






 The botanical name of the date palm, Phoenix dactylifera
L., is presumably derived from a Phoenician name 
"phoenix", which means date palm, and "dactylifera" 
derived from a Greek word "daktulos" meaning a 
finger, illustrating the fruit's form (Linné, 1734).

 Another source refers this botanical name to the 
legendary Egyptian bird, "Phoenix", which lived to be 
500 years old, and cast itself into a fire from which it 
rose with renewed growth (Pliny, 1489; Van Zyl, 1983). 
This resemblance to the date palm, which can also re-
grow after fire damage, makes the bird and the date 
palm share this name, while "dactylifera" originates 
from the Hebrew word "dachel" which describes the 
fruit's shape (Popenoe, 1938).



 The exact origin of the date palm (Phoenix 
dactylifera L.) is considered to be lost in Antiquity. 
However, it is certain that the date palm was 
cultivated as early as 4000 B.C. since it was used 
for the construction of the temple of the moon god 
near Ur in Southern Iraq - Mesopotamia (Popenoe, 
1913; 1973).

 More proof of the great antiquity of the date palm 
is in Egypt's Nile Valley where it was used as the 
symbol for a year in Egyptian hieroglyphics and its 
frond as a symbol for a month (Dowson, 1982). 
However, the culture of date palm did not become 
important in Egypt until somewhat later than that 
of Iraq (Danthine, 1937), about 3000 - 2000 B.C.



 Date palm is found in both the Old World 
(Near East and North Africa) and the New 
World (American continent) where dates are 
grown commercially in large quantities (Figure 
19). The date belt stretches from the Indus 
Valley in the east to the Atlantic Ocean in the 
west. In order to have a clear picture on the 
geographical distribution of date palm, it is 
worth looking at it from the following aspects: 
(i) Distribution according to latitude, (ii) 
Distribution according to altitude, and (iii) 
Number of date palms in the world.



 The distribution according to latitude for both 
northern and southern hemispheres . In Asia, 
32° north, in the Indus Valley, is the northern 
limit of date palm cultivation. It follows the 
southern edge of the Perso-Afghan mountain 
mass, till it reaches the 35° north in Iraq and 
turns south west to the Mediterranean sea at 
the Gulf of Gaza. Date palm then follows the 
Mediterranean coast as far as Tunisia and skirts 
the southern edge of Morocco to the Atlantic 
Ocean.



 Altitude is very important since it imposes the 
availability of water and the temperature limits 
which largely determine the distribution of 
date palm in the world. In fact, date palm 
grows and flourishes from 392 m below sea 
level to 1,500 m above with an altitude range of 
1,892 m. Table 8 summarises this distribution 
based on altitude



 The world total number of date palms is about 
100 million, distributed in 30 countries, and 
producing between 2.5 and 4 million tons of 
fruit per year



 According to Dransfield and Uhl, (1986) date palm 
is classified as follows:

 - Group:   Spadiciflora

 - Order:  Palmea

 - Family:  Palmaceae

 - Sub-family:  Coryphyoideae

 - Tribe:  Phoeniceae

 - Genus:  Phoenix

 - Species: Dactylifera L.





 Root system

 Being a monocotyledon, date palm has no tap 
root. Its root system is fasciculated and roots 
are fibrous, similar to a maize plant. Secondary 
roots appear on the primary root which 
develop directly from the seed. These 
secondary roots produce lateral roots (tertiary 
roots and so on) of the same type with 
approximately the same diameter throughout 
their length.



 Trunk
 The date palm trunk, also called stem or stipe is 

vertical, cylindrical and columnar of the same girth 
all the way up. The girth does not increase once the 
canopy of fronds has fully developed. It is brown 
in colour, lignified and without any ramification 
(Figure 1). Its average circumference is about 1 to 
1.10 m.

 The trunk is composed of tough, fibrous vascular 
bundles cemented together in a matrix of cellular 
tissue which is much lignified near the outer part 
of the trunk. Being a monocotyledon, date palm 
does not have a cambium layer.



 Leaves
 Depending on variety, age of a palm and 

environmental conditions, leaves of a date palm 
are 3 to 6 m long (4 m average) and have a normal 
life of 3 to 7 years. The greatest width of the frond 
midrib attains 0.5 m, but elsewhere it is only half 
this size and rapidly narrows from the base 
upwards. The frond midrib or petiole is relatively 
triangular in cross section with two lateral angles 
and one dorsal. It is bare of spines for a short 
distance but full of spines on both sides thereafter. 
(Figures 3, 10 and 14). Intermediate zones have 
spine-like leaflets, also called leaflet-like spines.



 Fibre, spines and leaflets
 As well described by Dowson (1982), the base of 

the frond is a sheath encircling the palm. This 
sheath consists of white connective tissue ramified 
by vascular bundles. As the frond grows upwards, 
the connective tissue largely disappears leaving 
the dried, and now brown, vascular bundles as a 
band of tough, rough fibre attached to the lateral 
edges of the lower part of the midribs of the fronds 
and ensheathing the trunk. Varieties differ in the 
height to which the fibre grows up the central 
column of unopened fronds, and in the texture of 
the fibre and also somewhat in colour.



 Reproductive organs

 Date palm is a dioecious species with male and 
female flowers being produced in clusters on 
separate palms. These flowering clusters are 
produced with axils of leaves of the previous 
year's growth. In rare cases both pistillate and 
staminate flowers are produced on the same spike 
while the presence of hermaphrodite flowers in the 
inflorescence has also been reported (Mason, 1915; 
Milne, 1918). Palms which carry both unisexual 
and hermaphrodite flowers are known as 
polygamous.



 Depending on the variety, environmental 
conditions and the technical care given 
(fertilisation, pollination, thinning,...), fruit 
characteristics vary tremendously. 



 Seed

 As with the fruit, seed characteristics vary 
according to variety, environmental and 
growing conditions. A seed's weight could 
range from less than 0.5 g to about 4 g, in 
length from about 12 to 36 mm and in breadth 
from 6 to 13 mm. (Figure 9). The seed is usually 
oblong, ventrally grooved, with a small 
embryo, and with a hard endosperm made of a 
cellulose deposit on the inside of the cell walls.



 Varities Description Date varieties have been 
developed by thousands of years of selection of 
seedlings and only those possessing desirable 
characteristics have been propagated. Date 
palm counts for more than 3,000 varieties all 
around the world. There are about 400 in Iran, 
370 in Iraq, 250 in Tunisia, 244 in Morocco, as 
well as many additional varieties in the other 
major date growing countries



Country Number of Varities Author Reference 

Egypt 26 Brown, 1924

Egypt and Sudan 22 Mason, 1925

Iran 400 FAO, 1996

Iraq 370 Dowson, 1923

Morocco 244 Saaidi, 1974

Tunisia 250 Kearney, 1906

USA 196 Nixon, 1950








































