POSITION

From Acad. Atanas Ivanov Atanasov, JGC at Sofia University “St. Kliment Ohridski”, regarding
the competition for “Professor” in the field of higher education 4. Natural Sciences, Mathematics
and Informatics; professional direction 4.3. Biological Sciences; scientific specialty
“Biochemistry”

1. General part

The competition is announced for the needs of the Department of “Biochemistry” at
the Faculty of Biology (FB) of Sofia University “St. Kliment Ohridski” (SU) in the State
Gazette, issue 29/24.03.2026. The only candidate is Assoc. Prof. Dr. Lyuben Ivanov
Zagorchev from the same department. The review of the documents shows that they have
been prepared in accordance with the requirements of the Law for the Development of
Academic Staff in the Republic of Bulgaria (ZRASRB), the Rules for its application, and
the internal regulations of SU.

2. Brief biographical data

Assoc. Prof. Dr. Lyuben Ivanov Zagorchev was born on 04.05.1981. In 2000, he
graduated from the National High School of Mathematics and Natural Sciences “Acad. L.
Chakalov” with a profile in “Biology and Biotechnology with extended study of English”,
after which he enrolled as a regular student at the FB of SU “St. Kliment Ohridski”.

The career development of Dr. L. Zagorchev has taken place entirely at the FB of
SU “St. Kliment Ohridski”, where from 2010 to 2024 he held the academic positions of
assistant, chief assistant, associate professor, deputy dean, and dean. During this period, he
underwent short-term specializations in France, China, and the United Kingdom.

He is the recipient of the Sofia Municipality Award for Best Young Scientist for
2014 and the First Prize from AgroBioTechPark for an essay on the topic “Genetically
Modified Organisms — Hope and Fear” (2006).

3. Scientific works

Assoc. Prof. L. Zagorchev is a co-author of 69 scientific works, of which 43 are
published in journals with IF or SJR (total IF >110), 14 in non-indexed journals, 5 book
chapters, and 7 educational aids. According to Google Scholar, his articles have been cited
1174 times, and his h and i10 indices are 16 and 25, respectively. According to Scopus, his
citations are 844, and his h-index is 13. Dr. Zagorchev has reported his results at 34
international and 59 national scientific forums.

Out of a total of 69 scientific works, of which 43 are published in journals with IF
or SJR (total IF >110), Assoc. Prof. L. Zagorchev participates in the competition for
"Professor" with 17 selected publications, published in journals with IF or SJR, which are
outside those included in his two doctoral dissertations and his habilitation for associate
professor. In 11 of the works, the candidate is the leading (first or last) author. The
distribution of indexed articles by quartiles is as follows: Q1 — 11, Q2 — 2, Q3 — 3. In
addition to the scientific articles, the competition documents also include 7 collective
teaching aids, as well as 22 abstracts of reports and posters from scientific forums. The
works meet the theme of the competition.

Four of the articles in journals with IF (D1 - 4) are grouped as "Articles equivalent
to habilitation work," thus Assoc. Prof. Zagorchev meets the criteria for indicators from
Group B of the Regulations for the Implementation of the ZRASRB. What makes them
specific and of certain importance is that they are dedicated to the study of secondary
metabolites of parasitic plants from the genus Cuscuta, seeking their significance and effect



on the plants themselves and the mechanisms determining their biosynthesis. This specific
activity of the candidate is summarized in a review article D1, dedicated to the
pharmacological properties of secondary metabolites from parasitic plants, in which, after a
thorough analysis of the literature data, the hypothesis is proposed that the parasitic
lifestyle is the reason for the specific secondary metabolism. Other publications reflected as
D2 and D3 reflect the role of polyphenolic compounds (mainly flavonoids) in parasitic
plants, whose species specificity could be used as a taxonomic marker. To fully elucidate
the specifics of secondary metabolism, the candidate applies a comprehensive metabolomic
and transcriptomic analysis (work D4).

The majority of Assoc. Prof. Zagorchev's contributions are dedicated to clarifying
the biochemical and molecular biological foundations of parasitism (publications D5, D7-
D14), while others focus on the molecular mechanisms of abiotic stress in cultivated plants
(publications D6 and D17). Two of the articles (D13 and D14) are literature reviews
(including data from original research) on the evolution, genomic organization, and
taxonomy of parasitic plants and promote the idea of the independent origin of parasitism
in angiosperms, as well as genomic reduction and specialization.

Through comparative isoenzyme analysis of chloroplast genomes of various
representatives of the genus Cuscuta, Assoc. Prof. Zagorchev clarifies and establishes that
the enzyme systems involved in the early stages of haustoria formation reflect the
phylogenetic relationships between subgenera. In this way, he provides new evidence
supporting the known taxonomic models for Cuscuta (D5). Notably, publication D8, where
through RAPD analysis the candidate assesses the genetic diversity of Cuscuta populations
in Bulgaria and demonstrates the applicability of molecular markers in taxonomy,
identification, and assessment of adaptability.

I would emphasize that by investigating the role of epigenetic mechanisms (DNA
methylation, demethylation, and histone acetylation) in the adaptation of Cuscuta to
parasitism, as well as in the defensive response of host plants (D11), Assoc. Prof.
Zagorchev shows that these results could be applied in developing new approaches for
selecting parasite-resistant varieties of cultivated plants. In this regard, an innovative
approach has been developed for selecting antibodies against proteins involved in the
defensive response to parasites based on phage display (D9). By studying the mechanisms
of interaction of parasitic plants with hosts, Dr. Zagorchev reveals the significance of the
haustorial connection not only for the transfer of nutrients but also for the transfer of
viruses and other pathogens (D10). Thus, he justifies the need to develop comprehensive
strategies in creating parasite-resistant cultivated plant varieties.

Two other works of the candidate are dedicated to the molecular mechanisms of salt
stress and drought in cereal plants (D17) and clover (Medicago truncatula), where he
demonstrates the role of the transcription factor MtGRAS7 (D6) in the responses to abiotic
stress and abiotic stress tolerance. Their relevance provides a suitable basis for further in-
depth study.

4. Pedagogical Activity
The pedagogical experience of Assoc. Prof. L. Zagorchev is significant and consists
of lecturing, conducting exercises, and supervising doctoral and graduate students. He is
the holder of the lecture course in "Biochemistry” for students from the Faculty of Biology
at the Bachelor's level, specializing in Agrobiotechnology and Biotechnology (full-time and
part-time), as well as for students from the specialties Chemistry and Ecochemistry and the
specialty Physical Education and Sports. He has also delivered a series of lectures at the



University of Calabria, Italy, on the topic "Salinity tolerance and salt stress response in
plants.”

Assoc. Prof. Zagorchev has been the scientific supervisor of 19 graduated students
from the Faculty of Biology, 8 of whom are at the Master's level and 11 at the Bachelor's
level. He is currently the scientific supervisor of 5 enrolled doctoral students.

5. Scientific Projects
Assoc. Prof. L. Zagorchev has participated in the development of 14 scientific
projects, 7 of which he led, as well as 3 organizational projects (2 as a leader and 1 as a
coordinator). They are funded by departmental, national, and foreign sources, amounting to
a total value of 600 thousand euros.

6. Expert, organizational, and representative activities

Assoc. Prof. L. Zagorchev has been a member of the Expert Commission on
Biological Sciences at the National Science Fund under the Ministry of Education and
Science; he is a member of the National Commission for the Biology and Health Education
Olympiad; he has been the chairman of the Scientific Commission, the Quality
Commission, and the Faculty Council of the Faculty of Biology, and is a member of the
Academic Council of Sofia University. He is a member of the International Parasitic Plant
Society and the Scandinavian Plant Physiology Society. He has reviewed scientific articles
for several established international journals, as well as scientific projects for the Scientific
Research Fund and the National Science Centre — Poland.

Assoc. Prof. Zagorchev is the organizer of several forums related to the
dissemination of biological knowledge among students, pupils, and biology enthusiasts.

7. Summary assessment
The summary assessment according to the Regulations for the Implementation of the Act
on the Development of Academic Staff in Bulgaria in the field of "Natural Sciences" for
the academic position of "Professor™ is presented in the table below.

Indicator Required minimum Actual number of pointg
A 50 50
B 100 100
G 200 270
D 100 464
E 150 304
Total 600 1188

Conclusion: Associate Professor Dr. Lyuben Ivanov Zagorchev is a proven educator
and researcher in biochemistry and molecular biology. He is an established and renowned
researcher on parasitism in plants. His scientific works shed new light on the biochemical
and molecular biological foundations of parasitism in species from the genus Cuscuta,
while also discovering the possibility of selecting plants resistant to this type of parasite.
According to Google Scholar, his works have been cited 1,174 times, and according to
Scopus — 844 times. His h-index is 16 according to Google Scholar and h13 according to
Scopus. Associate Professor Zagorchev is also a co-author of 7 educational materials. As a
result of the analysis of his scientific and teaching activities, it is established that Associate
Professor Zagorchev meets the criteria of ZRASRB and even exceeds the recommended
minimum state requirements for the academic position of "Professor™ in the field of Natural



Sciences by two times, which is why | take the liberty to recommend to the esteemed
Scientific Jury and the Faculty Council of the Faculty of Biology at Sofia University to
award him the academic position of "Professor"” in the specialty "Biochemistry".

Sofia
07.07.2026
Reviewer:

/Acad. Atanas Atanasov/



