REVIEW
on the competition for the academic position of “professor", professional area 4.3. Biological
Sciences (Biochemistry), field of higher education 4. "Natural Sciences, Mathematics and
Informatics”, announced in the State Gazette No. 29/24.03.2026 for the needs of the Faculty of
Biology at Sofia University "St. Kliment Ohridski".

Reviewer: Academician Roumen Pankov, member of the Scientific Jury according to Order No.
PJ1 -38-238/13.05.2026 of the Rector of Sofia University "St. Kliment Ohridski".

Only one candidate applied for the announced competition - Associate Professor Lyuben
Ivanov Zagorchev, DSc, from the Department of "Biochemistry" at the Faculty of Biology of Sofia
University "St. Kliment Ohridski".

According to the submitted reference from the Human Resources Department, Associate
Professor Zagorchev has over 16 years of professional experience in the specialty, which fully
meets the requirements regulated in the Act on the Development of the Academic Staff in the
Republic of Bulgaria and the Regulations for its implementation.

The documents and materials submitted by the candidate have been prepared and
completed in accordance with the current regulatory requirements.

Biographical data for the candidate

Assoc. Prof. Lyuben Zagorchev was born in 1981 in Sofia. He completed his secondary
education in 2000 at the National School of Natural Sciences and Mathematics "Acad. Lyubomir
Chakalov" with a profile of "Biology and Biotechnology" and advanced study of English,
graduating with honors. He obtained his higher education at the Faculty of Biology of Sofia
University "St. Kliment Ohridski", where he received the educational and qualification degree
"Bachelor” in the specialty "Biology - Molecular Biology" in 2004 and the educational and
qualification degree "Master" in the specialty "Molecular Biology - Biochemistry" in 2006. In
2012, he successfully defended the educational and scientific degree "Doctor" at the Department
of Biochemistry of the Faculty of Biology with a dissertation on the topic "Biochemical changes
in the composition and structure of the cell wall of embryogenic callus cultures of Dactylis
glomerata L., treated with NaCl". In 2023, he obtained the scientific degree "Doctor of Science"
in the scientific specialty "Molecular Biology" with a dissertation on the topic "Influence of biotic
and abiotic factors on the parasitism of stem holoparasitic plants of the genus Cuscuta
(Convolvulaceae L.)".

His academic career began in 2010, when he was appointed as an assistant professor in the
Department of Biochemistry of the Faculty of Biology. In the same department, he successively
held the academic positions of chief assistant professor (2013) and associate professor (2017), the
latter of which he still holds today. Since 2023, he is a leading researcher (R4) on the SUMMIT
project - Sofia University Marking Momentum for Innovation and Technological Transfer (No.
RRP-2.004-0008).

His scientific qualification has been enriched through specializations in leading
laboratories in molecular plant biology in France, Australia, Austria, China and the United
Kingdom.

Assoc. Prof. Zagorchev is a member of the Scandinavian Plant Physiology Society (since
2011), part of the Federation of European Societies of Plant Biology (FESPB), as well as the
International Parasitic Plant Society (since 2019).



His scientific achievements have been honored with a number of awards, including the
Sofia Municipality Award for Best Young Scientist at Sofia University (2014) and the First Prize
for Essay of the Bulgarian Biotechnology Information Center at AgroBioTechPark (2006).

Analysis of scientific production and scientometric data

The total scientific production presented by Assoc. Prof. Zagorchev includes 57
publications, 5 book chapters, 7 textbooks, two abstracts of dissertations and 54 participations in
international scientific forums. Of all scientific articles, 44 have been published in international
journals with IF and/or Q rank. According to Scopus data, Assoc. Prof. Zagorchev's citations are
795, and his Hirsch index is 12.

For his participation in the current procedure, Assoc. Prof. Zagorchev has presented 17
scientific articles that have not been reviewed in previous competitions for the award of scientific
degrees or academic positions. The scientific articles in this competition constitute 38.6% of all
his articles in journals with IF and/or Q rank, and the analysis of the publication activity over the
years shows that after receiving the degree of "Doctor of Sciences"” in 2023, he has published an
average of more than 4 articles per year. This definitely demonstrates very active scientific and
research activity, especially for a university professor who is also engaged in significant
administrative and lecturing activities. All of the articles in this competition have been published
in journals with an impact factor (total IF 56.5) or Q rank, with 11 (65%) being in journals with an
impact rank of Q1. This well illustrates not only the intensity, but also the high quality of the
scientific research conducted by Assoc. Prof. Zagorchev.

The presented scientific production and the achieved scientometric data fully correspond
to, and in many of the indicators exceed, the minimum requirements for awarding the academic
position of "professor”, set out in the Regulations on the conditions and procedure for acquiring
scientific degrees and for occupying academic positions at Sofia University. Data on meeting the
requirements by indicators are presented as follows:

* Indicators from group A: dissertation work - 50 points.

* Indicators from group B: habilitation work - 100 points with a required score of 100
points.

* Indicators from group I': publications in journals Q1 - Q4 - 270 points with a required
score of 200 points.

* Indicators from group /I: cited works - 464 points with a required score of 100 points.

* Indicators from group E: with a required score of 150 points, Assoc. Prof. Zagorchev has
provided data on achieving 304 points. The acquisition of the scientific degree "Doctor of Science"
(75 points), the management of 7 (140 points) and the participation in 7 (70 points) scientific
projects bring a total of 285 points, and the attracted over 190,000 leva from projects add another
19 points to this indicator.

In total, according to the scoring rules, Assoc. Prof. Zagorchev has achieved 1188 points,
which is almost twice as much as the required, according to the minimum criteria for the academic
position "professor”, 600 points.

Analysis of scientific contributions

The scientific results of Assoc. Prof. Zagorchev, reflected in the presented publications,
outline the profile of a researcher with a clearly defined thematic identity, which falls entirely
within the field of the announced competition. In my opinion, the contributions of the presented
research can be divided into three main groups, as follows:

1. Biology of parasitic plants of the genus Cuscuta



The most significant and original achievement in the scientific portfolio of Assoc. Prof.
Zagorchev is the development of a complex research program dedicated to parasitic plants of the
genus Cuscuta (dodder). This program is remarkable not only in volume, but also in its
methodological maturity and thematic scope.

The research includes the important fundamental issues of taxonomy and identification.
The application of RAPD molecular markers for species identification and assessment of Cuscuta
biodiversity in Bulgaria (Teofanova et al., 2025) and the analysis of flavonoid profiles as a
chemotaxonomic marker (Chakarova et al., 2025) provide reliable tools for accurate species
identification — a prerequisite for any further research. These contributions are of particular
practical value in a context in which taxonomic identification of Cuscuta has traditionally been
difficult.

At the genomic level, the article by Pan et al. (2023), published in BMC Genomics,
provides a comparative analysis of the chloroplast genomes of five Cuscuta species with
evolutionary inferences for the entire genus. This is among the methodologically most ambitious
contributions in the portfolio and places the group's research in an international context of
comparative genomics.

Particularly innovative is the entry into the epigenetic mechanisms of parasitism. The study
of the role of DNA methylation and histone acetylation in Cuscuta (Marinova et al., 2024) and the
large-scale genomic and epigenomic analysis of the parasite-host interaction (Ashapkin et al.,
2023, 1IMS) are among the most theoretically significant contributions in this field. They open a
new research niche, connecting classical phytoparasitology with modern epigenetics - a direction
that is yet to develop worldwide.

In biochemical terms, the study of the antioxidant properties of Cuscuta extracts (Lozanova
et al., 2025, Antioxidants) brings an important clarification: the chemical profile of the parasite is
significantly dependent not only on the parasite species, but also on the host species. This result
has far-reaching consequences - it means that the parasitic interaction is an active factor shaping
the biochemical identity of the organism, which raises questions of applied value for the possible
pharmaceutical utilization of Cuscuta extracts.

Last but not least, the publication by Savov et al. (2024) in Pathogens is particularly notable
for the originality of its formulation: it considers Cuscuta as a potential vector of phytopathogens.
This hypothesis, if confirmed in further studies, would have significant implications for plant
pathology and crop disease management, and research related to Cuscuta control methods
(Zagorchev et al., 2025, Plants) closes the circle, providing the necessary applied perspective to
the entire research program.

2. Molecular biology and plant resistance to stress

The second significant direction in the studies of Assoc. Prof. Zagorchev is related to the
molecular mechanisms of the response of plants to abiotic stress. The study of the transcription
factor GRAS7 in Medicago truncatula (Zagorchev et al., 2025) is a valuable contribution to the
functional genomics of legumes - a model with widespread application in the study of symbiosis
and stress tolerance. The comparative study of salt stress in wheat and ancient cereals (Georgieva
et al., 2020) complements this line with an applied dimension directly related to sustainable
agriculture in the conditions of climate change.

3. Interdisciplinary contributions

The diversity in the research horizon of Assoc. Prof. Zagorchev is also evident in the
contributions outside the central topic. The integrated metabolomic and transcriptomic study of
fruit quality in Fragaria pentaphylla (Duan et al.,, 2021, Food Bioscience) demonstrates



competence in modern omics approaches, standing out with potential for practical application in
fruit crop breeding and the food industry. The affiliation of this publication to an international
collaboration testifies to recognized authority in the relevant scientific community.

Quite different, but no less significant is the article by Albanova et al. (2025), describing a
new approach with phage display for antibody selection. The presence of Assoc. Prof. Zagorchev
in this biomedical research speaks of interdisciplinary activity that goes beyond plant biology.

Contributions in the field of applied microbiology — analysis of the fungal composition of
bee bread (Dimov et al., 2021, Journal of Fungi) and metagenomic study of traditional Bulgarian
green cheeses from Cherni Vit (Dimov et al., 2021, LWT — Food Science and Technology) — are
methodologically modern and have value for the study of traditional fermented products and
biodiversity.

Considered in its entirety, the scientific contributions of Assoc. Prof. Zagorchev are
characterized by several distinctive features. First — thematic consistency: the research program on
Cuscuta is built systematically, covering levels from genomics to applied control. Second —
methodological innovation: from NGS and metagenomics, through metabolomics and
transcriptomics, to epigenetic analysis. Third — international integration: a number of publications
are the result of collaborations with foreign research groups, which testifies to recognition beyond
national borders. Fourth — a balance between fundamental and applied science: theoretical
contributions in epigenetics and genomics are complemented by practically oriented research in
the field of weed control, crop resistance and food science.

One additional and significant achievement in the academic development of Assoc. Prof.
Zagorchev should be noted. This is the establishment of an independent scientific direction,
focused on the biology of parasitic plants of the genus Cuscuta. Within the framework of the Plant
Molecular Biology Group at the Department of Biochemistry of the Faculty of Biology, the
candidate has built an active scientific group, including two permanent academic associates and
six doctoral students, supported by a modern infrastructure and maintaining broad international
contacts.

Teaching and administrative activities

As a university lecturer, Assoc. Prof. Zagorchev has an active and consistent teaching
activity. According to the submitted documentation, his average annual classroom workload over
the past five years exceeds 490 hours. He leads eight lecture courses in the field of the current
competition for students in full-time and part-time study, of which five are in bachelor's and three
- in master's programs.

A significant contribution to his teaching activity is also made by the co-developed
teaching aids, including the "Protocol Notebook in Biochemistry” for students from Sofia
University, as well as seven collections of theoretical and practical tasks intended for preparation
for the Biology and Health Education Olympiads in Bulgaria.

Assoc. Prof. Zagorchev has been the scientific supervisor of a total of five doctoral students
(two independently and three under supervision). Under his leadership, eight master's theses were
successfully defended (five of them after taking up the academic position of "associate professor™)
in the master's programs "Biochemistry" and "Genetic and Cellular Engineering", as well as eleven
diploma theses in the educational and qualification degree "bachelor” (eight of them after taking
up the position of "associate professor").

The presented data outline Assoc. Prof. Zagorchev as a lecturer with extremely intensive
and multifaceted teaching activity in the field of biochemistry. His work covers all basic aspects
of academic teaching - from the development and management of new academic disciplines and



the creation of teaching aids to individual work with students and pupils with a pronounced interest
in the biological sciences.

Assoc. Prof. Zagorchev enjoys high authority both among students and among his
colleagues, who define him as a highly qualified, erudite and dedicated lecturer. Recognition of
his professional and organizational qualities is also his election to responsible academic leadership
positions. In the period 2020-2024, he holds the position of Deputy Dean for Quality Management,
Scientific and Project Activities and Accreditations, and since 2024 he is the Dean of the Faculty
of Biology.

Conclusion

In summary, | can say that Assoc. Prof. Dr. Lyuben Zagorchev is an established scientist
with undisputed authority in his scientific field, distinguished by professional competence, in-
depth expertise and high research activity. His scientific output is characterized by a significant
volume, high quality and significant scientific contributions and convincingly exceeds the
regulatory requirements for holding the academic position of "professor”. As a particularly
significant one, | would like to note his contribution to the creation and development of a scientific
group working in a new and promising scientific direction for Bulgaria. Under his leadership, a
team with a clearly defined and consistently developed scientific profile has been built, which has
gained international recognition and scientific authority. These achievements, combined with his
proven leadership qualities, academic ethics and contribution to the development of the scientific
community, give me full reason to express my categorically positive assessment. | strongly
recommend that the esteemed Scientific Jury elect Assoc. Prof. Dr. Lyuben lvanov Zagorchev to
occupy the academic position of "professor” in the professional field 4.3. Biological Sciences,
scientific specialty "Biochemistry".

Sofia, 17/06/2026 Reviewer
Acad. Roumen Pankov



