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REVIEW 

by Prof. Dr. Vasil Valkov Popov 

IBER-BAS 

of a dissertation on the topic: 

Behavioural strategies and habitat use in the wolf Canis lupus 

Doctoral student: Elena Yovanova Tsingarska - Sedefcheva 

for obtaining the educational and scientific degree "Doctor" in the  

professional field 4.3. Biological Sciences (Ecology and ecosystem protection – Behavioural 

ecology) 

Scientific supervisor: 

Prof. Dr. Daniela Nikolova 

 

Legality of the procedures. General presentation of the materials 

As a member of the scientific jury, approved by order No. RD-38-185/31.03.2025 of The Rector of 

Sofia University "St. Kliment Ohridski", I received all the documents and materials necessary for 

the procedure. Elena Yovanova Tsingarska - Sedefcheva is a full-time doctoral student in the 

Department of Ecology and Ecosystem Protection at the Faculty of Biology, Sofia University "St. 

Kl. Ohridski" based on the procedures of the RADSRB and the Order of the Rector RD 20-

520/19.02.2021. She was dismissed by Order of the Rector of Sofia University "St. Kl. Ohridski" 

No. RD-20-754/01.04.2024. The submitted set of documents includes: CV, higher education 

diploma, orders for enrollment in doctoral studies and for dismissal with the right to defense, 

certificate of the exams taken and passed from the individual plan with their grades, dissertation, 

abstract (in Bulgarian and English), reference and opinion from the plagiarism check. The attached 

certificate shows that the doctoral student meets the scientometric indicators with her scientific 

production, in accordance with the minimum national requirements for awarding the degree of 
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"Doctor" (total 87 points) in the Professional field "Natural Sciences, Mathematics and 

Informatics". No plagiarism was found (similarity coefficient 1 = 1.56 and similarity coefficient 2 = 

0.4%). The procedures for moving towards the official defence of the doctoral student were 

carried out on time and following the regulations. 

Brief biographical data 

Elena Tsingarska-Sedefcheva obtained a master's degree in biology, specialising in vertebrate 

zoology and anthropology, in 1995 at the Faculty of Biology of Sofia University "St. Kl. Ohridski". 

The topic of the master's thesis is "Ethological studies on the hazel dormouse". In 1996, she 

worked at the Sofia Zoo. In 1997, she worked as a field assistant for large carnivore research within 

the Carpathian Large Carnivore Project in Romania. Since 2002, she has been working on various 

conservation projects, mainly related to the study and conservation of large carnivores, holding 

various positions - coordinator of an educational centre, project coordinator, key expert, team 

leader, and biodiversity expert (large carnivores). During her work on the projects, she has 

performed various administrative activities, among which the following should be mentioned: 

coordinating the construction and operation of an educational centre for large carnivores; 

working with local people to promote good preventive practices against damage caused by large 

carnivores; developing information and educational materials and programs; coordinating and 

implementing long-term research on the wolf, its conservation and improvement of its legal 

status; initiating and coordinating the development of an Action Plan for the Wolf in Bulgaria. 

Scientific and applied activities include: developing and testing a methodology for non-invasive, 

field collection and storage of genetic material from wolves; monitoring trends in the wolf and 

jackal population in Bulgaria; assessing the favourable conservation status of the wolf and 

mapping its habitats. Testing the methodologies and training experts in their application. 

Preparing reports on the wolf for all NATURA 2000 areas in which it is subject to conservation. 

In her long-term, purposeful work, the doctoral student has acquired knowledge and skills related 

to the application of modern field and laboratory methods for studying various aspects of the 

biology and ecology of large predators, which have significantly helped in the development of the 

dissertation. With her participation, significant data have been accumulated, which have served 
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as the basis for analyses and summaries, reflected in scientific publications in prestigious scientific 

journals and reports at international forums. A list of 15 scientific articles or reports published in 

full text is attached. The doctoral student is the sole author of two of them. The rest are collective 

works, in 4 of them, the doctoral student is the first or second author. A list of 6 participations in 

national and international forums in which the doctoral student is the first author is also given. 

The facts presented show that the doctoral student's professional activity is intensive and 

purposeful, closely related to the topic of the dissertation. 

Relevance of the problem 

The research presented in the dissertation is related to the conservation of the wolf in Europe - a 

current and multifaceted issue with significant ecological, economic and social dimensions. The 

wolf is a key element in maintaining the balance in ecosystems, therefore, its long-term 

conservation is of particular importance. For this purpose, knowledge of their requirements for 

the habitat and behavioural adaptations is necessary. The reviewed dissertation aims to 

contribute to this direction using modern methods and, at the same time, to provide answers to 

questions related to some aspects of human-predator interaction. 

Characteristics and evaluation of the dissertation 

The dissertation has a volume of 178 pages and is structured as follows: Introduction (3 pages), 

Aim and objectives (1 page), Literature review (23 pages), Materials and methods (25 pages), 

Results (53 pages), Discussion (30 pages), Conclusions (2 pages), Contributions and 

recommendations (2 pages), a list of used literature. 198 literary sources are cited, including the 

latest research on the topic. 

Aim, objectives. The aim of the dissertation is to study the spatial structure and habitat use of 

wolves in Southwestern Bulgaria, the patterns of dispersion, as well as the strategies for using 

anthropogenic food sources. To achieve this aim, 6 tasks have been formulated. 

Research methods. The selected research methods correspond to the set aim and tasks. A 

combined approach was used for the field research, based on complementary techniques - 

telemetry, tracking, simulated howling and camera traps. Samples for genetic analysis were 
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collected from dead wolves and from excrement throughout the country, in addition to 

individuals caught for transmitter equipment. Appropriate statistical and GIS methods were used 

to analyse the collected spatial data. 

Knowledge of the state of the problem and creative interpretation of the literature review. The 

literature review discusses in detail: research on the biological and ecological characteristics of 

the wolf, its spatial and social structure, activity, habitat use and distribution methods of the 

species, as well as its behaviour in contact with anthropogenic food sources. A review of the 

methods used to study the species is made, with an emphasis on telemetric and population-

genetic studies, which are of key importance for the study of mobile species with a hidden 

lifestyle. Previous studies on the distribution, biology, ecology and conservation status of the wolf 

in Bulgaria are presented, noting the existing gaps in knowledge. The developed literature review, 

the number and quality of the cited sources convincingly prove the excellent awareness of the 

topic, knowledge of the state of the problem and well argue the relevance of the work. The cited 

publications correspond to the goal and objectives, the methodologies used and are a good basis 

for a well-founded discussion of the results obtained. 

Results – presentation, synthesis, illustrativeness, and adequacy of the discussion. The results are 

presented and commented on in 8 sub-points: dynamics of family group size and cohesion; 

determination of social status and kinship based on telemetry; sizes of individual plots and family 

territories; seasonal use of family territories; territory overlap; activity; habitat use; study of the 

species' migration patterns based on genetic data. The descriptions and analyses are supported 

by specific numerical data, summarised in 18 tables and illustrated with 40 figures. It is found that 

the average size of family groups is similar to that in other countries. Family cohesion is most 

cohesive in autumn-winter and spring, while individual movements are mainly in summer. The 

sizes of wolf pack territories are compatible with those in similar latitudes. Activity is mainly 

nocturnal, with peaks at dawn and dusk. Family groups prefer forested areas, while migrating 

individuals prefer other natural habitats. The patterns of migration can be characterised as 

wandering without directed movement, with males crossing roads and females avoiding them. 

Migration distances are short, within 40 km, and in many cases, this is the result of human-caused 

mortality. Over 50% of the kin groups are registered within one mountain range, with the weakest 
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connectivity being between Sakar and Strandzha and the rest of the country. Long-distance 

migration includes hybridised wolves. Different strategies for using anthropogenic food sources 

are manifested, getting used to easily accessible food. In discussing the results, the doctoral 

student demonstrates a high level of specialised training and ecological culture. 

Conclusions, contributions and recommendations. 14 conclusions have been made that clearly 

and accurately summarise the results, their analysis and discussion. 7 scientific contributions have 

been formulated, which I accept. They can be characterised as confirming and building on existing 

knowledge. 4 recommendations are made, useful for solving practical issues of wolf conservation 

in Bulgaria. 

Evaluation of publications associated with the dissertation work. Abstract 

During the period of doctoral studies, 2 articles on the topic of the dissertation were written and 

published in specialised international journals (Q1 and Q4). One of them, published in 2023, 

presents a small part of the material used for the genetic analyses, considered in a broader 

geographical context. The other, published in 2024, in which the doctoral student is the first 

author, examines territoriality, activity and dispersal in South-West Bulgaria, based on data 

collected in the period 2005 - 2009. In addition, the results of the research were presented at 2 

international forums in North Macedonia and Sweden and 1 national scientific conference. Given 

the fact that this dissertation is based on research conducted over a relatively long period, some 

of the results have already been published in articles in reputable journals, published before the 

start of the doctoral program and commented on above. 

The presented abstract objectively reflects the structure and content of the dissertation. 

Personal qualities of the doctoral student 

I have known the doctoral student since 1995. My impressions of her scientific and applied 

research activities are positive. She is a well-established researcher who strives to combine her 

research and practical skills in support of nature conservation in Bulgaria. The presented data and 

her biographical information, as well as her publication activities, demonstrate her excellent 

communication and administrative skills. 
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CONCLUSION 

The dissertation contains scientific and applied research results that represent an original 

contribution to science and meet all the requirements of the Act on the Development of the 

Academic Staff in the Republic of Bulgaria (ADSRB), the Regulations for the Implementation of 

the ADSRB. The presented materials and dissertation results fully comply with the specific 

requirements of the Biological Faculty of Sofia University. The dissertation shows that the doctoral 

student possesses in-depth theoretical knowledge and demonstrates qualities and skills for 

independent scientific research. Due to the above, I confidently give my positive assessment of 

the conducted research, presented by the above-reviewed dissertation, abstract, achieved results 

and contributions, and I propose to the esteemed scientific jury to award the educational and 

scientific degree of 'doctor' in professional field 4.3. Biological Sciences (Ecology and Ecosystem 

Conservation - Behavioral Ecology) to Elena Yovanova Tsingarska - Sedefcheva. 

 

20.05.2025 

Reviewer: …………………………… 

(Prof. V. Popov) 


