16); P=0.0189.
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patients with CLL. IGHV-M patients without TP53 dis-
ruption had the highest benefit from the FCO2
chemoimmunotherapy; about two-thirds of them
achieved a Flow-uMRD-CR and were progression-free at
32 months. These findings confirm the favorable out-
comes of M-IGHV patients treated with the FCR regi-
men3-5 and the survival benefit of patients who obtain an
uMRD at response.3-5,13 Direct cross-comparisons
between the results of this study and those of other trials
with the FCR regimen,1-3 or with the FC schedule com-
bined with obinutuzumab,14 or a single dose of ofatu-
mumab,10 are methodologically incorrect. These studies
differ on many points: the number and age of treated
patients, inclusion criteria, selection of patients who had
an MRD assessment, and supportive measures. In the
absence of a randomized study, the FCR regimen
remains the standard chemoimmunotherapy approach
for fit and young patients with CLL and no deletion 17p.
However, recent studies highlight the superiority of
front-line chemo-free regimens over conventional
chemoimmunotherapy. In the randomized ECOG E1912
study,15 young and fit patients with CLL who received
front-line treatment with ibrutinib and rituximab

showed a significantly higher PFS and OS than those
treated with FCR. A superior PFS than that observed
with FCR was seen in UM-IGHV patients, while it was
less evident in M-IGHV patients. Given the favorable
outcomes with front-line chemoimmunotherapy in
young and fit patients, IGHV mutated and without TP53
disruption, the role of novel agents in this subset of
patients should be better defined.
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Figure 2. Prognostic impact of baseline biologic factors and
response on overall survival (OS). CR: complete response; TP53+:
TP53 disruption present; TP53-: TP53 disruption absent; MRD:
minimal residual disease; Flow-pos MRD: positive MRD by flow-
cytometry; Flow-uMRD: undetectable MRD by flow-cytometry. (A)
OS by TP53 disruption. 24-month OS, TP53 disruption, absent 
versus present, 98.3% versus 62.5% (hazard ratio [HR]: 31.19;
95% confidence interval [CI]: 31.21-303.15); P<0.001. (B) OS by
the size of enlarged nodes. 24-month OS, nodes ≥5 cm, absent
versus present, 97% versus 71.4% (HR: 12.095; 95%CI: 1.693-
86.418); P=0.0015. (C) OS in CR patients by MRD. 36-month OS,
Flow-uMRD-CR versus Flow-MRD-pos-CR, 100% versus 90%; (HR
0.289, 95%CI: 0.03-2.60); P=0.0558.

A B

C

P=0.0015 Lymph-nodes < 5 cm
Lymph-nodes ≥ 5 cm

P<0.001

P=0.0558



4Department of Hematology, Arcispedale S. Maria Nuova, Reggio
Emilia; 5Division of Hematology, A.O.U. Città della Salute e della
Scienza di Torino and Department of Molecular Biotechnology and
Health Sciences, University of Torino, Torino; 6SC Ematologia, Azienda
Sanitaria Universitaria Integrata, Trieste; 7Ematologia e Centro
Trapianti, IRCCS Ospedale Policlinico San Martino, Genova;
8Cattedra di Ematologia, CTMO University, Parma; 9Department of
Onco-Hematology, University of Perugia, Santa Maria Hospital,
Terni; 10Department of Hematology, Niguarda Ca Granda Hospital,
Milan; 11Department of Hematology, Foundation IRCCS Ca’ Granda
Ospedale Maggiore Policlinico of Milan, Milan; 12Department of
Hematology, SS. Antonio e Biagio e Cesare Arrigo Hospital,
Alessandria; 13Hematology, Department of Medical Science Surgery
and Neurosciences, University of Siena, Siena; 14Department of
Hematology, S. Camillo Hospital, Rome; 15Hematology, Department of
Biomedicine and Prevention, University Tor Vergata, Rome;
16Department of Hematology, University of Messina, Messina;
17Emergency and Transplantation Department, Hematology Section,
University of Bari, Bari and 18Department of Hematology, S. Anna
Hospital, Ferrara, Italy

Correspondence: 
FRANCESCA R. MAURO - mauro@bce.uniroma1   

doi:10.3324/haematol.2019.235705

References

1. Keating MJ, O'Brien S, Albitar M, et al. Early results of a chemoim-
munotherapy regimen of fludarabine, cyclophosphamide, and ritux-
imab as initial therapy for chronic lymphocytic leukemia. J Clin
Oncol. 2005;23(18):4079-4088.

2. Hallek M, Fischer K, Fingerle-Rowson G, et al. Addition of rituximab
to fludarabine and cyclophosphamide in patients with chronic lym-
phocytic leukemia: a randomized, open-label, phase 3 trial. Lancet.
2010;376(9747):1164-1174.

3. Fischer K, Bahlo J, Fink AM, et al. Long-term remissions after FCR
chemoimmunotherapy in previously untreated patients with CLL:
updated results of the CLL8 trial. Blood. 2016;127(2):208-215.

4. Thompson PA, Tam CS, O'Brien SM, et al. Fludarabine, cyclophos-
phamide, and rituximab treatment achieve long-term disease-free

survival in IGHV-mutated chronic lymphocytic leukemia. Blood.
2016;27(3):303-309.

5. Rossi D, Terzi-di-Bergamo L, De Paoli L, et al. Molecular prediction
of durable remission after first-line fludarabine-cyclophosphamide-
rituximab in chronic lymphocytic leukemia. Blood. 2015;
126(16):1921-1924.

6. Wierda W, Kipps T, Mayer J, et al. Ofatumumab as single-agent
CD20 immunotherapy in fludarabine-refractory chronic lymphocyt-
ic leukemia. J Clin Oncol. 2010;28(10):1749-1755.

7. Robak T, Warzocha K, Govind Babu K, et al. Ofatumumab plus flu-
darabine and cyclophosphamide in relapsed chronic lymphocytic
leukemia: results from the COMPLEMENT 2 trial. Leuk Lymphoma.
2017;58(5):1084-1093.

8. Hillmen P, Robak T, Janssens A, et al. Chlorambucil plus ofatumum-
ab versus chlorambucil alone in previously untreated patients with
chronic lymphocytic leukaemia (COMPLEMENT 1):  a randomised,
multicentre, open-label phase 3 trial. Lancet. 2015;385(9980):1873-
1883. 

9. Wu Y, Wang Y, Gu Y, et al. Safety and efficacy of ofatumumab in
chronic lymphocytic leukemia: a systematic review and meta-analy-
sis. Hematology. 2017;22(10):578-584. 

10. Wierda WG, Kipps TJ, Dürig J, et al. Chemoimmunotherapy with O-
FC in previously untreated patients with chronic lymphocytic
leukemia. Blood. 2016;117(24):6450-6458.

11. Hallek M, Cheson BD, Catovsky D, et al. Guidelines for the diagno-
sis and treatment of chronic lymphocytic leukemia: a report from the
International Workshop on Chronic Lymphocytic Leukemia updat-
ing the National Cancer Institute-Working Group 1996 guidelines.
Blood. 2008;111(12):5446-5456.

12. Rawstron AC, Böttcher S, Letestu R, et al. Improving efficiency and
sensitivity: European Research Initiative in CLL (ERIC) update on the
international harmonized approach for flow cytometric residual dis-
ease monitoring in CLL. Leukemia. 2013;27(1):142-149.

13. Kater AP, Seymour JF, Hillmen P, et al. Fixed duration of venetoclax-
rituximab in relapsed/refractory chronic lymphocytic leukemia erad-
icates minimal residual disease and prolongs survival: post-treatment
follow-up of the MURANO phase III study. J Clin Oncol.
2019;37(4):269-277.  

14. Brown JR, O'Brien S, Kingsley CD, et al. Durable remissions with
obinutuzumab-based chemoimmunotherapy: long-term follow-up
of the phase 1b GALTON trial in CLL. Blood. 2019;133(9):990-992. 

15. Shanafelt TD, Wang XV, Kay NE, Hanson CA, O'Brien S, Barrientos
J, et al. Ibrutinib-rituximab or chemoimmunotherapy for chronic
lymphocytic leukemia. N Engl J Med. 2019;381(5):432-443.

2674 haematologica | 2020; 105(11)

Letters to the Editor


