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EXPERT OPINION

By:  Assoc. Prof. Dr. Trayana Spassova Nedeva, Faculty of Biology, Sofia University “St.
Kliment Ohridski”, member of the scientific jury appointed by order No P/ 38-640 / 07.10.2025
of the Rector of Sofia University “St. Kliment Ohridski”, Prof. Dr. Georgi Valchev.

Re: The materials submitted for participation in a competition for the academic position
Associate Professor of Sofia University “St. Kliment Ohridski” in Higher Education area 4.
Natural sciences, mathematics and, informatics; Professional area 4.3. Biological sciences,
Microbiology — General microbiology and environmental microbiology: specific habitats and
aeromicrobiology.

The competition for the academic position Associate Professor in HE area 4. Natural sciences,
mathematics and informatics, Professional area 4.3. Biological Sciences, Microbiology — General
microbiology and environmental microbiology: specific habitats and aeromicrobiology has been
launched for the needs of the Department of General and Industrial Microbiology at the Faculty of
Biology of Sofia University “St. Kliment Ohridski” in SG No 66/12.08.2025. Assist. Prof. Dr.
RALITSA VALENTINOVA ILIEVA is the only applicant that has submitted documents for this
competition within the deadline regulated by the law. She currently works at a permanent position
in the same department.

1. General presentation of the procedure and the applicant

The documents for the competition are available online on the website of the Faculty of
Biology, Sofia University (https://www.biofac-unisofia.com/index.php/s/2YBomo9A6te9op7).
They are prepared in compliance with the requirements of the Act for the Development of the
Academic Staff in the Republic of Bulgaria, the Regulations for its implementation, and the
Regulations for the conditions and the order for acquiring scientific degrees and holding academic
positions in Sofia University “St. Kl. Ohridski”. They also meet the recommended criteria for
holding the academic position of Associate Professor in Professional area 4.3. Biological sciences.
The competition dossier complies with the requirements of the Law and contains information on
the applicant’s teaching, research, applied, and administrative activities in terms of qualitative and
quantitative indicators.

Assist. Prof. Dr. Ralitsa Ilieva is a graduate of Sofia University "St. KI1. Ohridski", Faculty of
Biology, where she obtained a Bachelor's degree in "Molecular Biology" (20087) and a Master's
degree in "Microbiology and Microbiological Control" (2010). As a full-time Ph.D. student at the
same institution, she defended her Ph.D. thesis, entitled "Characteristics of acidophilic thionic
bacteria in sulphide deposits in Bulgaria" in 2014 at the Department of General and Industrial
Microbiology, where she started and developed her academic career. She is currently holding the
position of Senior Assistant Professor. During the period 2009-2022, she has participated in
international training programs, seminars, and teacher exchange mobility under the ERASMUS+
program.

Assist. Prof. Dr. Ralitsa Ilieva has presented a list of 31 papers as total scientific output. It has
a total IF 16.091, A-index (Scopus) 3 and distribution as follows: 17 research papers in peer-
reviewed and indexed in world-known databases with scientific information (Scopus and Web of
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Science) journals, 5 research papers in in peer-reviewed journals with IF or SJR, and 7 publications
in journals that are not indexed; a monography and a chapter in a book. According to the
Scopus/Web of Science database, the presented papers have been cited 35/19 times, and in other
databases - twice.

In the competition for the academic position of Associate Professor, a monography, a chapter
in a book, and 15 scientific papers were submitted, published in international peered-reviewed and
indexed journals, distributed by quartiles as follows: Q1 - 3 pcs, Q2 - 3 pcs., Q3 - 5 pcs., and Q4 -
4 pcs. with IF 15.391; A-index (Scopus) 3. The reference in Scopus at the time of expert opinion
preparation shows that these papers have 32 citations. The research results have been presented at
31 international and 18 national scientific forums, all after the Ph.D. Degree awarding. In the
period related to the competition, Assist. Prof. Dr. Ralitsa Ilieva participated in 13 national
scientific projects (she was a leader of 2 of them). They reflect both the research and applied
scientific activity in the professional field of the competition and her educational engagements.

2. Overall assessment of the applicant's performance

2.1. Assessment of educational and pedagogical activity

The overall educational and pedagogical activity of Assist. Prof. Dr. Ralitsa Ilieva
encompasses both "Bachelor" and "Master" educational degrees. On average, the total and auditory
teaching work load in the last 3 years correspond to 685.5 and 517 academic hours, respectively.
It includes tuition at the Master's degree level for the MP "Microbiology and Microbiological
Control" and B.Sc. Programs for specialities “Biotechnologies”, “Molecular Biology”, “Ecology
& Environmental Protection”, and “Bio-management & Sustainable Development” with delivery
of practical training and workshops in 6 disciplines for B.Sc. (incl. in English language for
incoming ERASMUS+ students) and M.Sc. programs. Assist. Prof. Dr. Ralitsa Ilieva performs
lecturing in (6-10 acad. H) in microbiology, B.Sc. Program for speciality “Biotechnologies For
more than 10 years, she has been conducting extracurricular activities with students from the B.Sc.
degree programs. Eleven graduates have successfully defended their thesis under her supervision,
all during the period related to the competition.

2.2.Assessment of scientific and applied scientific activities

Scientific papers

The reference for compliance with the minimal state requirements in accordance with Art. 2b
of the Act for the Development of the Academic Staff in the Republic of Bulgaria for HE area 4.
Natural Sciences, Mathematics and, Informatics, Professional area 4.3. Biological Sciences,
indicates that the applicant research achievements fully fit the stipulated criteria, as follows:

v' Indicators of group A: PhD thesis - 50 p.

v" Indicators of group C: a monography - - 100 p.

v" Indicators of group D: research articles in international peer-reviewed and indexed

journals - 273 p. (minimum requirement 200 p.)

v" Indicators of group E: cited papers — 64 p. (minimum requirement 50 p.)

Scientific and applied research contribution

The applicant's main contributions focus on studying the role of microorganisms in
environmental biogeochemical transformations, with an emphasis on their practical application;
assessment of microbial diversity (metabolic and genetic) in various habitats, including those with
extreme physicochemical characteristics; and studying the microflora of the air in urban
environments. In addition to the main scientific topic of the competition, the applicant presents her
approach to integrating the results of the scientific research into the teaching practice.

These contributions can be grouped as achievements of scientific, applied, and methodological
significance. In the expert opinion, the original contributions are the only listed.
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Original scientific and applied contributions:

v A collection of acidophilic chemolithotrophic bacteria and archaea, oxidizing reduced
sulphur compounds and ferro ions has been created with potential for application in
biotechnological developments for metal extraction through bioleaching, mining waste
recycling, and microbially assisted recultivation of post-mining sites. [16];

v' The metabolic activity and adaptive mechanisms of various groups of acidophilic
microorganisms under conditions of elevated heavy metal content have been studied, and
their physiological plasticity has been demonstrated, contributing to their potential for use
in sustainable technologies for processing of secondary raw materials. [15];

v A collection of sulphate-reducing bacteria with potential for use in passive systems for
treating water contaminated with metals has been created, and understanding of the
adaptive capacity of microbial populations in extreme conditions and their role as natural
remediators in contaminated environments has been expanded. [9];

v' The complex relationship between aerosol dust pollutants and their associated microbial
component has been revealed through an innovative multidisciplinary approach of
bioaerosol research (lidar technology with microbiological sampling) by physicochemical
characterization of FDP [7, 8, 12, 17];

v For the first time, a comprehensive microbiological study of a unique habitat has been
conducted: the submerged petrified forest in the Sozopol Bay, Black Sea, using a combined
methodological approach (molecular identification of dominant bacterial species and
genetic analysis of microbial diversity). [1];

v For the first time, a detailed study of microbial diversity and metabolic potential of
microorganisms isolated from a cave ecosystem without anthropogenic impact was
conducted, and the metabolic activity of microorganisms was investigated. [2];

v Microorganisms isolated from atypical and extreme habitats (Magurata Cave, Livingston
Island, Antarctica) have been characterized. Representatives with the capacity to develop
sustainable biotechnological solutions under conditions of anthropogenic and climatic
stress have been identified, and the antagonistic behaviour of representatives of different
microbial domains has been studied. [3, 4, 11];

v For the first time, a metagenomic study was conducted on the microbial diversity of
traditional Bulgarian "mechovo cheese," the results of which contribute to the study of the
microflora of traditional Bulgarian fermented foods. [5];

v" For the first time, a systematic metagenomic study of the fungal microbiome in the so-
called bee bread has been conducted. [6].

Original methodological contributions:

v" Differentiation schemes based on physiological parameters for distinguishing between
acidophilic thionic bacteria and acidophilic chemolithotrophic archaea have been
developed and verified. [16];

v An isolation procedure for representatives of the Geobacter genus from complex samples
has been developed and verified for the purpose of studying their metabolic characteristics
and practical application as microbial fuel cells. [10];

v A scheme has been developed for obtaining enriched cultures and isolating neutrophilic
iron bacteria from the Leptothrix/Sphaerotilus group and a differentiation procedure for
distinguishing them from other representatives of neutrophilic iron bacteria. The scheme
has been verified by generating a collection of these bacteria. [13, 14].

Contribution to academic education:
Scientific research achievements are directly applied in the training of B.Sc. and M.Sc.
under/graduates — course-works, seminars, presentations, practical field training in the field of
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geological, sanitary microbiology, environmental microbiology, and biology of chemolithotrophic
bacteria.

2.3. Assessment of administrative activity

Assist. Prof. Dr. Ralitsa |llieva is Faculty coordinator for the ERASMUS+ program from the
2024/25 academic year, authorized representative of the Department of General and Industrial
Microbiology for NACID and member of the Quality Commission at the Faculty of Biology of
Sofia University.

3. Assessment of the applicant's personal contributions

The scientific papers and accompanying documentation presented by Assist Prof. Dr. Ralitsa
Ilieva demonstrate a convincing personal contribution to the experimental development, analysis,
interpretation, and publication of the scientific results. The author's reference to the scientific
contribution presents an overview of the applicant's scientific, applied, and methodological
achievements. Applying the knowledge and skills acquired during the research activities in the
training process presents evidence of the successful integration of science and training. I have
known Dr. Ilieva since her student time. As her former tutor and current colleague, I am convinced
that she possesses all the professional qualities: scientific competence and teaching experience,
work efficiency, and purposefulness to hold the academic position of "Associate Professor" of
Sofia University.

4. Critical remarks and recommendations

I have no remarks or recommendations to the presented materials and documentation, research
and, teaching activity.

5. Conclusion

All formal requirements specified in the Act for the Development of the Academic Staff in the
Republic of Bulgaria, the Regulations for its implementation, and the Regulations for the
conditions and the order for acquiring scientific degrees and holding academic positions in Sofia
University “St. KI. Ohridski” have been fulfilled. Convincing and sufficient evidence for scientific,
applied scientific, and educational/pedagogical activity are presented. The critical analysis of their
significance allows me to confirm the positive assessment, presented above and to strongly
recommend to the esteemed scientific jury, appointed by order No PJI 38-640 / 07.10.2025 of the
Rector of Sofia University "St. KI. Ohridski” to issue a report-proposal to the Faculty Council of
the Faculty of Biology at Sofia University “St. KI. Ohridski” for the election of Assist. Prof. Dr.
RALITSA VALENTINOVA ILIEVA for the academic position Associate Professor in HE area
4. Natural sciences, mathematics and informatics, Professional area 4.3. Biological Sciences,
Microbiology - General microbiology and environmental microbiology: specific habitats and
aeromicrobiology.
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