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Abstract
We evaluate date palm (Phoenix dactylifera L.) agrobiodiversity of Siwa oasis, Egypt, located at the crossroads of
ancient Trans-Saharan routes, focusing on diversity both as expressed and maintained by the folk categorization
system of Siwa inhabitants (through an ethnographic analysis) and as described by genetic sciences and a morpho-
metric tool based on size and geometry of seeds. We verified that some named types are true cultivars, sharing not
only a formal identity, important for Isiwan people, but also a genetic identity. However, we also confirm the
existence of Bethnovarieties,^ i.e., voluntary collections of multiple clones sharing phenotypic characteristics with
the same local name, suggesting the genetic richness is higher than the apparent agrobiodiversity estimated by a
superficial ethnobotanical approach. Finally, our research offers new insights on the relative importance of feral and
cultivated date palms.

Keywords Agrobiodiversity . Date palm (Phoenix dactylifera L.) . Ethnographical analysis . Microsatellite markers . Seed
morphometrics, SiwaOasis, Egypt, Ethnovariety

BOf these [varieties of dates] we shall name some
to give an idea of the extraordinary accuracy with
which the oasis people distinguish the qualities

according to taste, color, &c., and how it occupies
their minds and imaginations. It gives an insight
into the spiritual life of the Orientals, and of the
desert inhabitants in particular, and shows more
than anything else the value of the date-palm."
(Klee 1883: 13)

Introduction

Agrobiodiversity refers to the variability of animal,
plant, and microbial organisms maintained by human
societies. It is a major lever in coping with current
and future challenges such as shifting environments, in-
cluding the emergence of new diseases, climate change,
and changing socioeconomic circumstances. Assessment
and conservation of agrobiodiversity are therefore cen-
tral to ensuring the continuing viability of agricultural
production systems (Gepts et al. 2012). The cultivation
of clonally propagated plants represents a singular sys-
tem that has to date been largely neglected (McKey et
al. 2010).
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The date palm (Phoenix dactylifera L.), grown for
millennia around the Persian Gulf and in North Africa
(Barrow 1998), constitutes the cornerstone of oasis
agrosystems.1 These anthropogenic palm groves are
most frequently groupings of private neighboring gar-
dens that rely upon irrigated agriculture, classically in-
tensive and characterized by mixed farming (Battesti
2005, 2012, 2015). However, some palm groves may
be exploited only for dates, usually by nomadic pastoral
populations who harvest and possibly also pollinate
them (see Roué et al. 2015), as was the case of some
groves near Siwa oasis. The iconic date palm (Michel-
Dansac and Caubet 2013) has long been exploited not
only for its fruit but also for many other uses (Battesti
2005), most importantly to create the Boasis effect,^ a
bioclimatic bubble in the desert (Riou 1990). The ori-
gins of domestication, the routes and barriers of germ-
plasm flows, and the breeding history within the tradi-
tional cultivation area are only partially known (Pintaud
et al. 2013). Only a few populations of wild date palm,
precursors to current cultivars,2 have recently been iden-
tified in Oman (Gros-Balthazard et al. 2017). The earli-
est evidence of date palm cultivation dates back to the
third millennium BCE, around the Persian Gulf
(Tengberg 2012). However, recent genetic and genomic
data have pointed to the existence of two gene pools,
indicating that domestication was probably a two-step
process, first in the Middle East and secondarily in
Africa (Hazzouri et al. 2015; Mathew et al. 2015;
Gros-Balthazard et al. 2017).

Local populations selected numerous cultivars of date
palms to meet their local and regional needs, and local
soil and climate conditions, although it is impossible to
accurately assess the number currently grown. A general
survey indicates that more than 3000 cultivars probably
exist (Zaid and Arias-Jiménez 1999), with likely more
than 240 in Tunisia alone (Rhouma 1994, 2005).
Nevertheless, some cases of homonymy (same name
used in different localities for different genotypes) have
already been noted in Egypt (El-Assar et al. 2005: 606),
in Libya (Racchi et al. 2013), in Morocco (Bodian et
al. 2014), and elsewhere (Popenoe and Bennett 1913;

Khanamm et al. 2012: 1240). Additionally, even though
offshoot propagation is alleged to be a true-to-type tech-
nique (Jain 2012), genetic analyses have demonstrated
that cultivars are not necessarily 100% identical (e.g.,
Medjool from Morocco; Elhoumaizi et al. 2006). Intra-
cultivar genetic variability might exist due to somatic
mutations (Devanand and Chao 2003; Gurevich et al.
2005; Abou Gabal et al. 2006; Elhoumaizi et al.
2006). Consequently, the notion of cultivar, resulting
from social (a name) and agricultural (a genotype)
work, remains debatable.

Our research is the first to offer an analytical and
comprehensive focus on the agrobiodiversity of date
palms in Siwa oasis. We contrast data from our ethno-
botanical survey (Battesti 2013, see below) with data
from genetic analyses and seed morphometrics. An eth-
nographic approach allows for accurate genetic and
morphological interpretation: genetic analyses permit
verification of relationships between the samples
(Elhoumaizi et al. 2006; Bodian et al. 2014), and seed
morphometric analyses quantify morphological diversity
within and between named types (see Terral et al. 2012;
Gros-Balthazard et al. 2016; Gros-Balthazard et al.
2017). The size and shape of seeds are indicators of
the status of the plants as wild, feral, or cultivated,
and vary between cultivars and species (Terral et al.
2012; Gros-Balthazard et al. 2016). The combination
of morphometric and genetic analysis of samples from
the same date palm allowed us to crosscheck our results
and the local categorization of date palms collected
through fieldwork. Ultimately, our objective was to ob-
tain a better assessment of the local date palm catego-
rization (Fig. 6).

The Study Site

Siwa oasis, Egypt, is located in the Libyan Desert
300 km south of the Mediterranean coast and the clos-
est city Marsa Matruh, and about 70 km east of the
present Libyan border (Fig. 1). Siwa refers to a small
region of palm groves and settlements situated in a de-
pression about 50 km long and 10 km wide, approxi-
mately 12 m below sea level, as well as its main town.
Siwa oasis has been a major node in east-west and
north-south Saharan trade routes between North Africa
and the Nile Valley and the Middle East since at least
the first millennium BCE (Kuhlmann 2013; Battesti in
press). The vast majority of the population is Berber-
speaking (Amazigh), with a minority of Shahibat
Bedouin who settled over the last century in their own
villages. According to the last Egyptian census
(CAPMAS 2016), the current population is 33,000 and
has been growing steadily over the last century (22,000

1 An oasis is the association of a town or village and a cultivated area, often a
palm grove (of Phoenix dactylifera L.), around a water source in an otherwise
arid or desert environment established, sometimes in the distant past, and
maintained by local people (Battesti 2005, 2012).
2 BCultivar^ refers to a variety of clonal individuals, i.e., the association of a
name and a single genotype reproduced vegetatively (asexually) by humans.
For instance, all world-famous Deglet Noor date palms are presumed to derive
from a single plant through the propagation of offshoots that ensures favorable
genotypes, rather than sexual reproduction, which rarely produces equivalent
or improved plants due to the highly heterozygous nature of their genomes. For
further details on the dispute surrounding this issue see Popenoe and Bennett
1913: 44–56; Dowson and Aten 1962: 12–14; Peyron 2000: 23; Johnson et al.
2013: 812.

530 Hum Ecol (2018) 46:529–546



in 2006, 13,000 in 1996, and 3900 in 1907 (CAPMAS
2018). Nevertheless, compared to other oases the popu-
lation is relatively small in relation to the cultivable and
cultivated areas (Battesti 2005, 2006).

Despite the prime importance of date palms, which con-
stitute the main cash crop, in the social and economic life
of Siwa, little is known of their current or historical
agrobiodiversity. We collated more than 60 references (trav-
el accounts, newspaper articles, academic studies in geog-
raphy, history, biology, etc.) published over the last two
centuries mentioning local names of date palms from
Siwa (Battesti 2013), but these typically use the vague term
Bvariety,^ confusing local names of inclusive categories and
cultivars. More recent surveys of the agrobiodiversity of the
date palm in Egypt include only a few samples from Siwa
(Adawy et al. 2005; Hussein et al. 2005). None of the
three studies focused on date palm diversity in Siwa
(Rizk and Rashed 2005; Abou Gabal et al. 2006; Abd
El-Azeem et al. 2011) is comprehensive. Abou Gabal et
al. (2006) interestingly concluded that intravarietal diversi-
ties exist in Siwa and explained them by somatic muta-
tions. The prime issue for date palm biologists working
on Siwa remains the identification of representative exam-
ples of a Bcultivar:^ the lack of an overview on how the

different inclusive categories of date palms are named may
lead to misinterpretation of the local agrobiodiversity.

In Siwa, the notion of cultivar is not explicitly expressed in
the local Amazigh language. According to our ethnobotanical
results (Battesti 2013), the agrobiodiversity of date palms in
Siwa seems organized according to the notion of eškel, which
refers to a Bform^ of date palm associated with a name and
applies to any hierarchical level of categorization of date
palms (see below). None of our informants ever tried to put
a figure on date palm diversity. We also found that a single
cultivar may bear different names and that some seedlings are
also named (Battesti 2013). Consequently, as a result of the
difficulty of compiling a comprehensive list (Fig. S1), our
hypothetical overview of the date palm biodiversity of Siwa
remains to be confirmed.

Ignoring different intermediate names, we concluded that
there are about 15 different named types of date palms in Siwa
(Battesti 2013) (Fig. S1). Simplifying a complex situation, we
established that there are two locally favored cultivars,3 ṣaɛidi
and alkak (also called freḥi). Both keep and travel well owing
to their low moisture and high sugar content: the semi-soft
ṣaɛidi is exported particularly to cities of the Nile Valley for
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3 Locally referred to as Bthe numbers 1 and 2^ (nemra waḥad we etnīn).
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confectionery, and dry alkak are consumed by the Bedouin
who transport the ṣaɛidi from Siwa (see below). A further
seven alleged true-to-type cultivars are locally appreciated
but less common: aɣzāl, alkak wen žemb, lekrawmet, taṭṭagt,
úšik niqbel, ɣrom aɣzāl, and ɣrom ṣaɛid.

An additional six named types are subject to some contro-
versy: our informants all agreed on the fact that these date palms
are reproduced vegetatively (cloned, as the Balleged true
cultivars^) but they did not all agree on the possibility that a
seedling could also coincidentally produce one of these named
types: ḥalu en ɣanem, amenzu, úšik amaɣzuz, úšik ezzuwaɣ (or
zuwaɣ), úšik azzugaɣ, tažubart. These each meet the definition
of an ethnovariety, i.e., a set of similar (according to local stan-
dards) lines of clones reproduced by offshoots under a single
local name (Battesti 2013).4 To that, we must add two probable
ethnovarieties: kaɛibī and úšik nekwayes. An ethnovariety dif-
fers from a landrace in that it is always reproduced vegetatively
but might benefit from a seedling to create a new line of clones.
According to Pintaud (2010: 109), a landrace of date palms is
partially clonal or fully propagated by seed, but by consanguin-
ity retaining a stable set of morphological traits. Thus, in the
context of Siwa oasis, a landrace is composed of date palms
growing untended, while an ethnovariety is cultivated. This
can perhaps explain the genetic differences within a so-called
single line of clones of a cultivar. These genetic differences have
been reported in several studies as genetic variations at intra-
varietal levels, both for Siwa (Abou Gabal et al. 2006) and
elsewhere (e.g., Morocco and Qatar: Bodian et al. 2012;
Ahmed et al. 2013), which either propose the (convenient?)
hypothesis of somatic mutations or fail to provide any explana-
tion or connection with cultivation practices.

Finally, it is often assumed that date palm seedlings are
merely accidental and rather ignored by local oasis farmers
(Battesti 2005): uses of palm seedlings are yet to be thoroughly
studied. In Siwa, it is very unusual to vegetatively multiply a
male palm, óṭem (Fig. S1). Most male date palm seedlings
grow untended, usually outside the garden. A deliberately very
low sex ratio is maintained (approximately 2% males) in the
garden to favor female date palm trees. Accidental male seed-
lings are sufficient for pollination, provided that farmers artifi-
cially pollinate in place of the wind vector (Roué et al. 2015). In
fact, male and female seedlings are a side-result of date palm
agrobiodiversity, but are nonetheless an important gene pool.
Locally, all farmers reproduce cultivated date palms through
propagation using natural offshoots. Therefore, all seedlings
occur as an indirect consequence of farmers cultivating their

progenitors. Usually, seedlings are discarded from the garden,
but some nevertheless grow, and may even be pollinated and
partly tended because, against all expectations, their fruits are
good or they provide good quality fodder for the small domes-
tic livestock. All female seedlings are called in Siwa úšik—pl.
úškan. We refer to these female garden seedlings as úšik #1 and
those that grow untended outside the garden in the collective
part of the palm grove or in its immediate periphery as úšik #2.

We use the term Bferal^ date palms to refer to a population
of uncultivated date palms growing spontaneously without
human intervention even if their progenitors were formerly
cultivated. Today, date palms from abandoned oases in the
desert around Siwa reproduce freely by seed, i.e., sexually.
In this study date palms outside the gardens (úšik #2) may
thus also be considered as feral but we describe them as Bpalm
grove seedlings^ (Table 1).

In sum, to address the complexities of assessing date palm
agrobiodiversity in Siwa oasis we favor an overall multidisci-
plinary approach that takes into account local cultivation prac-
tices, knowledge, terminology, and categorization of date
palms in combination with biological and ethnobotanical data.

Materials and Methods

Plant Materials

A total of 62 female date palms from in situ (private) gardens in
palm groves or their periphery in and around Siwa oasis were
sampled for leaflets and/or seeds (Table 1; Fig. 1). None of our
specimens came from experimental stations. A palm grove is a
mosaic of private cultivated gardens, generally with mixed
farming (Battesti 2005) (Fig. 10). We sampled seeds for mor-
phometric analyses and leaflets for genetic analyses. Two spec-
imens were collected in 2009 (seeds only), and a total of 52
specimens (seeds and leaflets), during two different sampling
drives (respectively six and 13 named types) during the fall of
2010. Sampling was completed in the fall of 2011 with 14
specimens (seeds and leaflets of six named types). Of our 62
samples, 32 belong to cultivated and named types (11), nine to
garden seedlings (úšik #1), seven to palm grove seedlings (úšik
#2), and 14 to desert feral date palms (from abandoned oases).

Ethnobotanical Study

Our team’s social anthropologist and ethnobotanist conducted
fieldwork between 2002 and 2015, including sixmonths on date
palm categorization and naming (for details see Battesti 2013).
While he occasionally conducted structured interviews or held
focus group discussions and free listings of date palm given
names, most of his data derived from participant observation.

It is important to note that given local customs, he was
generally restricted to contacts with men. However, with rare

4 See Duputié et al.’s (2009) discussion of cassava (Manihot esculenta
Crantz), where they define a landrace as a diverse assemblage of clones shar-
ing, according to local farmers, phenotypic characteristics. To date, cassava is
the only clonal crop for which in-depth information exists on how mixed
clonal/sexual systems work (McKey et al. 2010). To the best of our knowl-
edge, the only use of the term of ethnovariety is in relation to cassava
(Raffaillac and Second 1997: 438; Second et al. 1999: 283).
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Table 1 Female date palm samples and the type they belong to. The status (feral, seedling or cultivated) and the location (Siwa oasis region or
abandoned desert oases) are mentioned along with whether or not the sample was studied using seed morphometric and/or genetic

ID Type Status Location Morphometric analysis Genetic analysis

2048 úšik #1 garden seedling Siwa oasis yes yes
2049 úšik #1 garden seedling Siwa oasis yes yes
2051 alkak garden cultivated variety Siwa oasis yes yes
2052 taṭṭagt garden cultivated variety Siwa oasis yes yes
2054 úšik #2 palm grove seedling Siwa oasis yes yes
2055 aɣzāl garden cultivated variety Siwa oasis yes yes
2056 úšik #1 garden seedling Siwa oasis yes yes
2058 úšik ezzuwaɣ garden cultivated variety Siwa oasis yes yes
2060 úšik #1 garden seedling Siwa oasis yes yes
2062 úšik ezzuwaɣ garden cultivated variety Siwa oasis yes yes
2063 úšik #2 palm grove seedling Siwa oasis yes yes
2065 ɣrom aɣzāl garden cultivated variety Siwa oasis yes yes
2397 kaɛibī garden cultivated variety Siwa oasis yes no
2398 ṣaɛidi garden cultivated variety Siwa oasis yes yes
2399 ṣaɛidi garden cultivated variety Siwa oasis yes yes
2400 ṣaɛidi garden cultivated variety Siwa oasis yes yes
2401 ṣaɛidi garden cultivated variety Siwa oasis yes yes
2402 úšik #1 garden seedling Siwa oasis yes yes
2403 úšik #1 garden seedling Siwa oasis no yes
2404 ṣaɛidi garden cultivated variety Siwa oasis yes yes
2405 taṭṭagt garden cultivated variety Siwa oasis yes yes
2406 úšik nekwayes garden cultivated variety Siwa oasis yes yes
2407 úšik #1 garden seedling Siwa oasis no yes
2408 alkak garden cultivated variety Siwa oasis yes no
2409 aɣzāl garden cultivated variety Siwa oasis yes yes
2410 úšik amaɣzuz garden cultivated variety Siwa oasis yes yes
2411 úšik #1 garden seedling Siwa oasis yes yes
2412 úšik ezzuwaɣ garden cultivated variety Siwa oasis yes yes
2413 feral desert feral Um Iktaben no yes
2414 feral desert feral al-ɛAraj yes yes
2415 úšik #1 garden seedling Siwa oasis no yes
2416 alkak garden cultivated variety Siwa oasis yes yes
2417 alkak wen žemb garden cultivated variety Siwa oasis yes yes
2418 úšik #2 palm grove seedling Siwa oasis yes yes
2419 úšik ezzuwaɣ garden cultivated variety Siwa oasis yes yes
2420 feral desert feral Um Iktaben no yes
2421 feral desert feral al-ɛAraj yes yes
2422 úšik niqbel garden cultivated variety Siwa oasis yes yes
2423 úšik niqbel garden cultivated variety Siwa oasis yes yes
2424 úšik #2 palm grove seedling Siwa oasis yes yes
2425 feral desert feral Tabaɣbaɣ yes yes
2426 feral desert feral Tabaɣbaɣ yes yes
2427 feral desert feral Tabaɣbaɣ yes yes
2428 feral desert feral Tabaɣbaɣ yes yes
2429 úšik #2 palm grove seedling Siwa oasis no yes
2430 feral desert feral Laɛwāf no yes
2431 feral desert feral Timira yes yes
2432 feral desert feral Timira yes yes
2433 feral desert feral Timira yes yes
3289 ṣaɛidi garden cultivated variety Siwa oasis yes no
3290 ṣaɛidi garden cultivated variety Siwa oasis yes no
3291 ṣaɛidi garden cultivated variety Siwa oasis yes no
3292 ṣaɛidi garden cultivated variety Siwa oasis yes no
3293 alkak garden cultivated variety Siwa oasis yes no
3294 ɣrom aɣzāl garden cultivated variety Siwa oasis yes no
3295 ṣaɛidi garden cultivated variety Siwa oasis yes no
3296 úšik niqbel garden cultivated variety Siwa oasis yes no
3298 ṣaɛidi garden cultivated variety Siwa oasis yes no
3299 úšik #2 palm grove seedling Siwa oasis yes no
3300 úšik #2 palm grove seedling Siwa oasis yes no
3301 feral desert feral Shiyata yes no
3302 feral desert feral Shiyata yes no
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exceptions, only men have access to gardens and agricultural
land in general. The investigator’s few interactions with wom-
en revealed amuchmore superficial knowledge of agricultural
issues and women’s role in food preparation does not appear
to influence the local categorization of dates.

Genetic Analyses

Total cellular DNA was extracted from dried leaves of 47
samples, which were then genotyped using 17 microsatellite
loci (Table 2) following the protocol of Gros-Balthazard et al.
(2017). The structure of genetic diversity of date palms in
Siwa was assessed with a Principal Component Analysis
(PCA) on gene frequencies using dudi.pca function (ade4
package; Dray and Dufour 2007) in R software (R Core
Team 2015). A Neighbor-joining (NJ) tree was constructed
with Nei’s genetic distances (Nei et al. 1983) using aboot
function in R (poppr package; Kamvar et al. 2014). The sim-
ilarity between samples with the same given name was calcu-
lated as the average percentage of loci that are not polymor-
phic. We assumed that a collection of true-to-type clones is
100% similar except in case of somatic mutations.

Morphometric Analysis of Seeds

A total of 1100 seeds (20 per sample) from 55 accessions (Table
1) were analyzed using both traditional (size) and geometric
(shape) morphometrics (Terral et al. 2012; Gros-Balthazard et
al. 2016). Seeds were photographed in both dorsal and lateral
views. Their length andwidth (cm) on the dorsal side (following

Gros-Balthazard et al. 2016) were measured using ImageJ
(Abràmoff et al. 2004). The shape of seeds was quantified using
the Elliptic Fourier Transform (EFT) method (Kuhl and
Giardina 1982) and implemented in R software (Momocs
package; Bonhomme et al. 2014). To summarize, seed outline
was extracted semi-automatically to obtain x and y coordinates
of 64 points equally spaced along the outline of the seed. To
avoid information redundancy and to standardize size and ori-
entation, the coordinates were transformed using the EFT meth-
od leading to 32 harmonics, of which eight were retained (see
Terral et al. 2012), with An and Bn related to x coordinates, and
Cn and Dn related to y coordinates. The harmonic coefficients
were used for subsequent statistical analyses in R.

The difference in seed size between the named types was
tested using Tukey’s test (function HSD.test, library
agricolae). We appreciated the level of variability in both seed
size and shape according to the protocol developed in Gros-
Balthazard et al. (2016). We first performed a Principal
Component Analysis (PCA) on size or shape measurements
and estimated the variation by calculating the size of the cloud
valued as the mean distance between ten seeds from a given
group randomly sampled and the centroid of that given group.
We expected a true cultivar to show a reduced seed size var-
iation while heterogeneous groups should have seeds of dif-
ferent sizes and shapes, and therefore show a high seed size or
shape variation. We further explored the structure of seed
morphotype diversity using a PCA performed using both dis-
crete and outline measurements (function dudi.pca, package
ade4). Additionally, we performed three Linear Discriminant
Analyses (LDAs) on this full dataset to assess whether seed

Table 2 Overview of microsatellite loci

Marker Reference Missing data % Missing data # alleles

mPdCIR085 Billotte et al. 2004 0 0.00 10

mPdCIR078 Billotte et al. 2004 1 1.06 11

mPdCIR015 Billotte et al. 2004 30 31.92 4

mPdCIR016 Billotte et al. 2004 1 1.06 5

mPdCIR032 Billotte et al. 2004 4 4.26 6

mPdCIR035 Billotte et al. 2004 0 0.00 3

mPdCIR057 Billotte et al. 2004 0 0.00 6

mPdCIR025 Billotte et al. 2004 2 2.13 8

mPdCIR010 Billotte et al. 2004 4 4.26 8

mPdCIR063 Billotte et al. 2004 4 4.26 6

mPdCIR050 Billotte et al. 2004 2 2.13 10

PdAG1-ssr Ludeña et al. 2011 1 1.06 12

PdCUC3-ssr1 Zehdi-Azouzi et al. 2015 2 2.13 1

mPdIRD013 Aberlenc-Bertossi et al. 2014 1 1.06 2

mPdIRD033 Aberlenc-Bertossi et al. 2014 2 2.13 4

mPdIRD031 Aberlenc-Bertossi et al. 2014 4 4.26 3

mPdIRD040 Aberlenc-Bertossi et al. 2014 1 1.06 5

Overall 3.53 3.69 6.12

534 Hum Ecol (2018) 46:529–546



size and shape allow, on the one hand, distinction of unculti-
vated date palms (desert feral and palm grove seedlings) from
cultivated date palms (named types and garden seedlings),
then desert feral date palms from garden named types and
from seedlings growing either in palm groves or gardens;
and on the other hand, to distinguish cultivars/named types
from each other. We thus performed LDAs (lda function,
package MASS) and used either factor Btype^ or Bstatus^
for the discrimination. To estimate the power of the LDAs,
leave-one-out cross-validations were performed: posterior as-
signations were executed for each seed (option CV = T). The
discriminating rate of each status or type was calculated as the
percentage of positive allocation.

Results

Patterns of Genetic Diversity in Siwa

We genotyped 47 accessions using 17 microsatellite loci
(SSRs). The percentage of missing data is low (Table 2),
reflecting the efficiency of the microsatellite genotyping pro-
cedure. A total of 104 alleles were observed over the 17 SSRs,
with an average of 6.12 per locus (Table 2).

Overall Genetic Diversity

Both the NJ tree (Fig. 2) and the PCA (Fig. 3) show a clear
distinction between three named types (alkak, ṣaɛidi, taṭṭagt).
The first component PC1 is stretched by alkak and taṭṭagt
while PC2 clearly separates the two main cultivars, namely
ṣaɛidi and alkak (Fig. 3). Additionally, desert feral date palms
are differentiated from úšik (both #1 and #2) and cultivated
samples despite some overlap (Figs. 2 and 3).

The whole two-dimensional space shaped by PC1 and PC2
together seems organized by the combination of two important
sets of fruit qualities: aqueous versus sweet and soft/semi-soft
versus dry (Fig. 3). Indeed, alkak is sweet and dry, taṭṭagt is
aqueous and soft, and aɣzāl, in the center of the graph, bears
semi-soft and sweet dates. Those sets of qualities are important:
date palms were first selected under these soil and climatic con-
ditions for their fruits and to meet a variety of uses and tastes.

Genetic Diversity in Cultivars, Ethnovarieties, and Other
Categories

Several named types are composed of accessions that appear
very similar. For instance, ṣaɛidi accessions appear 96.97%
similar (Table 5). Only two samples out of the five included
show a single different allele over the 17 loci, and they all
cluster together in the NJ tree (Fig. 2) and in the PCA plot
(Fig. 3). Similarly, taṭṭagt accessions from two different sam-
pling drives are 100% similar. The two accessions of alkak

also cluster together in both PCA and the NJ tree and are quite
isolated from other accessions (Figs 2 and 3). However, they
show three different alleles over 34 and are therefore very
closely related but not perfect clones (91.18%, Table 5). The
alkak wen žemb sample is closely related to these two acces-
sions in both PCA and the NJ tree (Figs. 2 and 3).
Interestingly, farmers claim that alkak and alkak wen žemb
are close relatives (wen žemb translates as Brelegated,^ Bput
aside,^ i.e., a second class alkak). Locally, aɣzāl and the very
distantly related ɣrom aɣzāl are considered closely related
cultivars.5 However, further analyses are required to verify
this.

Desert feral date palms form a large clade with a few excep-
tions, as three cultivated samples also group in this clade:
taṭṭagt, úšik ezzuwaɣ and ɣrom aɣzāl (Fig. 2). On the one hand,
some geographical pattern seems at work as desert feral acces-
sions from Tabaɣbaɣ, an oasis uninhabited since Roman times,
group together. On the other hand, desert feral accessions from
the ancient oases of Timira, Um Iktaben, and al-ɛAraj, dissem-
inated in the tree (Fig. 2, Table 1), seem less homogeneous. In
ancient times, those locations were linked by desert routes: the
main route from the eastern extremity of Siwa region, i.e., ɛaīn
Ṣafī, to the Bahariya oasis (and beyond to the Nile valley, Giza,
and Cairo) ran through al-ɛAraj.

The seedling palms (úšik) cannot be distinguished as a
group from cultivated date palms (Figs. 2 and 3) as they are
scattered all over the distance tree, with garden seedlings úšik
#1 predominating within the clade of the named garden types
(Fig. 2). The seedlings úšik #1 and úšik #2 are indistinguishable
(Fig. 3).

Characterization of Seed Size and Shape

As expected in an uncultivated environment feral date palms
show significantly smaller seeds than cultivated date palms
(Tukey’s test, p-value <0.05) (Gros-Balthazard et al. 2016)
(Fig. 4). We evaluated the variation of seed size and shape for
each named type (Table 3). Seeds from úšik #1, úšik #2 and
desert feral samples have a very high variability in size and
shape, since these palms grow in a diversity of conditions
(size) and are not reproduced clonally (both size and shape),
but rather are unrelated samples. On the other hand, ṣaɛidi and
alkak, which are supposedly groups of cloned accessions (cul-
tivars), display lower seed shape and size variability.

The PCA (Fig. 5) indicates that seeds of desert feral and úšik
samples have a higher variability than the named garden types
overall. Nonetheless, PC1 represents the variability of desert
feral and úšik #1 samples and PC2 that of cultivated named
types (especially ṣaɛidi). PC3 is also mainly stretched by desert
feral and úšik #1 samples, and so the space PC2/PC3 slightly
differentiates between úšik #1 (benefiting from care) and úšik

5 In local Amazigh, ɣrom derives from aɣram (pl. iɣarman), the seed.
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#2 (untended) seedlings. Strangely enough, úšik #1 offers in
PCA the same wide and even wider dispersal in seed shape as
the desert feral date palms. As regards the Búšik xxx,^ i.e., the
date palms with a given name including the word
úšik—úšik niqbel, úšik nekwayes, úšik amaɣzuz, úšik
ezzuwaɣ—their morphotypes roughly coincide with the
other cultivated named types. They are locally said to

be former úšik as they are local seedlings selected as
cultivars (in an unknown past) and vegetatively
reproduced.

Using Linear Discriminant Analysis (LDA), we found that
90.1% of cultivated (garden cultivated varieties and úšik #1)
and 79.2% of uncultivated (desert feral and úšik #2) date
palms were assigned positively to their status, meaning that

Fig. 2 Neighbor-Joining (NJ) tree
of Siwa date palms based on Nei
1983 genetic distances

Fig. 3 Principal Component Analysis (PCA) on 48 date palm accessions using SSRs data
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these two groups show highly divergent seeds and that within
each group, seeds display particular features. A possible inter-
pretation is that uncultivated seeds have a richer palette of
shape as a local genetic pool. A further LDA test of three
groups (feral (desert feral) vs. named types (garden cultivated
varieties) vs. seedlings (úšik #1 and úšik #2)) found that 87.8%
of named types, 78.8% of desert feral, and only 40.9% of

garden and palm grove seedlings were assigned positively.
In this case, it is interesting to note the inconsistency of the
úšik group: all seedlings do not form a consistent group and
growing within a garden makes a difference.

Similarly, we found that the 11 samples of ṣaɛidi and
the four samples of alkak are easily assigned (respectively
80.4 and 79.7%), in accordance with the fact that the
intra-varietal variability is low within ṣaɛidi and alkak
samples and despite the fact that those samples were col-
lected in very different gardens, so subject to different
cultivation conditions (Table 4). Úšik #1 and #2 have a
low cross-validation (CV) percentage since they are not
clones. Surprisingly, feral samples have a high CV per-
centage even though they are also not clones. This may
be related to the fact over generations these palms, neither
tended nor artificially selected, produce seeds that con-
verge towards an Bideal^ shape and size relative to their
environment through natural selection (Siegal and
Bergman 2002; Gros-Balthazard et al. 2016).

Ethnobotanical Study6

The term úšik, when part of a cultivar name, emphasizes the
origin of the genetic lineage as the outcome of a farmer spar-
ing a random female seedling and then reproducing and nam-
ing it. Only named date palms in Siwa are propagated vege-
tatively. A larger genetic stock, however, exists, mainly as úšik
seedlings within gardens (úšik #1) and in communal spaces of
the palm grove and its margins (úšik #2), or in the abandoned
palm groves (for centuries, possibly since the late Roman
period) scattered in the Libyan desert around Siwa (agzzo pl.

6 See Battesti (2013) and the Introduction above for a full account; also Fig.
S1.

a bFig. 4 Seed size of Siwa date
palms (mm). a Length, b Width.
Letters below each box
correspond to Tukey’s group

Table 3 Variability of seed dimensions and shape within named types
of Siwa. It is calculated as the dispersion of seeds around the related
species’ centroid in two PCA spaces obtained from size parameters
(Size Var.) and 64 Fourier coefficients related to dorsal and lateral seed
shapes (Shape Var.) using the rarefaction method to balance sample size
in each group. The values are the average over the mean distance between
10 randomly sampled seeds in one hundred replicates and the standard
deviation over the one hundred replicates. The number of accessions
available for each group is given (# accessions). The groups derived
from Tukey’s test are given in parentheses

Type # accessions Size var.
(Tukey’s group)

Shape var.
(Tukey’s group)

úšik #1 6 83.88 ± 21.56 (a) 761.22 ± 211.41 (a)

desert feral 11 64.91 ± 23.95 (c) 472.35 ± 141.79 (b)

úšik #2 6 47.19 ± 12.03 (d) 378.77 ± 95.67 (c)

aɣzāl 2 87.26 ± 22.72 (a) 363.30 ± 71.29 (c)

úšik niqbel 3 29.08 ± 6.315 (e) 280.83 ± 47.66 (d)

úšik ezzuwaɣ 4 70.80 ± 25.08 (b) 276.59 ± 52.15 (d)

kaɛibī 1 14.78 ± 3.47 (gh) 272.90 ± 43.46 (d)

ṣaɛidi 11 28.88 ± 12.74 (e) 262.76 ± 53.15 (d)

taṭṭagt 2 20.50 ± 6.70 (f) 261.64 ± 48.29 (d)

alkak 4 20.94 ± 6.62 (f) 231.49 ± 43.58 (e)

ɣrom aɣzāl 2 68.43 ± 16.37 (bc) 219.23 ± 44.30 (e)

alkak wen žemb 1 10.07 ± 2.16 (hi) 173.95 ± 17.90 (f)

úšik nekwayes 1 19.59 ± 7.79 (fg) 167.77 ± 23.74 (f)

úšik amaɣzuz 1 8.95 ± 1.71 (i) 100.49 ± 10.69 (g)

Hum Ecol (2018) 46:529–546 537



igizzã, in all likelihood also descendants of a cultivated pop-
ulation). The term Bethnovariety^ (Battesti 2013) referring to
the local way of organizing the biodiversity of date palms in
Siwa, including new genetic lines in the cultivated pool, re-
lates the two compartments Bcultivated palms^ and Bferal
palms and seedlings,^ which are usually thought to be imper-
meable to each other.

In regard to ethnovarieties Pérau-Leroy, an agronomist
working in Morocco under the last days of the French protec-
torate, 60 years ago, wrote: Bthe variety should be a single
clone and therefore come from a single parent plant. But as
it can appear among the seedlings a subject resembling
very much a variety, it has happened that this subject
was at the origin of a new clone, which was assimilated
to the variety already known and spread under its name^
(1958: 99–100, translation by the authors). It is difficult to
guess whether what is acknowledged here is the result of
an error or a conscious cultural practice as in Siwa.
Pérau-Leroy also identifies Banother origin of these lines
[that] can be found in somatic mutations that involve
only little-evident physiological or morphological char-
acteristics. Thus, come to be gathered together under the
same name, slightly different clones^ (ibid.), and points
out: BIt is clear that the recognition of these lines is of
particular practical interest, especially for the selection
of varieties resistant to fusarium wilt, because when a
variety includes several clones, one clone may have a
different reaction to the disease than the others, and the
observer may misjudge the behavior of the whole vari-
ety with respect to the disease^ (ibid.).

Assuming that the creation of an ethnovariety is the result
of a horticultural technique, we still have to distinguish be-
tween two possibilities: a) the accidental occurrence of seed-
lings and their voluntary incorporation into the collection of

known varieties (due to their similarity), and b) the deliberate
search for identical seedlings to cultivate using the backcross
technique (Battesti 2013: §62). Kearney (1906) describes an-
other technique used in Jerid (Tunisia): BSeedling palms are,
of course, rarely true to type, although the writer was gravely
assured by an intelligent Arab that to make them come true it
is only necessary to transplant them two or three times, and
that this method is sometimes resorted to when suckers are not
procurable, in order to perpetuate very rare varieties!^ (43).

Discussion

In order to understand the intraspecific agrobiodiversity of a
cultivated plant, it is important to understand the local per-
spective of those who farm it (Figs. 6 and 7). Battesti (2013)
highlighted two facts: the first, quantitative, is that about 15 or
so named types (cultivars and ethnovarieties) exist in Siwa
oasis; the second, qualitative, is that shape matters, but genes
probably matter little. In other words, for farmers, the mor-
phologic resemblance produces identity, and this has implica-
tions for the richness of this resource. The purpose of the
present study was to validate those statements and clarify the
local categorization of this unique plant and its cultivars using
genetic markers. To this end, we combined a scientific study
based on genetic identity and ethnographic data from Siwa
oasis farmers based on phenotypic identity.

Are Cultivars of Siwa Oasis Vegetatively Propagated
(True-to-Type Clones)?

The genetic analysis confirms the local Isiwan statement that
the named types ṣaɛidi and taṭṭagt are true cultivars. The very
slight genetic difference among ṣaɛidi accessions is

Fig. 5 Principal Component Analysis (PCA) on 55 date palm accessions based on seed size and shape

538 Hum Ecol (2018) 46:529–546



presumably the result of somatic mutations. Additionally, the
morphometric analysis clearly identifies all the ṣaɛidi samples
as having similar seed shape (Table 4). Although these acces-
sions were collected in distant gardens in all Siwa palm
groves, they apparently all originate from the vegetative re-
production of a single ancestor (Fig. 7). We were even able to
correct a sample mislabeled as úšik to ṣaɛidi. The genetic
analysis should also have confirmed the local Isiwan state-
ment that the named type alkak, for instance, is a true cultivar,
but although very closely related, our two alkak accessions are
not perfect true-to-type clones. Whether this is the result of
somatic mutations or of the fact that it is not a true cultivar is
difficult to determine with our current data.

Based on genetic data (Table 5, Fig. 2), the given
names úš ik ezzuwaɣ and úš ik niqbel appear as
ethnovarieties rather than true cultivars. The ethnograph-
ic data predicted this for úšik ezzuwaɣ, which has a
Bcontroversial status^ among farmers of Siwa oasis re-
garding the existence of a single clone (Fig. S1). The
case of úšik niqbel is more puzzling as this was sup-
posed to be the name of a true-to-type cultivar and not
of an ethnovariety (Fig. S1). Interestingly, the dates

from úšik ezzuwaɣ accessions are morphologically very
similar (round and reddish/black, Bezzuwaɣ^ is related to
the red color in Amazigh) just as all the dates from úšik
niqbel accessions are apparently similar (fleshy, oblong
and brown dates), as are ɣrom aɣzāl dates (yellow un-
ripe and brown ripe). The local primacy of the pheno-
type over the genotype is definitively corroborated by
the position of the úšik ezzuwaɣ (2412) and the ɣrom
aɣzāl (2065) in the NJ tree. Even if they are genetically
closely related, they do not share a common name as
they display different forms. The ethnographic data
strongly suggest that úšik nekwayes and kaɛibī are more
likely ethnovarieties rather than true cultivars (Fig. S1)
but we do not have the scientific data necessary to
verify this.

Based on our results, we argue that, against all expecta-
tions, named types in Siwa could correspond to ethnovarieties
as a general rule, with cultivars being the exceptions. The
ethnographic analysis combined with genetic analysis indeed
confirm that the Bgenetic identity^—which is the classic and
scientific definition of a true-to-type cultivar for the date
palm—does not matter per se for local farmers; but Bshape

Fig. 7 During the date harvest in
a garden of Azzumuri palm grove
in Siwa oasis (Egypt), a farmer
picks up ṣaɛidi dates, Dec. 5th,
2013. Vincent Battesti

Fig. 6 A farmer harvesting the
dates of his garden in Abregani
palm grove, Siwa oasis (Egypt),
Nov. 15th, 2014. Vincent Battesti
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identity^ does. That means that a seedling date palm sharing a
shape similarity (plant or fruit) with a known cultivar can be
Badded^ to this cultivar permanently: it will also eventually be
vegetatively reproduced by farmers and the given name will
no longer refer to a cultivar (a single line of clones) but to an
ethnovariety (multiple lines of clones).

Feral and Seedlings Versus Cultivated Palms

Two facts emerge from this study regarding feral status in con-
trast with cultivated samples. Firstly, desert feral date palms
could be the remains of a putative ancient gene pool fromwhich
were drawn a cultivar like taṭṭagt, but also some current úšik
date palms (growing in a garden or untended in the palm grove).
Secondly, úšik date palms are a true gene pool for the farmers (in
the past and the present), offering a wide genetic and

morphological diversity. They constitute a possible original pool
from which stems part of the current diversity of cultivars, as
well as a pool continuously being regenerated by sexual repro-
duction between cultivated and uncultivated individuals. In this
respect, úšik date palms should deserve a closer attention in
scientific analyses of agrobiodiversity. Some studies have al-
ready drawn our attention to this topic, for example, Peyron et
al. (1990: 122) states that seedlings Brepresent an exceptional
genetic stock^ or more recently Johnson et al. (2013: 826) who
conclude that Bas the original source of all cultivar dates, seed-
ling dates continue to be present, to varying degrees, in all date-
growing areas (…) and represent unevaluated germplasm
resources.^

Focusing on the Date Palms, the Dates, and their
Shape

For local farmers, the form of the date palm, its soil and cli-
matic requirements, and the form and quality of its fruit are the
understandable keys to categorizing their date palms.
Maintaining palm groves is primarily to produce dates, with
a diversity that meets export and local demands (different
tastes, different preservation capacities, different uses, and
different harvest seasons). Locally, the form and quality of
fruits prevail over the genetic proximity, except that local
farmers know that the best way to obtain another date palm
bearing the required form and quality of fruit is to use vege-
tative reproduction, but not the only one. Our genetic and
morphometric analyses are congruent but fail together some-
times to duplicate the local categorization of date palm biodi-
versity because of the existence of local ethnovarieties in
Siwa. Preliminary observations on the naming of date types
in other producing areas (in Egypt and Oman) indicate that
similar patterns emerge that would require similar treatment to
compare to this first case study.

McKey et al. (2010) consider that a key component of
strategies for preserving the adaptive potential of clonal crops
is the maintenance of mixed clonal/sexual systems, which can
be achieved by encouraging and valuing farmer knowledge
about the sexual reproductive biology of their clonal crops.
This may have interesting consequences for the processes of
domestication: using ethnovarieties as a tool to categorize cul-
tivated date palms and maintaining a population of feral (or
seedling) date palms in Siwa palm groves as a genetic im-
provement pool could be seen as an ingenious mixed clonal/
sexual system strategy (Fig. 8).

General Pattern of Diversity in Siwa Oasis

The genetic proximity of all the feral accessions from ancient
and abandoned oases in the same clade in the distance tree
may suggest an old gene pool of cultivated date palms that
survives in current cultivated date palms of Siwa through

Table 4 Percent of cross
validation (CV) for each
variety/category

Type # Accessions CV

úšik amaɣzuz 1 86.17

ṣaɛidi 11 80.38

alkak 4 79.72

desert feral 11 79.04

úšik nekwayes 1 76.93

alkak wen žemb 1 73.38

taṭṭagt 2 73.11

ɣrom aɣzāl 2 69.43

aɣzāl 2 67.31

kaɛibī 1 53.44

úšik #2 6 51.95

úšik #1 6 49.88

úšik ezzuwaɣ 4 48.19

úšik niqbel 3 43.37

Table 5 Average percentage of similarity calculated with genetic data
within each named type of Siwa

Variety # Accessions Percentage

alkak 2 91.18

alkak wen žemb 1 /

aɣzāl 2 60.61

desert feral 12 17.65

ṣaɛidi 5 96.97

taṭṭagt 2 96.77

úšik #1 8 18.18

úšik #2 8 26.47

úšik amaɣzuz 1 /

úšik ezzuwaɣ 2 41.18

úšik nekwayes 1 /

úšik niqbel 2 65.63

ɣrom aɣzāl 1 /
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taṭṭagt, ɣrom aɣzāl, some úšik ezzuwaɣ and some garden and
palm grove seedling date palms (úšik #1 and úšik #2) (Fig. 2).
This hypothesis leads to possibility that the other forms of date
palm may have been introduced to Siwa, perhaps including
ṣaɛidi and alkak.

Our ethnographic study showed that even if the richness of
the date palm heritage of Siwa is celebrated, and despite the
apparent abundance of variety names in the literature, we have
only about 15 different given names (Battesti 2013), and that
an unknown portion of these are not of Btrue^ cultivars but
Bethnovarieties.^ Therefore, beyond the apparent
agrobiodiversity a Bhidden genetic richness^ exists (more than
one clone per given name), all those clones duly selected and
reproduced by the local farmers. Nonetheless, this number
stays small in comparison with other oasis regions such as
the Jerid in Tunisia where 220 varieties are cultivated
(Rhouma 1994, 2005; Battesti 2015).

Diversity Structure Explained by Economic Strategy

There may be a historical explanation for this low number of
given names: when Siwa oasis was re-founded during the

eleventh or twelfth century (Battesti 2013: §89), the settlers
probably had a clear plan for an economy based on the expor-
tation of two complementary elite date cultivars: ṣaɛidi for
urban populations (especially Cairo and Alexandria) and
alkak for the those people transporting the ṣaɛidi over long
distances—especially the Bedouin of the Awlad ‘Ali tribe. It is
possible, although there is no evidence, that the Bedouin kept
reserves of alkak dry dates in underground silos. According to
Cole and Altorki (1998: 139), Bthe grain from the barley was,
and is, stored in pits about two meters deep known as
matmura^ by the Awlad ‘Ali. The technique was used in
Fezzan in sand pits for dry dates, where Bthe hard, dry dates
are said to keep satisfactorily for two or three years^ (Dowson
and Aten 1962: 120). Wansleb noted as early as 1664 the
arrivals in Alexandria of camel caravans loaded with the fa-
mous ṣaɛidi dates of Siwa, packed in woven baskets (Wansleb
1794 [1664]: 46, translation by the authors).

There was mention of the export of two elite varieties of
date, ṣaɛidi and alkak, from Siwa at least two centuries ago
(for a detailed review, see Battesti 2013), in addition to the
high value aɣzāl, which was produced and exported only in
small quantities. Its Arabic trade name was sulṭānī, Bthe

Fig. 9 A garden in the Siwa palm
grove (Egypt), with date palms
that have been poorly cleaned and
encroached upon by various
species of spontaneous
herbaceous plants, a sign of low
labour investment. Nov. 9th,
2014, Vincent Battesti

Fig. 8 Untended seedling date
palms, on the edge of the Baɛed
al-Dīn palm grove, West part of
Siwa oasis (Egypt), May 21st,
2013, Vincent Battesti
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sultana^ (but the name is sometimes used for other varieties),
and it is valued by the Isiwan as a tonic for lack of energy
(Fakhry 1990: 27) and for its aphrodisiac properties (for men).
Drovetti and Cailliaud described these dates as Bthe most del-
icate and far superior to all those eaten in Egypt^ (Jomard
1823: 9, translation by the authors), and they add that the
Isiwan Bforbid women to eat sultana dates: this fruit, they
say, would make them too voluptuous, too prone to love^
(ibid.: 12, see also: Minutoli 1827: 91).

The large-scale cultivation of two favored varieties appears
to be longstanding in Siwa and suggests a strong integration of
date palm farming with an export economy. According to
Steindorff’s estimates of the value of agricultural products in
the oasis (Steindorff 1904: 113, translation by the authors),
95% of ṣaɛidi and 97% of freḥi [alkak] are exported, but only
33% of úšik (low value and consumed locally by humans and
livestock). In total, the oasis exports, in value, 82% of its date
harvest via trans-Saharan networks that seem to have been
well established since Antiquity (Wilson 2012; Kuhlmann
2013; Battesti in press).

Local memory and the literature (e.g., Rusch and
Stein 1988) testify to the close link between the seden-
tary Siwi population and the Bedouin population, espe-
cially the Awlad ‘Ali, who are today largely settled in
and around Marsa Matruh on the Mediterranean coast.
Scholz (1822: 32) reported the Isiwan deal with Bthe
horde of Valedali^ [Awlad ‘Ali] and that Bthey carry
on their trade by barter, exchanging their dates, olives,
cattle, and handsome baskets made of palm leaves, for
corn, tobacco, manufactured goods, especially linen,
coffee, &c., which are brought by the Arabs from
Alexandria, or by the Bedouin.^ The Aoulâd-Aly are
reported to Bexchange dates in Syouah and Audjelah
for butter and cattle … their usual diet consists of dry
dates, milk, and barley and wheat flour^ (Pacho 1827:
74, translation by the authors). Later, von Fircks (1895:
75, translation by the authors) wrote that BThe export of
dates and the import of Egyptian grain for the inhabi-
tants of the oasis is mediated by the powerful tribe of
Aülad Ali Bedouin,^ and Robecchi-Bricchetti (1890:

local agrobiodiversity assessment

local practices and knowledge

categorization

environment

genotype

morphotype

genetic biodiversity assessment

science practices and knowledge

categorization

environment

genotype

Fig. 10 Synthetic presentation of
the relationships between
phenotype and morphotype with
local vs. science categorization
regarding date palms

Fig. 11 On the borders of the
Maraqi palm grove, East part of
Siwa oasis (Egypt), Nov. 6th,
2015, Vincent Battesti
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242, translation by the authors) reports Bin the past, one
of the largest caravans was that of the Ualad-Ali, which
transported more than 30,000 quintals of dates to Egypt
alone, from October to March. Presently, the export
trade is carried out by Bedouin Ualad-Ali, Ualad el-
Dorri, Senagrah, Fezzanesi and Barberini, who export
more than 50,000 quintals of dates annually.^ White
(1899: 156–157) writes Bthe western traffic is in the
hands of those enterprising merchants and slave-traders,
the Mojabra. The eastern traffic is practically the mo-
nopoly of the Waled Ali—now more or less tractable
subjects of Egypt—, who follow the Coastal route,
through their own territory, to Alexandria. The Cairene
traffic is shared by the Arabs of Kadassi, a village near
the Pyramids.^ According to Falls (1913: 277), Bthe
exportation [of dates] takes place in the winter months,
and is entirely in the hands of the Auladali [Awlad ‘Ali]
Bedouin, whose caravans then number as many as one
hundred camels,^ whereas Murray (1935: 22) describes
it as in the hands of both the BAwlad ‘Ali^ and
BHarabi^ (closely related, according to Evans-Pritchard
1949: 49). Cline (1936: 11) provides a description of
the Siwa market where the Isiwan merchants engage in this
trade with the Bedouins and Arabs. Final ly, the
anthropologists Cole and Altorki (1998) describe the sadaqa
(friendship, sometimes hereditary) that unites Bedouin fami-
lies with particular Siwi merchants.

Conclusion

We used a combined approach of social and biological
sciences to establish the existence of ethnovarieties in
the date palm agrobiodiversity of Siwa: some date
palms appear the same (according to local criteria) and
have the same name despite substantial genetic differ-
ences. Consequently, a hidden genetic richness exists
beyond the apparent agrobiodiversity. The seedling date
palms seem to be a true gene pool for the date palm
farmers and are possibly part of the original pool for
the current diversity of cultivars (Fig. 9).

Local farmers of Siwa oasis are attuned to phenotyp-
ic traits in their categorization as they have access to
the phenotype of their date palms, which this influences
the local management of germplasm, and subsequently
determines genetic diversity and distribution. Local
farmers fully acknowledge that phenotype is shaped by
inheritance from both male and female plants (the fe-
male has more influence on the fruit) and by soil and
climatic conditions. This situation challenges the con-
ventional assessment of diversity based on genetic iden-
tity alone (Fig. 10).

Agrobiodiversity is the result of management by genera-
tions of farmers: we cannot ignore their knowledge and prac-
tices. Future studies should analyze an expanded collection of
genetic samples of date palms from Siwa in order to better
assess the status of local varieties as cultivars or ethnovarieties
and to help us better understand the biogeography of Siwa
date palms in relation to supra-regional date palm diversity
(Fig. 11).
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