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1. General presentation of the procedure and doctoral student
The set of materials presented to me on a digital medium complies with the requirements

of the Law on the State Administration of the Republic of Bulgaria and the Regulations for its
implementation, as well as the Regulations on the terms and conditions for acquiring scientific
degrees and holding academic positions at Sofia University "St. Kliment Ohridski™ and includes:

1. Dissertation;

2. Abstract of the dissertation in Bulgarian;

3. Abstract of the dissertation in English;

4. Copy of higher education diploma;

5. Reference of scientific contributions;



Declaration of originality and authenticity;
Order of enrolment;

Order of deregistration;

© o N o

Certificate of passed exams;

10. Certificate of compliance with the minimum national requirements for the educational and
scientific degree of "doctor" with an attached list of publications;

11. Scientific contributions;

12. Certificate from the plagiarism system;

13. Protocol of originality check;

14. Opinion of prof. Dr. Daniela Nikolova regarding the procedure for preventing plagiarism

15. Application to the head of department

16. Order for a scientific jury

The publications related to the topic of the dissertation are not presented.

Elena Yovanova Tsingarska - Sedefcheva graduated from Sofia University "St. Kliment
Ohridski™ Faculty of Biology in 1995 with a master's degree in "Zoology of Vertebrates and
Anthropology" with the topic of her thesis "Ethological studies on the hazel dormouse". After that,
she successively worked at the Sofia Zoo, the Munich Wildlife Society and the “Balkani” Wildlife
Society. Elena Tsingarska participated in numerous applied scientific and nature conservation
projects related to large carnivores in Bulgaria. From the presented autobiography it is evident that

she is one of the most significant specialists in large carnivores in our country.

2. General characteristics of the dissertation
The dissertation is presented on 178 standard pages and has no appendices. The main
chapters contain as follows: "Material and Methods"—25 pages, "Results"—41 pages, and
"Discussion™ —30 pages. Thus, the main part represents only 53% of the volume of the work. The
list of used literature includes 198 titles, arranged alphabetically. The titles in Cyrillic are
incorrectly placed at the end of the list even though in Bulgaria it is customary for literature in

Cyrillic to always be at the beginning of the list.



3. Relevance and significance of the dissertation

The wolf (Canis lupus) is an apex predator in the Northern Hemisphere. It is found in North
America, Asia and Europe. Its place at the top of the food chain and its conflicts with humans
make it a frequent subject of study with various methods. In this sense, in a global aspect, the
dissertation has a confirmatory character.

In Bulgaria, the wolf has a dual status. On the one hand, it is a protected species, a
fundamental target species for the National Network of Protected Areas Natura 2000, on the other
hand, it is a game animal that can be hunted all year round.

This contradiction comes from the fact that the Grand National Assembly of the Republic
of Bulgaria ratified on January 25, 1991 the Convention on the Conservation of European Wildlife
and Natural Habitats (where the species is protected) with a reservation stating that the Republic
of Bulgaria reserves the right not to apply the provisions of the convention to species included
in Annex No. 2, among which is the wolf. The protection of the species in Bulgaria is not
necessary, since the population on its territory is large. Based on what scientific reasonings,
arguments or research was it concluded that the wolf populations in Bulgaria are large—there is
no information. Most likely there is no such evidence, except for the annual taxation of game
animals, the methodology and hence the results of which are very contradictory.

Therefore, the dissertation is of great importance and constant relevance in Bulgarian
reality. Even more—the knowledge on behaviour, habitat use, migration, barriers, predation and
damages require research and constant updating.

4. Knowledge of the issues by the doctoral student
The doctoral student demonstrates very good knowledge of the available published
information in our country and abroad regarding the subject and research methods, which is a
likely consequence of the fact that she has been working with the wolf for decades and is the

leading co-author of the Action plan for its conservation®.

! Tsingarska-Sedefcheva, E., Spasova, V., Gavrilov, G., Valchev, K. 2022. Action Plan for the Conservation of the
Wolf (Canis lupus lupus L.) in Bulgaria 2022 — 2031. Sofia. MOEW.
https://www.moew.government.bg/static/media/ups/tiny/%D0%9D%D0%A1%D0%97%D0%
9F/Planove%20za%?20deistvie/AP_Canis%20lupus_2022-2031_Adopted.pdf



5.

Organisation and methods of the research

Considering the long period of the study—more than 20 years (the first data date back to

2003) and the cumulative nature of the dissertation, the objectives are diverse and set situationally

to respond to the results obtained. This fact does not reduce the significance of the obtained

contributions but still presents the organisation of the study as circumstantial.

6.

Contributions of the dissertation

The contributions can be summarised into the following main categories:

Original contributions:

In the high mountain conditions of Pirin, habitation mainly at altitudes above 1800 to 2600
m by a female in migration is established.

Cohesion of the family group throughout the winter season (October—April) is established,
which complements scientific knowledge about the social behaviour of the species.

The populations between the individual mountain regions are discovered to have different
degrees of relatedness, which is important for the conservation of its populations.

New behavioural strategies of the species towards different anthropogenic food sources

have been revealed.

Confirmatory contributions:

The sizes of the family territories and preferred habitats established by telemetry are similar
to those in other parts of the species' range.

The migration distances of wolves established by telemetry and relatedness are comparable
to those in other parts of the species' range.

Family territories shift in time and space.

| fully accept the contributions presented and believe that the results and conclusions

obtained logically follow.

7.

Publications on the dissertation topic

Two publications on the topic of the dissertation are presented. In one, the doctoral student

is the lead author, and in the other, the penultimate author. The publications are in scientific
journals with an impact factor, respectively IF WoS = 0.4 (SJR Q4) and IF WoS = 1.9 (SJR Q1),

which formally meets the requirements for acquiring the educational and scientific degree "doctor"

(total of 37 points), as evidenced by the attached certificate.



The submitted publication on the topic of the dissertation (Snjegota et al. 2023)? examines
the genetic diversity and connectivity of populations on a large scale (the entire Bulgarian
population is a separate unit), and not, as presented in the dissertation, as separate populations. The
doctoral student is the penultimate author out of 20 authors, and it is explicitly noted that her
contribution consists of "data collection™. The doctoral student is expected to be among the lead
authors, responsible for the design, laboratory work, analysis and writing of the article.

In this case, a more appropriate publication on the topic of the dissertation would be Moura
et al. (2014)%, which examines the relatedness in the wolf population on the territory of Bulgaria
by examining 112 samples, in which the main results, conclusions and contributions are
comparable to those in the dissertation. The non-inclusion of this publication can be explained by
its publication before the enrolment of the doctoral student in 2021.

The Regulations on the terms and conditions for acquiring scientific degrees and holding
academic positions at Sofia University "St. Kliment Ohridski" (versions 26.05.2021 and
30.10.2024) do not sufficiently clarify the issues of the participation of doctoral students in joint
developments, their contribution and the overlap of the presented publications and the topic of the
dissertation. If this gap was filled, it would allow scientific juries to be more demanding of the

publications submitted by candidates for the scientific degree of "doctor".

8. Personal involvement of the doctoral student
The dissertation is the personal work of the doctoral student. She successfully conducted a
multidisciplinary study of the problems posed. Analysed and discussed the results. As a result, she
summarises scientific and applied contributions in the form of recommendations for the
conservation of the species. In developing the dissertation topic, Elena Tsingarska has shown

particular diligence, consistency and scientific creativity in solving the problems that have arisen.

2 Snjegota D., Niedzialkowska M., Stronen A., Borowik T., Plis K., Arakelyan M., Cirovi¢ D., Danila G., Djan M.,
Ghazaryan A., Gurielidze Z., Hayrapetyan T., Hegyeli Z., Karamanlidis A., Kopaliani N., Kusak J., Politov D.,
Talala M., Tsingarska E., Jedrzejewska B. 2023. The role of the Caucasus, Carpathian, and Dinaric-Balkan regions
in preserving wolf genetic diversity. Mammalian Biology. 103 (3): 303-315. https://doi.org/10.1007/s42991-023-
00357-4

3 Moura A., Tsingarska E., Dabrowski M., Czanomska S.D., Jedrzejewska B., Pilot M. 2014. Unregulated hunting
and genetic recovery from a severe population decline: the cautionary case of Bulgarian wolves. Conservation
Genetics, 15 (2): 405-417. https://doi.org/10.1007/s10592-013-0547-y



https://doi.org/10.1007/s42991-023-00357-4
https://doi.org/10.1007/s42991-023-00357-4
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10592-013-0547-y

9.

Evaluation of the abstract and fulfillment of minimum national requirements

The abstract faithfully reflects the content of the dissertation work. It has been prepared in

accordance with the requirements of the Regulations for the Development of the Academic Staff

of the Sofia University "St. Kliment Ohridski" and the Law on the Development of Academic Staff

of the Republic of Bulgaria.

10. Critical notes, questions and recommendations

| have the following critical comments and questions for the doctoral student:

Radiotelemetry is a method that requires at least two researchers equipped with radio
receivers with antennas, GPS and a compass. At the same time, the wolf is a very mobile
species inhabiting rugged terrain and the signal can frequently be lost or reflected off
rockfaces, which shifts the location of the individual. How did you deal with this issue, and
don't you think that the results obtained for the location of the wolves have been distorted?
Other wolves are equipped with different modifications of GSM-GPS collars, giving
different accuracy of the locations. How do you compare the data obtained by the two
methods?

There are entire passages in the dissertation in which references are not given, for example,
chapter IV. 1. Study areas (pp. 34-36).

With a raster size of 30 m taken from the GIS environment, the individuals tracked with
radio collars and the altitude at which they are located are with very low accuracy.

Figure No. 4 presents the collected genetic samples of wolves. In the figure, the barriers
for the wolf from a model prepared under the project "Mapping and determining the
conservation status of natural habitats and species—phase I” (Ministry of Environment and
Water) are represented in pink. Why are river valleys in the Danube plain, which are mostly
forested, present barriers for the dispersal of the species?

Does the doctoral candidate have faith in the data presented by the State Forestry
Enterprises in Table No. 6. “Size and density (indiv km) of wild ungulates in the State
Forestry Enterprises in the working regions and controlled region”. The data are the result
of the taxation of wild game and, similarly to the taxation of wolves in the country, are

frankly unscientific.



| recommend the doctoral candidate in the future to have greater focus on the given objectives and

methods for their achievement in accordance with the Bulgarian reality.

11. Motivated conclusions

| have known the doctoral student for more than 20 years, as part of the team at the
“Balkani” Wildlife Society. Elena Tsingarska is the most competent and experienced expert in
ecological studies of the wolf in Bulgaria. Over the years, she has worked diligently and devoted
all her energy and time to studying wolves—one of the most difficult species of large mammals to
study in our country. Proof of this is her many participations in international scientific conferences,
specialized seminars, joint scientific publications with scientists from abroad, etc.

This dedication to her favourite species has made her a leading specialist in our country,
overshadowing experts from hunting circles and related fields. Last but not least, 1 highly
appreciate her educational work in changing the attitude of society towards the wolf and in
particular of children and students, because many leading Bulgarian experts neglect this activity.

The notes and recommendations made are not intended to belittle the dissertation work,
but are intended solely to assist the doctoral student, offering guidelines for her future scientific
work.

The dissertation work of Elena Tsingarska-Sedefcheva represents a contemporary
scientific study with original scientific and applied contributions. In terms of structure and content,
the presented dissertation meets the requirements of the Law on the Development of Academic
Staff of the Republic of Bulgaria, the Regulations for its implementation and the Regulations for
the conditions and procedure for acquiring scientific degrees and for occupying academic positions
at Sofia University "St. Kliment Ohridski".

| positively evaluate the dissertation of Elena Yovanova Tsingarska-Sedefcheva and
support her being awarded the educational and scientific degree ""doctor™ in the professional

field 4.3. Biological Sciences (Ecology and conservation of ecosystems — Behavioural ecology).

25.05.2025r. Reviewer:
Sofia /Assoc. Prof. Dr. Yordan Spasov Koshev/



