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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

Mr. Jonacani Tamani at his vanilla farm

Cured  vanilla beans

Vanilla farm
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GOVERNMENT ADDRESSES 
IMPACT OF COVID-19 ON FOOD 

SECURITY

CLUSTER APPLAUDS AMA 
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From left: Bank South Pacific Country Head Mr. Haroon Ali, Minister for Agriculture Hon. Dr. Mahendra Reddy, Permanent Secretary for Agriculture Mr. Ritesh Dass and 
CEO Agricultural Marketing Authority Mr. Alvin Sharma .

Participants at the Workshop at Tanoa Plaza Hotel, Suva.

Lomaivuna Sector 6 cluster farmers.

A Memorandum of Understanding that 
will provide farmers a digital based 
banking solution was signed last week 
by Fiji Agro Marketing Authority (AMA) 
and the Bank South Pacific (BSP). 

The Minister for Agriculture, 
Waterways and Environment, Hon. Dr. 
Mahendra Reddy while officiating at 

the signing applauded the initiatives of 
the two organisations describing it as ‘a 
step to boosting the plans to modernize 
and commercialise agriculture’. 

He said the Ministry of Agriculture 
in partnership with AMA had embarked 
on contracting farmers to focus their 
production on commercial endeavours.

“This agreement is a step further in 
materializing our objective of achieving 
a full-fledged commercial agriculture 
sector,” said Dr. Reddy.

“Under the agreement, BSP will 
provide financial literacy training to 
the AMA contracted farmers at their 
regional locations and register farmers 

for SMS banking services so that farmers 
living in regions with poor network 
connectivity can receive payment on 
their mobile phones.”

Dr. Reddy said in addition, BSP 
would extend its services by providing 
soft loans to AMA and other exporters 
contracted farmers and existing 
suppliers.

He said the Ministry of Agriculture 
and AMA was not only focused to bring 
markets to farmers doorsteps but would 
continue to ensure farming was treated 
as a business and such packages would 
be identified to encourage proposed 
changes. 

“Through this engagement we will 
increase the number of farmers who 
want to take up farming as a business 
to enable them to increase their 
productivity, income and profitability 
and at the same time improve and 
sustain their livelihood,” said Dr. Reddy.

The BSP Country Head Haroon Ali 
commended the alliance saying that it 
formed an integral part of the financial 
inclusion strategy and would further 
enhance BSP’s contribution to the 
Government’s objective of National 
Financial Inclusion and a cashless 
society. 

He said the Bank would also assist 
AMA to digitise their farmer payment 
processes and reduce security risks 

Addressing and engaging in various 
ongoing food security and nutrition 
initiatives during this COVID-19 
pandemic is a necessity.

This was addressed by the Chief 
Economist of the Ministry of Agriculture 
Sera Bose during the Food Security 
and Nutrition Implication on COVID 19 
workshop recently held at the Tanoa 
Plaza Hotel in Suva.

The workshop facilitated dialogue 
on appropriate policy responses from 
Government and non-Government 
stakeholders aiming to address the 
current situation in the medium and 
long term.

“The combined impact of a 
global economic slowdown leading 
to recession, temporary loss of the 
tourism industry and a huge rise in 
unemployment has the potential to 
massively impact food security, nutrition 
and livelihoods in Fiji.”

“We are here to better understand 
the implications of COVID-19 on food 
security and livelihoods and to listen to 
you about what the real impacts are in 
your areas of work and life,” she said.

The workshop is in collaboration 
with the Ministry of Fisheries, the Fiji 
Food and Livestock Council (FCLC) and 

associated with handling large sums of 
cash.  

“With their card-based accounts, 
farmers are able to receive cash directly 
into their bank accounts from AMA and 
they can verify when payments have 
been received by using SMS or the BSP 
App to check their balances or view 
transaction history,” explained Mr Ali.  

“Farmers can then visit their rural 
post offices or their nearest ATM to 
withdraw cash. They can also swipe 
their Easy Cards at any local BSP EFTPOS 
terminal to pay for their shopping and 
withdraw cash.”

“We are committed to working with 
the AMA to facilitate financial literacy 
workshops for farmers that include 
digital banking training to provide them 
with 24/7 access to their own bank 
accounts via SMS, online banking or the 
BSP mobile banking app,” said Mr. Ali. 

“Under the partnership, farmers 
would have a tailored savings account 
that allowed four free digital banking 
transactions monthly, no charges for 
monthly maintenance fees and access 
to BSP’s 16 branches, 41 rural Postal 
Agencies, 2045 BSP EFTPOS terminals 
and 118 ATMs nationwide with the 
added benefit of SMS and Online 
banking.”

the Food and Agriculture Organisation 
(FAO). 

“We will map out the short and 
long-term impacts of COVID-19 on 
food security and nutrition from across 
the food system in Fiji and identify 
measures we can take to address them,” 
she said.

In addition, the workshop focuses 
on supporting the main stakeholders 
of the Food Security and Nutrition 
industry to jointly analyze the current 
context with shared policy responses 
for the way forward.

“We would like to be informed 
by those most impacted so decisions 
that are taken are based on the real 
experiences of all people directly 
involved in the food system from 
farmers to vendors to exporters to food 
processors,” said the Chief Economist.

The workshop also provided a forum 
for gaining common understanding 
the data and statistics available and 
measure gaps to ensure programs and 
decisions were evidence-based. 

The activity which is supported by 
the FAO FIRST Programme, will also be 
held in the Western Division next week 
Thursday (24.9.20).

The ‘Future Depends Now’ (FDN) Young 
Farmer’s group of Sector Six in Lo-
maivuna are benefitting from the con-
tractual and market access initiative of 
the Agriculture Marketing Authority of 
Fiji.

The initiative launched by the Min-
ister for Agriculture Hon. Dr. Mahendra 
Reddy has opened doors of opportu-
nities for the development of youth in 
Lomaivuna.

Their advisor Patricia Titifanua said 
the three-year contract would allow the 
eight-member young farmers group to 
continue to work together as a cluster.

“This contract farming will enable 
and motivate us to rise and lift our 
game from subsistence to large scale 
farming,” she said.

“At this stage, it is all team work 
as a cluster. The older ones guiding 
the younger ones and we are all doing 
hands-on respectively, sharing knowl-

edge, ideas that will enhance our cur-
rent production and measure same 
against our expenses.,” said Patricia.

“This opportunity will enable us to 
create employment within our families 
and community as a whole as per our 
draft working plans.”

“For FDN Young Farmers, our vision 
is to keep striving to be Lomaivuna’s 
Best in terms of quality, consistency and 
reputable root crop producers/suppli-
ers to our contracts as well as Farm-to-
Table for local markets.”

The contract ensures the young 
farmers have a confirmed market in re-
turn the latter is to consistently supply 
root crops.

“Rewards earned will definitely 
motivate other farmers to be part of 
this initiative and AMA is taking the 
first step coming to our doorstep as a 
market instead of us going down to our 
municipal markets on nominated days,” 

she said.
“We will continue to produce the 

demand of the markets and with this we 
believe that we will benefit as a whole 
in terms of food, financial security, sus-
tainability, quality living, and to be more 
business minded farmers.”

In addition, the FDN young farm-
ers group have also signed up for the 
Fiji National Provident Fund Voluntary 
Membership Scheme. 

“AMA has made this possible for us 
by registering with FNPF for voluntary 
membership. We are in agreement with 
AMA to deduct a portion of our revenue 
and pay to FNPF on our behalf towards 
our retirement savings which makes the 
whole work hassle-free,” she said.  *

“We are more than happy to say 
that AMA is playing a major role in re-
alizing the importance of savings for 
our respective families own financial 
security and addressing other financial 
issues.”


