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) Introduction

Agriculture, as a fundamental pillar of the national economy, plays a crucial role in
ensuring food security and public health. Moreover, agricultural exports have the
potential to generate significant foreign exchange for national development.
Consequently, supporting this sector, especially in the face of global market
competition in the era of free trade, is a paramount responsibility of government
officials and experts. According to Porter, the supply chain is a comprehensive process
that encompasses all activities necessary to deliver a product or service to customers.
This perspective connects production and distribution as integral components of the
flow of goods and services within the supply chain. This holistic approach highlights
the importance of managing and optimizing the supply chain in the agricultural sector
to achieve a competitive advantage in the global market. Iran ranks second in date
production and third in date cultivation area worldwide. While Iran's average date
yield is comparable to the global average, domestic statistics reveal a lower yield
compared to the global mean. This research is significant because competition now
exists among companies' supply chains, necessitating strategies to outpace rivals. A
gap exists in that most domestic production units still adhere to traditional approaches
in planning operations related to procurement. Each unit in a product's supply chain
makes decisions to optimize its own interests, often leading to increased chain costs,
higher product costs, and reduced competitiveness. For instance, in Sistan and
Baluchestan, a major date-producing and exporting province, many date farmers sell
their produce traditionally in the market. Establishing date packaging and processing
industries in this border province, in addition to creating significant employment
opportunities, would improve the livelihoods of date growers and producers, who are
generally from lower socioeconomic strata. It would also encourage others to engage
in the production and processing of this valuable product. Therefore, this research aims
to examine the supply chain strategies for processing date products in Sistan and
Baluchestan, a major date-producing hub. The primary research question is: What are
the supply chain strategies for date product processing in Sistan and Baluchestan, and
how can these strategies be prioritized?

Materials and Methods

This research is applied in terms of its objective and descriptive-survey in terms of
data collection method, which was analyzed using the Analytic Hierarchy Process
(AHP). The statistical population of the study consisted of 30 managers and experts
from the Agricultural Jihad Organization, the Faculty of Agriculture, and date growers
in Saravan County, who were all surveyed. To identify supply chain indicators, after
reviewing the literature, the opinions of experts and specialists in the field of supply

_J chain were used.
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A prioritization questionnaire with selected criteria including 3 main dimensions and 6 criteria was designed. The
validity of the questionnaire was confirmed by managers and experts from the Agricultural Jihad Organization and
the Faculty of Agriculture. The reliability of the AHP questionnaire was assessed through the consistency ratio. In this
research, the inconsistency ratio of the ranking of all indices was less than 0.1, indicating adequate reliability. The
data were analyzed using the Super Decisions software.

Findings

In this research, the Analytic Hierarchy Process (AHP) was used for ranking and prioritizing. Pairwise comparisons
between criteria and decision sub-criteria were made by assigning numerical scores based on a nine-point scale ranging
from equal importance to absolute importance. According to the research findings, among the main criteria, the supply
and distribution criterion had the highest priority with a normalized weight of 0.086. The supply and production
criterion ranked second with a similar weight of 0.053, and the supply and procurement criterion ranked third with a
normalized weight of 0.043. The inconsistency ratio was 0.037, which is less than 0.1, indicating that the comparison
can be considered reliable. Furthermore, when prioritizing sub-criteria, the production support criterion had the highest
priority with a normalized weight of 0.361. The transportation to distribution centers criterion ranked second with a
normalized weight of 0.269, followed by the warehousing of raw materials criterion with a similar weight of 0.282.
The transportation of raw materials criterion ranked fourth with a normalized weight of 0.274, followed by the
warehousing of finished goods criterion with a similar weight of 0.218, and finally, the packaging criterion ranked
sixth with a normalized weight of 0.217. The inconsistency ratio was 0.041, which is less than 0.1, indicating that the
comparison can be considered reliable.

Discussion and Conclusion

Dates are a strategic product with numerous industrial applications. Dates from Sistan and Baluchestan Province are
of high quality but, due to the absence of packaging, processing, conversion, and cold storage facilities, are sold
cheaply and in bulk by middlemen from other provinces. Government investment or private sector support, coupled
with the construction of cold storage facilities, packaging workshops, and date processing industries for the production
of related products, are solutions to this problem. Therefore, this requires cooperation between producers, government
organizations, and other stakeholders in the date industry. Through collaboration among stakeholders and government
agencies involved in the date industry to develop innovative solutions, the date industry can continue to grow and
meet the growing demand for high-quality date products. Policymakers can play a significant role in addressing the
challenges facing the date palm supply chain in border regions. In this regard, with this objective, the present study
has prioritized supply chain solutions based on three main criteria and six sub-criteria. Given that the main criterion
of supply and distribution was identified as the most important, attention should be paid in this area to the construction
of cold storage facilities, packaging workshops, and date processing industries for the production of related products
and direct transportation to distribution centers. Additionally, other suggestions that can be made to improve this sector
include: 1) developing more efficient irrigation systems and promoting sustainable water use practices; 2) focusing on
the establishment and development of cooperatives; 3) considering food safety systems and implementing quality
control standards for date products, as well as raising awareness of these standards among producers and consumers;
4) investing in the development of logistics infrastructure, including transportation and storage of date products; and
finally, 5) promoting the attractive benefits and effective marketing of date products at the national and international
levels, and supporting efforts to develop new and innovative products.
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