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The pursuit of a vanilla farmer

Jonacani Tamani, a Biaugunu native of 
Tikina Saqani in Cakaudrove started va-
nilla farming in 1976 with 100 vanilla 
cuttings and is now a proud farmer of 810 
vanilla plants.

“With my 100 vines I started spacing 
between rows of 1.5 to 2.5 meters while 
2.5-3.0 meters apart in rows and as it grew, 
I made more planting materials out of 
them,” he said.

Mr. Tamani first learnt of vanilla farming 
when Ministry of Agriculture officials vis-
ited his home village in 1976. During the 
initial stages, he was trained by the Minis-
try officials on vanilla farming.

“When I started planting, everything 
seemed hard and complicated but I did 
not want to give up yet and the Ministry 
staff were my advisory throughout the hard 
stages of vanilla farming.”

Mr. Tamani stated that the demand for 
vanilla has increased gradually over the 
years.

“Before we used to sell our vanilla at 
$25-$50 per kilogram but an attractive 
deal has been made to us by the Spices of 
Fiji Limited at $150 per kg.”

This vanilla farm still has vines from the 
1970’s and has withstood numerous cy-
clones and hurricanes.

“It is the way you look after it that 
counts, if you look after it well it will give 
you an impressive result and that is what 
we always keep in mind,” he said.

The Ministry of Agriculture in 2016 
through its Vanilla Development Pro-
gramme assisted vanilla farmers of Saqani 
(Biaugunu, Navatu, and Saqani/Navetau), 
Navatu and Vaturova).

The assistance included wheelbarrows 
for carting coconut husks, brush-cutters 
for maintenance, a pot and thermometer 
for wilting of beans.  

About Vanilla
Vanilla is a climbing vine of the orchid 

family which grows on support trees and 
requires light shade and rich organic top-
soils to grow well. It is the world’s second 
most expensive spice by weight.

It is an important and popular flavouring 

material and spice, used extensively to 
flavour ice-cream, chocolate, beverages, 
cakes, custards, and other confectionery. 
Also used in perfumery and to a small ex-
tent in medicines.

This is a permanent crop which starts 
yielding from the third year after planting 
and continues to give commercial yield 
from 12 – 15 years.

During the last 26 years, intensification 
and development of commercial vanilla 
occurred in Fiji with the production of 1.5 

tons of cured beans annually.
Vanilla can be grown in any part of Fiji 

except in the very dry areas with its root-
ing system requiring only a thin layer of 
organic soil.

It is a low volume-high; non-perishable 
crop that is ideally suited to remote rural 
areas.

 
Vanilla Development Programme
The Ministry of Agriculture through its 

Vanilla Development Programme aims to 

revive the vanilla industry in Fiji and to in-
crease production of cured beans by 10% 
annually.

In doing so, the Ministry will strengthen 
marketing linkages with the private sector 
and buyers, rehabilitate the current vanilla 
growing areas, establish new growers and 
reduce reject rates by continuous farmer/
staff trainings, advice and monitoring.

This programme has been implemented 
in Cakaudrove, Naitasiri, Tailevu, Serua/
Namosi and Rewa.

Recommended Variety
Bourbon vanilla (Vanilla planifolia) 

Seed Rate: 1111 plants/ha 

Planting Time: Can be planted all year 
round.

Spacing
3m between rows
3m between plants within rows 

Cutting: 1.5m long sprout in 15-20 days 
after planting.

Fertilizer/Manure
Requires heavy mulching: 20-30 cm 
around base. (Coconut husk, dry leaves 
and rotten decaying timber can be safely 
used as mulch). 

Soil analysis should be done before ferti-
lizer application. 

Weed control and management
Hand weeding or use of brush cutter at 
least four times a year.

Pest and Disease control and manage-
ment
Slugs and Snails
Keep surrounding clean, spread around 
Blitzem pellet as per instructions on the 
label 

Scale insects 
Spray the affected vines with a mixture of 
Diazinon at 64ml/16L of water with white 
oil or spray with Suncloprid at 3.75 to 
7.5ml/15L of water or Bifenthrin at 14 to 
18ml/15L of water.

Flowering and Pollination
Tie the vines to the support trees regular-
ly.        

• When the vine reaches to the top of the 
 support tree retrain it back to the  
 ground and up again to encourage ad 
 equate root development. 

• Normally vanilla flowers in third year  
 after planting and thereafter every  
 year. 
• Two month dry period is necessary  
 for vanilla to flower.
• Around May 20 cm of growing tip is  
 removed to encourage flowering.
• Flowers appear from August to  
 November with peak in October.
• Pollinate flowers daily early in the  
 morning.

• Pollinate 12 flowers per bunch and 
 12 bunches per healthy plant.

• Over pollination can kill the vanilla 
 vines.

Bean Thinning and Harvesting 
• Healthy vines should carry six to  
 eight beans per bunch with 12 bunch- 
 es per plant.
• Remove small beans two months 

 after pollination. 
• Beans mature in seven to nine 

 months from pollination.
• Mature beans are ready to harvest  
 when they show slight yellowing at  
 the tip (apex). 
• Harvesting commence from April to  
 August. 

Harvest at three years after planting, pro-
duction  continues to increase for four to 
five  years when it reaches peak produc-
tion. With good management, production 
can continue for 10 years. 

Yield
Improved varieties produced 300-600kg 
cured beans. 

Curing 
Curing is a specialized process which 
should commence within 12 hours of 
bean harvest. There are four steps in 

volved. 
• Killing or wilting of beans takes 
 48 hours. 
• Sweating or sun curing takes 12  
 to 15 days. 
• Slow drying in shed for 60 days. 
• Conditioning or aging process 
 takes two months. 

Quality of Export Vanilla Beans 
• Beans should have moisture content  
 of 18 to 25%. 
• Appearance of soft, smooth, oily dark  
 skin in colour. 
• Length between 16 to 22 cm 
• Vanillin content of 1.8%. 

•  Bundles of similar size with slight or no        
 split.

“When I started 
planting, everything seemed 
hard and complicated but I 
did not want to give up yet 
and the Ministry staff were 
my advisory throughout 
the hard stages of vanilla 
farming.

Growing vanilla for cash
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AFRICAN SWINE FEVER - DO NOT PANIC!

AMA RECORDS SIGNIFICANT EXPORT INCREASE

YOUTHS URGED TO MAKE FARMING A BUSINESS
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A local piggery farm.

Youths participating during the Farm Mangement Training.

AMA staff transferring freshly packed taro into the freezer.

Fiji Agromarketing Authority has 
recorded a significant increase in 
monthly exports compared to last 
financial year.

Minister for Agriculture, 
Waterways and Environment, the 
Hon. Dr Mahendra Reddy revealed 
for the first quarter of the 2019/2020 
Financial Year, AMA averaged an 
export of five containers shipped for 
export per month.

“For the first quarter of 
2020/2021 this Financial Year, AMA 
has averaged an export of nine 
containers. Nearly doubling that 
amount from five to nine containers 
per month. 

“This is an increase of about 
80per cent,” he said.

The Minister recently made 
the comments while providing an 
update of AMA’s Rural and Maritime 
Strategy.

The African Swine Fever (ASF) is 
a highly contagious viral disease 
found only in pigs. In its acute 
form, the disease generally results 

in high mortality of pigs. ASF is a 
different disease to swine flu, which 
is a respiratory disease of pigs and 
is caused by type A influenza virus 

that regularly causes outbreaks 
of influenza in pigs. ASF does 
not affect people and there is no 
impact on human health.

Fiji remains free from both 
ASF and Swine Flu. Currently, the 
only country in the Pacific to have 
reported cases of ASF is Papua New 
Guinea, and the relevant authorities 
in Fiji are taking all necessary 
steps to prevent any inadvertent 
introduction of the disease in 
Fiji, through strict control of pork 
products and pig farming supplies 
into the country. 

The Ministry of Agriculture is 
closely monitoring the situation 
and working in consultation with 
commercial piggery farms in Fiji 
and Biosecurity Authority of Fiji 
(BAF) to prevent importation 
of contaminants through pork 
products and farm supplies.

The Ministry of Agriculture has 
consistently monitored endemic 
and exotic animal diseases through 
its surveillance programs.  For 
pigs, annual surveillance includes 
pseudorabies, foot and mouth 

disease, swine flu and most 
recently, passive surveillance on 
African swine fever.  At this stage, 
there are no reports from any of 
our local pig farmers that indicates 
presence of swine flu or African 
swine fever.  

An MoU was signed on 19 
November 2020 between BAF 
and PHAMA Plus Program, aimed 
to strengthen Fiji’s preparedness 
against possible incursion of ASF in 
the country.  

Implementation of this 
program will also involve their 
close collaboration with the 
Ministry of Agriculture to ensure 
that awareness and surveillance 
activities reach down to the farmer 
level. 

Ministry of Agriculture will 
continue to conduct annual 
screening of exotic diseases and 
monitoring of endemic diseases in 
the rural and urban communities of 
Fiji.  

The Ministry will also continue 
developing the capacity of the 
Fiji Veterinary Pathology Unit for 

early detection of animal diseases 
of economic and public health 
importance.

Fiji’s main weapon against ASF 
and other exotic diseases is very 
stringent monitoring and border 
control. 

In terms of preparedness, 
awareness and continuous 
development of laboratory 
diagnostic capacity, together with 
strengthening of the country’s 
veterinary capability is an ongoing 
activity for Ministry of Agriculture.

“The Minister for Agriculture, 
Waterways and Environment, the 
Hon. Dr Mahendra Reddy urged 
the public not to panic as Fiji had 
stringent control mechanisms 
and all necessary and proactive 
steps were been taken to stop the 
introduction of this disease in Fiji.  
 The Hon. Dr Reddy 
further assured that the Ministry 
of Agriculture was working in close 
collaboration with line agencies 
and partners to ensure the local 
livestock industry remained safe.

He said it was undeniable that 
there was a genuine movement for 
agriculture growth development in 
Fiji.

He said in the last nine months 
there had been an increased 
participation of workers, farmers, 
households, exporters, and the 
corporate sector thus realizing the 
dream of growing and expanding 
commercial agriculture.

“We have witnessed an increase 
in exports from January to August 
this year compared to the same 
period last year by 15per cent in 
volume and 29per cent in value.

“That is phenomenal and when 
you put it into context; you will recall 
we had lockdowns, we had a curfew 
in place, there was an increase in 
freight rates, yet despite that we had 
this substantial increase. 15per cent 
in volume and 29per cent in value 

are no small increases,” he said.
Hon. Dr. Reddy acknowledged 

all those that helped grow the 
agriculture sector, which he termed, 
a national movement.

“But I must thank everyone who 
have helped make the agriculture 
sector resilient and growing it, 
particularly over the last nine months 
as we pass through the COVID-19 
pandemic.”

He said expanding commercial 
agriculture would ensure Fiji could 
grow with the surplus distributed 
amongst the production process 
thereby benefiting the landowner, 
laborer, to the supplier of plant 
materials.

“That is the agriculture sector 
we are proposing; one where we 
all grow together; it’s a collective 
inclusive development paradigm 
that we are pushing.”

Youths of Naitutu village were 
challenged to expand and discover 
their potentials through farming.

The Permanent Secretary for 
Agriculture, Mr. Ritesh Dass issued 
the challenge to the 63 members 
of the Naitutu Transformation 
Youth group during the Farm 
Management training in Naitutu 
village on Monday (07.12.20).

“This training conducted by the 
Ministry of Agriculture will broaden 
your knowledge on the different 
aspects of farming.

“It is true that farming is a 
traditional practice that you grew 
up with, but this is another step to 
building your passion for farming 
and turn it into as a business,” he 
said.

He encouraged the youth group 
to work together to be able to 
access assistance.

“Working in a group requires 
dedication, commitment and 
working together is the key and the 
onus is on each individual to play 
your roles for the betterment of the 
group,” said Mr. Dass.

The Permanent Secretary told 
the youths that communication 
was also important to sustainable 
agriculture practices and the 
preservation of resources.

He also urged them to always 
work towards their targets and 
three-yearly plans.

“This initiative is the change 
that is required in youths, you will 
go through some challenges and 
hardships but stay focused, that’s 
key.”

“You still have a year ahead of 
you therefore invest in something 
that will provide for your future, 
eliminate poverty and elevate the 

standard of living here in Naitutu,” 
he said.

Moreover, they were 
encouraged to treat farming as 
a business, develop idle land 
for sustainability and to get into 
the habit of Sustainable Land 
Management practices.

“Broaden your choices to a new 
level and expand your farming to 
commercialization, you can start 
small and grow over the years,” 
said PSA.

Mr. Dass said it was also 
essential to keep a farm record.

A youth participant, Eroni 
Turagasau said farming was the 
only means of income that a young 
farmer like him could rely on.

“Most of us are school drop-outs 
and we cannot rely on anything 
else but the land for our future, we 
have the resources and that is what 

we will utilize to improve Naitutu 
as well as each individual group 
member,” he said.

The Farm Management 
training with the assistance 
from the Research, Livestock 

and Extension Divisions of the 
Ministry was conducted as a lead 
up to the launching of the Rural 
Millionaire Concept for the Naitutu 
Transformation Group later that 
week. 


