Opinion
by Assoc. Prof. Dr. Albena Georgieva Gjonova,
Faculty of Biology, Sofia University “St. Kliment Ohridski”, Member of the Scientific Jury
appointed by Order No. RD-38-185/31.03.2025 of the Rector of Sofia University “St.
Kliment Ohridski” Prof. Dr. Georgi Valchev

Regarding the dissertation work of Elena Yovanova Tsingsarska-Sedefcheva, a PhD
student in the Department of Ecology and Environmental Protection at the Faculty of
Biology, Sofia University “St. Kl. Ohridski” for the award of the educational and scientific
degree “Doctor” in Field of Higher Education 4. Natural Sciences, Mathematics, and
Informatics, Professional Field: 4.3. Biological Sciences (Ecology and Ecosystem
Conservation —Behavioral Ecology), on the topic: “Behavioural strategies and habitat use
in the wolf Canis lupus,” with scientific supervisor Prof. Dr. Daniela Nikolova.

General Presentation of the Doctoral Candidate and Procedure

Elena Tsingsarska-Sedefcheva obtained a Master's Degree in Biology (Vertebrate
Zoology and Anthropology) from the Faculty of Biology at Sofia University “St. Kliment
Ohridski” in 1995. From March 1, 2021 to March 1, 2024, she was a regular doctoral
student in the Department of Ecology and Environmental Protection. Her professional
career since 1996 has been associated with institutions and organizations such as the
Sofia Zoo, Munich Wildlife Society, Association for Wild Nature — BALKANI, Union for
Activities for Wild Nature, which conduct research, conservation activities, and care for
large predators, as well as a wide range of educational activities. The candidate’s resume
demonstrates significant and long-term experience in the field of the dissertation topic,
both in fundamental scientific aspects through field and laboratory research, and in the
service of society through organizing educational centers and events, training,
developing an Action Plan for wolves in Bulgaria, developing and testing monitoring
methodologies for wolves and jackals, etc. The active work of the PhD candidate on
scientific and applied projects, as well as her scientific output of 11 articles, referenced
in Scopus, h-index 9, and over 200 citations, clearly outlines the profile of a specialistin
large predators.

The submitted materials for the defense of Elena Tsingsarska-Sedefcheva’s
dissertation include all necessary documents according to the Law on the Development
of Academic Staff in the Republic of Bulgaria and the Regulations for the Conditions and
Procedures for Acquiring Scientific Degrees and Holding Academic Positions at Sofia
University “St. Kliment Ohridski”: dissertation, abstract, diploma for higher education,
resume, declaration of originality, orders for enrollment and discharge with the right to
defend, certificate for passed exams from the individual plan, report on minimum
national requirements, report from the system “Authors,” report and attachments for the
results from the plagiarism prevention system. The dissertation meets the criteria for
acquiring scientific degrees at Sofia University for the professional field of Biological



Sciences. | have no critical remarks regarding the documents presented by the PhD
candidate.

General Characteristics of the Dissertation Work

The dissertation is focused on researching the spatial structure and habitat use in
wolves in Southwestern Bulgaria, dispersal patterns, as well as behavioral strategies
when using anthropogenic food sources. The object of study plays a key role in
maintaining balance in ecosystems, making its long-term conservation particularly
important. The species is included in the Red Book of Bulgaria as vulnerable, and under
the Biodiversity Act, it is subject to protection and regulated use. The lack of sufficient
research on the size of individual territories and family groups, occupied family
territories, seasonal differences in their sizes, cohesion, diurnal activity, dispersal
patterns, and kinship relationships among wolves outlines the relevance of the
dissertation work.

The dissertation is written on 178 pages, including 40 figures, 18 tables, and 198
cited literary sources. The presented literature review on the topic of the dissertation
illustrates excellent knowledge of the object of study, gaps in previous research, and
outlines the current state of the problem. Particularly valuable is the analysis from
telemetry and population genetics studies, which are currently lacking in the country. The
objectives and tasks are formulated clearly, and the approach for studying the species -
through applying mutually complementary methods - telemetry with data collection
from radio and GPS transmitters, snow tracking, simulated howling, camera traps. The
analysis of the collected data demonstrates a wide range of skills for working with
modern programs, richly visualizing the text with maps of occupied areas by studied
individuals, graphs of diurnal and seasonal activity, types of registered behavior, used
habitats, and food sources, etc.

Opinion on the Significance of the Obtained Results, Interpretations, and
Conclusions, and the Character of the Scientific Contributions

The dissertation represents a contemporary study of wolves, supplementing
existing information about the status and characteristics of the population in Bulgaria -
calculated sizes of family groups and cohesion by month, determined individual
territories of dispersing individuals, analyzed genetic relationships, seasonal use of
family territories in two regions, the degree of overlap of territories, diurnal activity, used
habitats, dispersal patterns, and the influence of anthropogenic food resources on
behavior. The results are presented clearly, and the discussion on them is very
comprehensive, including comparisons with other studies and reasoned conclusions.
Outstanding contributions with scientific and applied character are highlighted.
The study provides valuable information about the structure, territorial behavior,
dispersal patterns, and connectivity of wolf populations in Bulgaria. It emphasizes the



importance of understanding interactions between wolves and human activities, as well
as the need for conservation and management measures for this key predator.

The dissertation work, conclusions, and contributions, including theoretical and applied
results, are her merit.

Assessment of the Quality of the Scientific Works

In the attached report from the doctoral candidate, two scientific publications are
presented, indexed and referenced in world-renowned databases of scientific
information Web of Science and Scopus: in Mammalian Biology (IF: 1.9; Q1) and Acta
Zoologica Bulgarica (IF: 0.4, Q3), where she is the first author in the latter.
The abstract corresponds to the structure and content of the dissertation. It includes a
list of three publications on the topic, of which two are indicated for covering the national
criteria for acquiring the educational and scientific degree “Doctor,” as well as three
participations in scientific forums and two projects funded by Sofia University “St.
Kliment Ohridski.”

CONCLUSION

The dissertation presented for my review on the topic “Behavioral strategies and
habitat use in wolves Canis lupus” is a scientific study with original and significant
results. Its contributions enhance the understanding of wolves both in the area of study
and in Bulgaria. The excellent theoretical preparation of the doctoral candidate, the
complex approach in field and laboratory research, the critical analyticality of the
obtained results outline the high quality of the work.
Based on the presented documentation and scientific contributions in the dissertation, |
give a positive evaluation and recommend that the esteemed Scientific Jury awards the
educational and scientific degree “Doctor” to Elena Tsingsarska-Sedefcheva in the
professional field 4.3. Biological Sciences, scientific specialty "Ecology and Ecosystem
Conservation — Behavioral Ecology."

Sofia, 16.05.2025 Signature:
/Assoc. Prof. Albena Gjonova/



