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Events

THE CHALLENGES OF THE MICROWORLD

14th CONGRESS OF MICROBIOLOGISTS IN BULGARIA
WITH INTERNATIONAL PARTICIPATION

The book titled “14th Congress of Microbiologists in Bulgaria with International Participation” is not 
only beautifully designed. Inside, the program and the proceedings stir up one’s curiosity about the world 
that can be observed under a microscope. Upon more thorough reading, specialists in this field will not fail 
to sense the throbbing microworld and be excited about its mysteries. Step by step, researchers manage to 
uncover some of those mysteries. Their latest findings were presented at a big scientific forum that took place 
in the ancient Bulgarian town of Hisarya from October 10th  to 13th, 2018.

More than 150 participants representing all branches of the microbiological science from Bulgaria, 
Romania, Croatia, Serbia, Republic of Macedonia, Turkey, Italy and the Netherlands attended this major 
scientific event. Of the 100 or so papers presented, 26 were plenary and the quality of the research papers 
was exceptionally high. Bulgarian researchers presented their latest achievements that are in line with the 
contemporary trends and tendencies in the world microbiological science. The congress was attended by 
the President of the Federation of European Microbiological Societies (FEMS), Prof. Bauke Oudega, and the 
Chairwoman of the Union of Scientists in Bulgaria, Prof. Diana Petkova.

The virologists present were highly intrigued by the studies of Prof. Dr. A. Arzu Sayiner, Secretary 
General of Turkish Society of Microbiology. She presented her research on hepatitis E virus - a food-borne 
infection fairly common across the world that has been discussed in the European Union, but has still 
not received sufficient attention in Bulgaria. Professor Sayiner‘s contribution is that, by applying molecular 
biological methods, she has been able to detect four hepatitis E genotypes. Genotypes 1 and 2 infect only 
humans, while genotypes 3 and 4 are represented in the animal kingdom. These studies are of particular im-
portance for organ transplant patients undergoing immunosuppressive therapy as well as for HIV-positive 
individuals, who are frequently infected with hepatitis.

Due recognition was also given to the Institute of Microbiology at the Bulgarian Academy of Sciences. 
The team headed by Academician Angel Galabov presented three posters featuring an original method for 
the treatment of enteroviral infections. Enteroviruses are known to change easily and become resistant to 
drugs applied against them, which is observed with mono-preparations. Combinations of two preparations 
also lead to viral resistance - the so-called dual resistance. The innovative method involves a consecutive 
alternative administration of anti-enteroviral agents with a known mechanism of action. “We have achieved 
an optimal antiviral effect in triple combinations”, was Academician Galabov’s firm statement. “This will 
hopefully be of great practical importance in the management of diseases such as summer flu, meningitis, 
eye infections, pericarditis, myocarditis, etc.” In the combination applied so far, only one compound – ple-
conaril, has passed testing in human subjects. Experiments with two other compounds that have passed a 
double-blind testing in human subjects are forthcoming. Researchers will have to ascertain that the new 
triple combination has the desired healing effect in laboratory conditions. Only then will its clinical appli-
cation become possible.

A product jointly developed by the Institute of Microbiology, Bulgarian Academy of Sciences, and the 
Institute of Organic Chemistry with Centre of Phytochemistry was also presented. It refers to over 80 com-
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pounds tested against Coxsackie B viruses and polio virus. The ultimate goal of the investigation is to obtain 
novel highly effective compounds.

Special emphasis was placed on gene silencing, discussed by Assoc. Prof. Nikolay Petrov of New Bul-
garian University. He spoke about the role of the so-called small interfering RNAs in the fight against human 
enterovirus infections. Assoc. Prof. Petrov explained that gene silencing is a process in which gene expres-
sion is suppressed. Researchers are now seeking to use this mechanism, which normally functions in the 
body, for various purposes. One of them is to suppress the genes of pathogenic viruses and prevent them 
from invading the body.

Prof. Dijana Škorić from Zagreb, who is a phytopathologist, presented interesting data revealing that 
plants contain various pathogenic complexes that may cause diseases or asymptomatic infections. The pur-
pose of her studies is to show, through such complexes, the interaction between plants and the agents caus-
ing diseases in them.

In the field of general microbiology, the team led by Assoc. Prof. Robert Penchowski from the Facul-
ty of Biology of Sofia University delivered a series of excellent reports on the “Design and Applications of 
Functional and Antisense Nucleic Acids for the Development of New Drugs”. These studies open the way 
for new antibiotics by inhibiting the growth of human pathogenic bacteria using antisense oligonucleotides, 
which bind to bacterial riboswitches. Another issue of interest in general microbiology was the report by 
Assoc. Prof. Stoyanka Stoitzova from the Institute of Microbiology, Bulgarian Academy of Sciences. She 
demonstrated that bacteria form biofilms that are tougher to attack by antibiotics. In fact, it is an adaptive 
mechanism in the life of microorganisms, a collective way of survival, which is of great importance in bac-
terial infections. It is disintegrated microorganisms that are usually studied. However, species-specific as 
well as strain-specific responses to treatment are not identical to biofilm responses. That is the reason for the 
serious problems arising in the search for effective antibacterial agents.

In the field of medical microbiology, Prof. Mariana Mourdjeva, Deputy Rector of the Medical Uni-
versity of Plovdiv, reported results with important practical application. She recommended that specialists 
in orthopaedics and traumatology should not ignore the need for microbiological control when they start 
treatment procedures, which would help avoid and save their patients bacterial infections.

The report of Prof. Stefan Panayotov from the National Centre of Infectious and Parasitic Diseases 
was very helpful for the clinical practice. Prof. Panayotov highlighted the fact that blood is not sterile and 
there is presence of bacterial microbiome in it. The Bulgarian scientist believes that latent tuberculosis is due 
to reactivation of mycobacteria circulating in the blood. Prof. Viliam Monev made a fascinating in-depth 
analysis of the evolution of the mechanisms through which infections are transmitted.

A prominent place in the vast number of reports on immunology issues was occupied by the investi-
gations of the team led by Assoc. Prof. Anastas Pashov, whose efforts are focused on the molecular mecha-
nisms underlying the immunogenicity of biological drugs, and also on the structural basis of the antibody 
specificity and polyspecificity. The report of Assoc. Prof. Petya Dimitrova on the role of neutrophils in the 
pathogenesis of inflammatory and degenerative diseases was of great interest. The ultimate goal of this in-
vestigation is to identify new therapeutic agents.

Research in the field of applied microbiology focused the achievements of Assoc. Prof. Milen Georgiev 
and his team’s work on dispersed plant cell cultures for the purpose of obtaining biologically active substanc-
es to be implemented in medicine. Also interesting was the report on natural antibiotics presented by FEMS 
Secretary General, Dr. Stefano Donadio (Milan). In the field of nutritional microbiology, corresponding 
member Hristo Naidenski (Institute of Microbiology, BAN) examined the impact of climate changes on 
migratory birds and the risk of zoonoses in humans. Kiril Petkov reviewed the new treatment options with 
products containing lactobacilli. Veterinary microbiology was very strongly represented by Prof. Nikolay 
Masalski, who reported on the plague of small ruminants, and by Prof. Konstantin Simeonov’s report on the 
pathogenic role of chlamydiae, coxiella, etc.

The Congress ended with awards presentation. Twenty-five young researchers from Bulgaria and 
abroad were awarded scholarships from FEMS and the Scientific Research Fund at the Ministry of Educa-
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tion and Science. Six young specialists received the Scientific Achievement Award. First prize was given to 
Maya Gatsovska from Bitola (for her research on the prevalence of Yersinia enterocolitica in pigs in differ-
ent regions of Bulgaria); Meltem Kutnu and Naz Kotzubei from Turkey (for complete genome sequence of 
Bacillus subtilis). Second prize was won by Bulgarians Veronika Nemska (for identification of lactobacilli 
from traditional Bulgarian cheeses), Nikolet Pavlova and Lozena Otcheva (working on the application of 
antisense oligonucleotides). Third prize was also awarded to young Bulgarian researchers Ioanna Kizheva 
(investigation of Xanthomonas isolated from tomatoes and pepper) and Gergana Lengerova (isolation of 
very rare microorganisms from the peritoneal cavity).

An exhibition of images of microorganisms on petri dishes (all participants received albums with 
reproductions of those “living paintings”) was particularly inspiring as well as the exhibition of the great 
Serbian cartoonist and parasitologist, Prof. Dr. Špiro Radulović (Belgrade).

The next scientific meeting of microbiologists to take place in four years will be dedicated to the new 
challenges in the microcosm. It will undoubtedly reflect the progress in the main branches of microbiology 
because the young scientists who distinguished themselves at the Congress in Hissar will certainly have 
moved forward.

Dr. Vania Shipochlieva, MD
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