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1. General description of the submitted materials

By Order No. RD-38-185 of 31. 03. 2025 of the Rector of Sofia University "St. Kliment Ohridski”
| have been appointed as a member of the scientific jury for the procedure for the defense of the
dissertation thesis on “Behavioral strategies and habitat use of the wolf Canis lupus”, for the
acquisition of the educational and scientific degree “Doctor"” in the field of higher education 4.
Natural Sciences, Mathematics and Informatics, professional field 4.3. Biological science, PhD
program Ecology and Ecosystem Conservation - Behavioural Ecology. The author of the
dissertation is Elena Yovanova Tsingarska-Sedefcheva, a PhD student in part-time study at the
Department of Ecology and Environmental Conservation of Sofia University.

The set of materials presented by Elena Tsingarska is in accordance with the Law for the
Development of Academic Staff (LDA) in the Republic of Bulgaria and the Regulations for its
application and the Regulations for the conditions and procedure for the acquisition of scientific
degrees at Sofia University "St. Kliment Ohridski”. The applicant has presented two scientific
publications that have appeared in print, as follows: one in a journal with quartile Q1 and impact
factor 1.9 - Mammalian biology and one in a journal with quartile Q4 with impact factor 0.4 - Acta
zoologica bulgarica. The candidate also submitted an additional article published during the PhD
with quartile Q1 and an impact factor of 3.5. Based on the submitted publications, the candidate
fulfils the national requirements according to the Law for the Development of Academic Staff
(LDA) in the Republic of Bulgaria and the Regulations for the conditions and procedure for the
acquisition of scientific degrees at Sofia University "St. Kliment Ohridski”.

2. Brief biographical data about the PhD student

Elena Tsingarska graduated from the Faculty of Biology, Sofia University "KI. Ohridski” in 1995
with a specialization in “Vertebrate Zoology and Anthropology”. Her diploma thesis was related



to the development of problems concerning the behavioural ecology of animals, “Ethological
problems of the hazel dormouse”. For many years, she has been active in the NGO sector in
monitoring the status of biodiversity and conservation policies. Her work mainly covers the study
of large carnivores in the country and Europe. Her expertise is highly appreciated among the
Bulgarian and international zoological community, which is also evident from the number and
quality of the scientific projects she participates in or leads.

3. The significance and relevance of the developed topic

The PhD thesis is a contemporary study of the distribution, spatial, temporal, trophic and
ethological characteristics of the wolf in Southwestern and Western Bulgaria. The species is key
for maintaining ecological balance in ecosystems and effectively indicates environmental change.
In this context, the study fills a significant gap in Bulgarian zoological research due to the lack of
scientifically sound information on the species' spatial and social structure and several other
ecological and ethological characteristics. It contributes to elucidating fundamental questions such
as regulating population growth, characterizing family groups, social status, size of individual plots
and family territories, activity and territory use, and dispersal patterns in the species. The analytical
approaches used provide a scientific basis for appropriate management policies. They are essential
for conserving wolf habitat (avoiding fragmentation and destruction) and identifying adequate
measures for long-term preservation. The lack of modern studies on the behaviour of large
mammals in our country makes the present scientific study relevant and significant.

4. Characteristics of the dissertation

The dissertation is structured in nine chapters: introduction, literature review, aim and objectives,
materials and methods, results, discussion, conclusions, contributions, recommendations and
references. The research is 178 pages long, including 157 pages of main text and 21 pages of
bibliography. The dissertation includes 40 figures and 18 tables.

5. The knowledge of the PhD student regarding the issues

In the chapter “Literature review”, the PhD student demonstrates an enviable understanding of the
scientific literature on the problem under study. The reference list includes 198 references (177 in
Latin and 21 in Cyrillic). The known results are systematically and logically interrelated. An
analytical analysis of the reviewed literature sources has been carried out, which is a reasonable
basis for interpreting the results obtained in the thesis. The comprehensiveness and analytical
nature of the literature review demonstrate the PhD student’s good theoretical background in the
scientific problems she has studied and are a prerequisite for the competent interpretation of the
results obtained.



6. Organization and methodology of the study

The aim and objectives of the study are well formulated, logically related and correspond to the
topic. The subject and methods of the study are correctly defined. The PhD student demonstrates
very good skills in presenting and analyzing various statistical data and inferring trends to prove
the research thesis. A complex approach was used to study the species through telemetry, tracking
in snow and mud, simulated howling, and installation of photo traps. Samples were collected for
subsequent genetic analysis (from dead wolves and scats opportunistically collected from across
the country and captured individuals for outfitting with transmitters). Advanced GIS programs and
those for reconstructing kinship relationships were used for data analysis. It is likely that a z-test
from an open-access program, which is not mentioned, was used to test for statistically significant
differences in the occurrence of different categories of behaviors by region.

7. Contributions of the dissertation
7.A. Fundamental Contributions

» The spatial structure, preferred and proportionally used habitats and temporal dynamics
of the species in Western and Southwestern Bulgaria have been established.

» The relatedness and cohesiveness of family groups in a significant number of individuals
of the species have been established, and different degrees of population connectivity of
the species have been found between different mountain regions.

» New behavioural strategies of the species towards different anthropogenic food sources
have been identified.

7. B. Applied Science

» Recommendations for conserving ecological corridors associated with the species'
dispersal in southwestern Bulgaria were developed.

8. Recommendations and questions
| have the following recommendations for the PhD:

» The formulation of the aims and especially the contributions of the thesis needs to be
refined, systematized and summarized.

» The Materials and Methods chapter discusses establishing kinship between individuals in
some detail. Much of the text would be appropriate to present as results. This would dismiss
the perplexity about the paper's belonging to the competition material on the genetic
diversity of the species, as such results are not clearly presented in the Results chapter.

Questions:



» On what principle is the topographic placement of the photo traps done? What criteria
were used for this?

» How is repeated counting of the same animal avoided so as not to skew the data? Based
on what criterion was the interval in seconds/minutes chosen to count the presence of the
species as an independent event?

» Why are individual habitat selectivity indices given? In principle, is it a summary
assessment of the data being made?

CONCLUSION

The dissertation contains scientific results that represent an original contribution to science and
meet all the requirements of the Academic Staff Development Act in the Republic of Bulgaria, the
Regulations for the Implementation of the Act and the relevant Regulations of Sofia University
“St. KI.Ohridski".

The dissertation shows that the PhD student Elena Tsingarska-Sedefcheva possesses in-depth
theoretical knowledge and professional skills in the scientific field of Ecology and Conservation
of Ecosystems - Behavioral Ecology, demonstrating qualities and skills for independent scientific
research. Due to the above, | give my positive evaluation for the conducted research, presented by
the above-reviewed dissertation, abstract, achieved results and contributions, and | propose to the
honorable scientific jury to award the educational and scientific degree “Doctor” to Elena
Yovanova Tsingarska-Sedefcheva in the field of higher education 4. Natural Sciences,
Mathematics and Informatics, professional field 4.3. Biological Sciences, PhD programme
Ecology and Ecosystem Conservation - Behavioural Ecology.
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