REVIEW
by
Corr. member Prof. DSc Ivan Iliev Atanassov
AgroBiolnstitute, Agricultural Academy, 8 Dragan Tsankov Blvd., Sofia 1164
regarding the materials submitted by
Assoc. Professor, DSc Lyuben Ivanov Zagorchev
for participation in the competition for the academic position of 'Professor' at Sofia University
"St. Kliment Ohridski", in the field of higher education: 4. Natural Sciences, Mathematics, and
Informatics, professional field: 4.3. Biological Sciences, scientific specialty Biochemistry. The
competition was announced in State Gazette, issue 29 of 24.03.2026, and on the website of
Sofia University "St. Kliment Ohridski"

1. Overall presentation of the procedure and the candidate

By order No. RD-38-238 dated 13.05.2026 of the Rector of Sofia University 'St. Kliment
Ohridski', I have been appointed as a member of the scientific jury for a competition for the
position of 'professor’ in the field of higher education: 4. Natural Sciences, Mathematics and
Informatics, professional area: 4.3. Biological Sciences, scientific specialty Biochemistry for
the needs of the Faculty of Biology at Sofia University 'St. Kliment Ohridski' /Faculty of
Biology-SU/. The competition has been announced for the needs of the Department of
Biochemistry at the Faculty of Biology-SU in the State Gazette, issue 29 of 24.03.2026, and on
the website of Sofia University 'St. Kliment Ohridski'.

In the announced competition for 'professor,' there is only one candidate: Assoc. Prof. DSc
Lyuben Ivanov Zagorchev from the Department of Biochemistry at the Faculty of Biology,
Sofia University. The set of materials and documents submitted by Assoc. Prof. DSc Lyuben
Zagorchev for the competition fully meets the requirements of the Law on the Development of
the Academic Staff in the Republic of Bulgaria (LDA), the regulations for applying the LDA,
and the corresponding regulations of Sofia University 'St. Kliment Ohridski'.

Assoc. Prof. DSc. Lyuben Ivanov Zagorchev was born in 1981. In 2000, he graduated from
NPMA “Acad. L. Chakalov” with a major in Biology and Biotechnology with an advanced
study of English, after which he enrolled as a regular student at the Faculty of Biology at Sofia
University “St. Kliment Ohridski.” In 2006, he earned a Master’s degree in Molecular Biology
— Biochemistry with excellent marks for his thesis defense at the Faculty of Biology, SU. In
2012, he defended 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,” earning a PhD in the field of Biological Sciences, with a specialization in Biochemistry.
The next stage of Assoc. DSc. Zagorchev's career development is entirely at the Faculty of
Biology at Sofia University “St. Kliment Ohridski,” where after 2010 he has held the academic
positions of assistant, senior assistant, associate professor, deputy dean, and dean since 2024. In
2023, Assoc. DSc. Zagorchev defended a dissertation titled “The Influence of Biotic and
Abiotic Factors on the Parasitism of Stem Holoparasitic Plants of the Genus Cuscuta
(Convolvulaceae L.)” and earned the scientific degree of “Doctor of Sciences” in 4.3 Biological



Sciences — Molecular Biology. Between 2008 and 2025, Assoc. DSc. Zagorchev completed six
short-term specializations at leading universities and research organizations in the UK, Austria,
Australia, China, and France, and also participated in four practical courses related to working
with specialized equipment and modern training systems. Assoc. Prof. DSc. Zagorchev won the
First Prize at AgroBioTechPark for an essay on the topic 'Genetically Modified Organisms —
Hope and Fear' in 2006 and the Sofia Municipality Award for Best Young Scientist in 2014. He
is proficient in foreign languages, including excellent English and good French. He has deep
knowledge and extensive experimental experience in various areas of biological sciences,
including molecular biology (DNA and protein analyses), biochemistry (enzyme analyses and
antibody-based methods), biotechnology (in vitro cultures and genetic transformation), as well
as metabolic analyses and applications of various chromatographic techniques. He also has
excellent computer skills, which he successfully applies in a wide range of research and
teaching at Sofia University. He has been a member of the International Parasitic Plant Society
since 2019 and the Scandinavian Plant Physiology Society - FESPB since 2011. Beyond his
academic career, Assoc. Prof. DSc. Zagorchev is also the author of works and publications in
the field of science fiction.

2. General overview of the candidate's activities
Research and scientific-applied activities of the candidate

The materials presented by Assoc. Prof. DSc. Zagorchev indicate that he is a co-author of
69 scientific papers, of which 43 have been published in journals with IF or SJR (total IF
>110), 14 publications in non-indexed journals, 5 book chapters, and 7 teaching aids. Google
Scholar shows that his publications have been cited over 1,200 times, and his h-index (Google
Scholar) is 16. According to Scopus, his citations are 883, and his h-index is 14. So far, Assoc.
Prof. Zagorchev has presented his results at a total of 34 international and 59 national scientific
forums. Assoc. Prof. L. Zagorchev is participating in the current competition for 'professor’
with a total of 17 publications in journals with IF and/or SJR, which are not included in the
publications of his two dissertation works (PhD and Doctor of Sciences) and his habilitation for
associate professor. In 11 of the works, the candidate is the leading (first or last) author. The
distribution of the indexed articles by quartile is as follows: Q1 — 11, Q2 — 2, Q3 — 3. The
application documents for the competition also include 7 collective teaching materials, as well
as 22 abstracts of reports and posters from scientific forums with Associate Professor
Zagorchev as a co-author. All the presented works are in the field of the competition topic.

Four of the publications submitted for the competition (D1 - D4) are grouped together as
publications equivalent to a habilitation work. The articles were published in journals with IF
and SJR, and with Q1 ranking, which means that Associate Professor Zagorchev meets the
criteria for indicators from Group B according to the Regulations for the Implementation of
ZRASRB. The general topic of all four publications is secondary metabolites in plants.
Publication D1, Plants 2026, is a detailed review of the pharmacological properties of
specialized and specific metabolites in parasitic plants, and the effect of the host on the
diversity of bioactive compounds in the parasite. Publications D2 and D3 (Antioxidants (2025)
14:761 and Plants (2025) 14:1220) present research related to flavonoids in parasitic plants of
the genus Cuscuta and include characterization of the species-specific polyphenolic profile of



this group of plants and its potential use as a taxonomic marker, as well as an assessment of the
influence of the host species on the polyphenolic profile. Publication D4 (Food Bioscience
(2021) 60:100896) presents the results of applying a combined metabolomic and transcriptomic
approach to elucidate the specialized metabolites in wild strawberries of the species Fragaria
pentaphylla with contrasting red and white phenotypes. The focus of all four publications is on
the function and importance of the studied specialized secondary metabolites for the
development of the plants being researched, as well as the mechanisms related to the control of
their biosynthesis and accumulation.

The main group of publications from the competition and related studies focus on stem
holoparasitic plants from the genus Cuscuta (publications D5, D7-D14). The main
contributions from this group of publications can be summarized in several key areas: /a/
Genetic diversity, taxonomy, and evolution in the genus Cuscuta, including studies on the
processes of chloroplast genome reduction associated with the loss of photosynthetic functions
and adaptation to a holoparasitic lifestyle through comparative analysis of chloroplast genomes
of different representatives of the genus Cuscuta (publication D12); characterization of
isoenzyme profiles during haustorium formation and using the obtained results to establish
taxonomic relationships among species of plants in this parasitic genus (publication DS5);
assessment of genetic diversity in Cuscuta populations in Bulgaria using RAPD markers and
evaluation of the applicability of molecular markers for reliable species identification
(publication D8), as well as two review publications that systematize and analyze current data
on the evolution, genomic organization, and taxonomy of parasitic plants, with a discussion on
the independent origin of parasitism in different lines of angiosperms and the processes of
genome reduction and specialization in these parasites (publications D13 and D14).

Most of Assoc. Prof. Zagorchev's contributions are dedicated to clarifying the biochemical
and molecular-biological bases 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 his own research) on
the evolution, genome organization, and taxonomy of parasitic plants, and they introduce the
idea of the independent origin of parasitism in angiosperms, as well as genome reduction and
specialization. Another main group of publications by Assoc. Prof. Zagorchev focuses on
clarifying the molecular mechanisms of interaction between parasite and host, and the
manifestations of resistance, by studying the role of epigenetic mechanisms (DNA methylation,
demethylation, and histone acetylation) in the adaptation of Cuscuta to parasitism, as well as in
the defense response of host plants (publication D11). Assoc. Prof. Zagorchev's research shows
that the results obtained could be applied in developing new approaches for breeding crop
plants resistant to parasites. In this context, an innovative approach for selecting antibodies
against proteins involved in the defense response against parasites, based on phage display, has
also been developed (publication D9). As a result of studying the mechanisms of interaction
between parasitic plants and their hosts, DSc. Zagorchev revealed the importance of the
haustorial connection not only for nutrient transfer but also for the transmission of viruses and
other pathogens (publication D10), and used the findings to suggest the development of
integrated approaches and strategies for creating crop varieties resistant to parasites. Two other
areas in DSc. Zagorchev’s research and publications are studies on the molecular mechanisms
of response and overcoming salt stress and drought in cereal plants (publication D17) and



clover (publication D6), as well as the identification and assessment of factors affecting the
formation and quality of food products of animal origin (publications D15 and D16), which
include characterizing microbial communities in traditional fermented foods and bee products
produced in the country. Overall, Assoc. Prof. Zagorchev's research work is diverse and
thorough, involving the use of modern experimental approaches and technologies, and includes
both fundamental scientific studies related to parasitic plants as well as research with potential
practical applications in the bioindustry.

An important part of Assoc. Prof. Zagorchev's research work is his involvement in carrying
out a total of 14 externally funded research projects, 7 of which he leads, as well as his
participation in 3 other organizational projects, where he is the project coordinator for 1 and
head of a team for Sofia University for 2. The projects are funded by various departmental,
national, and international sources, and the total project funding for all of them exceeds
600,000 euros.

Teaching and training activity

The materials submitted for the competition show that Assoc. Prof. DSc. Zagorchev has
considerable teaching experience (>18 years, including 9 years as an associate professor) and
an intensive teaching workload, including over 400 classroom hours of Biochemistry lectures
for Bachelor's students from the BF, FHF, and FNOI faculties at Sofia University, practical
Biochemistry and Molecular Biology exercises for Bachelor's students at BF-SU, lectures and
exercises on Discussion Problems in Molecular Biology, Molecular Biology of the Plant Cell,
Omics Technologies, and Molecular Biological Methods with Applications in Biotechnological
Production for Master's students at BF-SU, as well as a series of lectures titled “Salinity
tolerance and salt stress response in plants. The case of parasitic flowering plants.” In 2018,
these were held at the Dipartimento di Agraria, Universita Mediterranea Reggio Calabria, Italy,
funded by Erasmus+. In his academic career so far, Assoc. Prof. DSc. Zagorchev has
supervised a total of 6 PhD students, two of whom have already successfully defended their
dissertations and earned a PhD degree, as well as supervised the theses of a total of 8 Master's
students who successfully graduated in the specialties of Biochemistry, Gene and Cell
Engineering, and Industrial and Pharmaceutical Biotechnology, and a total of 11 Bachelor's
students who successfully graduated in the specialties of Molecular Biology,
Agrobiotechnology, and Biotechnology. As part of training PhD students at BF-SU, Assoc.
Prof. DSc. Zagorchev organized specialization programs for 3 PhD students within the
SUMMIT project at leading research institutions in Western Europe and Australia. In addition,
Assoc. Prof. Zagorchev is a co-author of educational manuals published by the University
Publishing House “St. Kliment Ohridski,” including the “Biochemistry Lab Notebook,”
collections of theoretical and practical tasks from the Biology and Health Education Olympiad,
and more. The listed facts from Assoc. Prof. DSc. Zagorchev's teaching and organizational
activities show that he actively works to enhance the quality of teaching and the prestige of the
Faculty of Biology at Sofia University "St. Kliment Ohridski." Assoc. Prof. DSc. Zagorchev
has rich and successful experience, as well as proven capacity, as a teacher and supervisor for
bachelor’s and master’s students and PhD candidates in the fields of biochemistry and
molecular biology, which is highly significant for holding the academic position of "professor’
in this competition.



Expert, organizational, and representative activities

In his academic career so far, Assoc. Prof. DSc. Zagorchev has been a member of numerous
juries for appointments to the academic positions of associate professor and professor at BF-
SU, IMB-BAS, and ABI-SSA, juries for obtaining a PhD at BF-SU and a Doctor of Science
degree at Shumen University, a member of the Expert Committee on Biological Sciences at
FNI under the Ministry of Education and Science; he is a member of the National Committee
for the Biology and Health Education Olympiad, of the Quality Committee, and of the Faculty
Council at BF, as well as of the Academic Council at SU. He reviews scientific articles for a
number of well-established international journals, as well as scientific projects for the Scientific
Research Fund and the National Science Centre — Poland. Assoc. Prof. DSc. Zagorchev
actively participates, as a member and chairman of the organizing committee, in organizing the
scientific conference "Klimentovi Days," which is held every year by the Faculty of Biology at
Sofia University. He also takes part in various scientific forums periodically organized by the
Faculty, aimed at spreading biological knowledge among school students, university students,
and biology enthusiasts.

During the period 2020-2023, Assoc. Prof. DSc. Zagorchev held the position of Deputy
Dean for Research and Project Activities, Accreditation, and Ranking at the Faculty of Biology,
Sofia University, as well as Chair of the Quality Committee and the Scientific Committee of
the Faculty of Biology, which are key for organizing, managing, and reporting project
proposals and projects, preparing accreditation procedures, reviewing documentation for
academic position competitions, organizing student course evaluation surveys, checking for
plagiarism, and more. As a result of his accumulated experience and achieved results, in May
2024, Assoc. Prof. DSc. Zagorchev was elected Dean of the Faculty of Biology at Sofia
University and has been holding this position since then.

The summarized assessment according to the Regulations for the Implementation of the
Higher Education Act in the field of 'Natural Sciences' for the academic position of 'Professor,’
presented in the table below, shows that the current results and achievements from the
academic development of Assoc. Prof. DSc. Lyuben Zagorchev fully meet and exceed (by
twice) the recommended minimum state requirements for the academic position of '"Professor’
in the area of higher education: 4. Natural Sciences, Mathematics, and Informatics.

Indicator Required Minimum Actual Number of Points
Number of Points

A 50 50
B 100 100
r 200 270
i 100 464
E 150 304

Total 600 1188




Personal impressions

I have known Assoc. Prof. DSc. Zagorchev for more than 20 years and I have many
positive personal impressions of his research work, his broad scientific knowledge as a
researcher seeking new scientific challenges, as well as his organizational skills and
achievements. I have no critical remarks regarding Assoc. Prof. DSc. Zagorchev’s application
for the academic position of "professor' at Sofia University 'St. Kliment Ohridski'.

3. Conclusion:

After reviewing and analyzing the materials provided to me for the competition, I
believe that:

/1/ the candidacy of Assoc. Prof. DSc. Lyuben Ivanov Zagorchev fully meets the
requirements of the ZRASRB and the requirements specified in the Regulations of Sofia
University “St. Kliment Ohridski”;

/2] T give an excellent rating to the overall research, teaching, and organizational
activities of Assoc. Prof. DSc. Lyuben Ivanov Zagorchev;

/3/ 1 believe that the research profile, teaching, and organizational experience of
Assoc. Prof. DSc. Lyuben Zagorchev will significantly contribute to improving the quality
and efficiency of the overall research and teaching activities at the Faculty of Biology of
Sofia University "St. Kliment Ohridski".

In connection with the above, I strongly recommend to the Scientific Jury that Assoc.
Prof. D.Sc. Lyuben Ivanov_Zagorchev be elected as a 'Professor' in the field of higher
education: 4. Natural Sciences, Mathematics, and Informatics, professional direction: 4.3.
Biological Sciences, scientific _specialty 'Biochemistry' at the Faculty of Biology, Sofia
University 'St. Kliment Ohridski'.

Sofia
09.07.2026 1.

Reviewer:

/ Corr. member Prof. Ivan Atanassov /
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