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The date palm (Phoenix dactylifera L.) is a dioecious perennial woody species resistant to harsh climatic conditions and salinity. It is a diploid (2n = 36), belongs to the Arecaceae family and most likely originated along the Tigris and Euphrates rivers or the Nile Valley. Date palm cultivars are propagated vegetatively by offshoots and tissue culture (Jain et al., 2011). Seed propagation is applicable to breeding and ornamental purposes (Johnson et al., 2013). World annual date production is estimated 7.5 million metric tons, of which 75% is produced by Egypt, Iran, Saudi Arabia, Algeria, Iraq and Pakistan. Another 20% is produced by Sudan, Oman, United Arab Emirates, Tunisia, Libya and Morocco. About 4% is produced by Yemen, Israel, Kuwait, Qatar, Bahrain, Syria and Palestine. The remaining 1% is produced by Sub-Sahelian Africa, Spain, United States of America, Mexico, Peru and Chile. Date palm cultivation continues to witness expansion. Two examples are presented in this issue, India (Shah, 2014), the largest importer of dates, as well as a small quantity of date production in Australia (Reilly and Reilly, 2014). High quality dates have immense health benefits and the demand is steadily increasing in the international and domestic markets. Improvements in industrial processing and marketing have contributed greatly to the consumption of dates and provide economic benefits to date growers. The prospects of innovative approaches for the utilization, manufacturing and marketing of date products are limitless. Concerted efforts are being made by date palm growing countries to sustain date production and understand the genetics of this tree. Areas of research requiring more attention are: innovative marketing strategies, health products, biodiversity conservation and prevention of genetic erosion, molecular tool applications and genetic engineering. The Emirates Journal of Food and Agriculture



has decided to publish special issues to highlight advances in date palm research activities worldwide. So far, three special issues have been compiled and more are planned for upcoming years. The first issue featured papers from the First Date Palm and Dates Conference, held at King Abdulaziz City for Science and Technology, Riyadh, Saudi Arabia on December 4-7, 2011 (Emir. J. Food Agric. 24(5), 2012). The second and current issues cover Date Palm Current Research, Emir. J. Food Agric. 25(11), 2013 and 26(11), 2014. This special issue includes current achievements relevant to three major areas of date palm research: biotechnology, food science and cultivation. Currently, agricultural biotechnology is an integral part of crop improvement strategies offering innovative in vitro and molecular approaches to effective utilization of available genetic resources. This issue includes a review article highlighting achievements in in vitro selection for abiotic stress tolerance (Al-Khayri and Ibraheem, 2014) and a research article on genetic diversity (Jaradat, 2014). Although dates have been known to ancient societies for their medicinal and nutritional benefits, modern scientific discoveries of health benefits of dates continue. Numerous nutrients and functional secondary metabolites have been identified. Chemical attributes of dates is the subject of three research articles presented by Haider et al. (2014), Mimouni et al. (2014) and Manickavasagan et al. (2014). The later presents an innovative non-destructive measurement approach based on infrared imagery. The complexity of date palm cultivation requires continued research to unravel different aspects related to tree health and growth. The two most important growth limiting factors are water scarcity and salinity, predominant conditions in most areas where date palm is grown. A study on arbuscular mycorrhizal fungi, known for the
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improvement of tolerance to drought and salinity, is presented by Bouamri et al. (2014). Date palm cultivation continues to witness expansion. Scientific conferences play a major role in disseminating new information and exchanging ideas among date palm scientists. This special issue provides a bibliographic account of date palm international conferences held from 1931 to 2011 (Johnson, 2014a). To encourage date palm research and production, the annual Khalifa International Date Palm Award (KIDPA) was established in 2007. This issue presents an overview of achievements since the inauguration of the award (Johnson, 2014b). Date palm scientists are continuously seeking opportunities to establish research consortia. Recently, Italian researchers have envisioned a research association to promote growth, utilization and marketing within the European Union. The inception of this group (Palmiria) is announced in this issue (Pegna, 2014). The issue concludes with several concise reviews of recent date palm publications including six books and two journals (Johnson, 2014c). References Al-Khayri, J. M. and Y. Ibraheem. 2014. In vitro selection of abiotic stress tolerant date palm (Phoenix dactylifera L.): A review. Emir. J. Food Agric. 26(11):921-933. Bouamri, R., Y. Dalpé and M. N. Serrhini. 2014. Seasonal variation of arbuscular mycorrhizal fungi in Moroccan date palm grove. Emir. J. Food Agric. 26(11):977-986. Haider, M. S., I. A. Khan, M. J. Jaskani, S. A. Naqvi and M. M. Khan. 2014. Biochemical attributes of dates at three maturation stages. Emir. J. Food Agric. 26(11):953-962. Jain, S. M., J. M. Al-Khayri and D. V. Johnson (Eds). 2011. Date Palm Biotechnology. Springer, Dordrecht, 743 p. Jaradat, A. A. 2014. Synthesis and assessment of date palm genetic diversity studies. Emir. J. Food Agric. 26(11):934-952. Johnson, D. V., J. M. Al-Khayri and S. M. Jain. 2013. Seedling date palms (Phoenix dactylifera L.) as genetic resources. Emir. J. Food Agric. 25(11):809-830. Johnson, D. V. 2014a. International scientific date palm meetings, 1931 – 2011: A bibliographic study. Emir. J. Food Agric. 26(11):1014-1020.
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