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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
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Authority Sets Out Six Month Plan
Ministry Resumes 

Agriculture COVID-19 
Response

Bua Farmers Receive 
Hand-held Tractors

MUCUNA: Soils Best Friend 

The Agricultural Marketing Authority 
(AMA) has revealed plans that will 
steer the organization towards a new 
direction.

 AMA Chief Executive Officer, 
Alvin Sharma highlighted the 
six-month plan during a recent 
announcement to ensure agricultural 
growth and expansion in line with the 
Ministry of Agriculture’s initiatives. 

 “This is a direction which seeks 
to make the AMA self-sustainable 
by May 2023, a direction which 
will ensure that the AMA pays out a 
dividend to the Government of Fiji for 
the first time ever since its inception in 
2004.”

 In collaboration with the Ministry 
of Agriculture, the Agricultural 
Marketing Authority will be 
conducting a thorough review of its 

business processes to re-align to the 
strategic direction.

 Additionally, the AMA, as part of 
the review process to align to modern 
International Financial Reporting 
Standards and generally accepted 
accounting principles, has initiated a 
closed tender, with the appointment of 
a reputable accounting firm to conduct 
the comprehensive review.

 “This is the start of a process for 
the AMA to realize its true potential, 
and become a fully-fledged statutory 
body,” he said.

 “At the same time, we have 
realized that our current supply chain 
management systems are unstructured 
and volatile at present.”

 This he said was prone to multiple 
shocks, and as an example, whereby 
the farm to market costs were increased 
due to mobility issues.  

 “In the last couple of weeks, the 
AMA has received a large influx of 
new orders where we have faced 
multiple challenges in fully delivering 
on these orders,”” he said.

 “We have realized that if we are to 
truly grow our business then we need 
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AMA Chief Executive Officer Mr. Alvin Sharma.

The Ministry of Agriculture has 
resumed its Agriculture COVID-19 
Response initiative today, Monday 
04th May 2020.

 This follows the two week 
suspension of the initiative due to 
Tropical Cyclone Harold in April, 
which caused widespread devastation 
to outer islands of the country as well 
as parts of Viti Levu who experienced 
the brunt of the cyclone. 

 Before its suspension, the Ministry 
recorded an overwhelming response 
to the initiative, as within just under 
a month of the programs introduction, 
11,602 Home Gardening seed packages 
and 689 Farm Support packages were 
distributed across Fiji.

 Additionally, a new initiative under 
the Home Gardening Initiative will be 
included as part of the Agriculture 
COVID-19 Response which 
specifically targets the corporate sector, 
tailor-made for affected employees. 

 While making the announcement 
recently, Minister for Agriculture Hon. 
Dr. Mahendra Reddy said that despite 
the distribution of such a large number 
of seed packages, there still remained a 
large number of households who were 

interested in making full use of vacant 
land around their houses to grow their 
food. 

 “Since the launch of this Seed 
Package, we have received calls from 
the corporate sector to provide a 
specific number of packages for their 
employees who have lost jobs,” he 
said.

 “We wish to announce that we 
will re-package the existing home 
gardening seed package for these 
employees calling it as Corporate 
Employee Seed Package (CESP),” 
added Hon. Reddy.

 Under the CESP program, 
corporate entities are required to 
inform the Ministry of Agriculture 
about the number of employees whose 
employment has been affected and 
where their office is located, and the 
Ministry will deliver the packages to 
the office and their employees can pick 
their packages from there.

 The Home Gardening initiative 
targets those living in urban and peri-
urban areas while the Farms Support 
program targets Fijians living in rural 
areas.

A Long bean plot sprouting at a farm in Bau Road, Tailevu.

Staff of AMA serving farmers during the COVID-19 lockdown.

Matured Mucuna seeds on plant.

Maintaining the soil's natural ability 
to sustain agricultural plant growth is 
critical for consistent yields of high-
quality produce. 

 However, due to the dependency 
and excessive use of fertilizers on 
farms, coupled with the continuous use 
of the same land for agriculture, soil 
fertility has been greatly impacted.

 Thankfully though, farmers can 
now have a high chance of improving 
crop production with the introduction 
of the leguminous annual green 
manure cover crop, Mucuna beans.

 There are five known species of 
Mucuna, from which two species were 
introduced into the country while three 

species are native to Fiji and can only 
be grown from seeds and cannot be 
reproduced vegetatively.

 Farmers who are experiencing 
difficulties with degraded soil can now 
rely on the ‘magic Mucuna beans’ for 
soil structure improvement.

 Mucuna adds nitrogen to the soil 
and maintains soil fertility and draws 
up phosphorous from the soil making 
it available for plants.

 Sometimes the use of excessive 
chemicals and fertilizers on a farm 
deteriorates the soil structure, however, 
Mucuna is used as green manure and 
an inexpensive source of organic 
fertilizer.

 The seeds of Mucuna beans 
germinate easily and the plant 
smothers the weeds, controls parasitic 
nematodes, and increases the 
earthworm population in the soil and 
can be used as a cover crop for fallow.

 Once planted, the mucuna fallow 
crop, which is a creeper plant will grow 
for approximately 6 months before 
decaying and replenishing the soil 
nutrient content, adding nitrogen to the 
soil and improving soil conditions, soil 
porosity, and soil structure, all very 
important factors to ensure improved 
production.

 Mucuna seeds are planted at 1.5m 
spacing and can germinate within 5 to 
7 days. Each plant should be staked 
and trellised for seed production 
purposes. Famers can expect to harvest 
pods at 5 months. The number of pods 
in a bunch ranges from 4 to 27 pods 
and each pod can contain a range of 1 
to 7 seeds.

 The Ministry of Agriculture’s 
Research Division had conducted 
trials on the effects of Mucuna green 
manuring on vegetable yields with 
results indicating that the Mucuna 
fallow offered benefits for sustainable 
crop production, and could help 
farmers increase their yield, and in turn 
profit margins, while also reducing 
weed numbers.

Rice farmer clusters of Vunivau, 
Korokadi, and Bakale in Bua have 
received one hand-held tractor each 
from the Ministry of Agriculture to 
assist them in their rice cultivation and 
production.

 While handing over the hand-held 
tractors to the three farming groups 
last week, Minister for Agriculture, 
Hon. Dr. Mahendra Reddy said the 
assistance was to be used to increase 
rice production and improve the 
livelihood of the farmers.

 “The entire country has now 
realized the importance of agriculture 
with people being laid off from work 
and having reduced working hours, 
they are now turning to farming, and 
through such assistance, we want 
you to know that the entire country 
has realized the agriculture sector’s 
importance,” he said.

 Hon. Reddy said some countries 
are worried about their food security 
when there is no economic activity but 
Fiji is much secure in terms of food 
security.

 “We import 80 percent of our 
rice from Vietnam and the rest from 
Thailand as it is very expensive and 

that is the reason we are promoting rice 
to become 100 percent self-sufficient 
in rice in a couple of years,” said Hon. 
Reddy.

 Farmers were informed that 
the Ministry of Agriculture would 
be providing rice seeds to non-rice 
farmers for a quarter-acre with Fiji 
Rice Limited to purchase the rice.

 Meanwhile, Agricultural 
Marketing Authority Chief Executive 
Officer, Alvin Sharma advised farmers 
to diversify their production system to 
increase their farm income.

 Mr. Sharma requested the farmers 
to plant more uro-ni vonu dalo variety, 
yellow cassava dalo, duruka, pulses, 
and turmeric as there are markets for 
this commodity.

 He also shared the AMA’s 
development plans with the farmers 
stating; “We have come up with a 
concept called farmer-contracts, 
these documents will be finished in a 
fortnight.” 

 The AMA is looking to introduce 
contractual farming for its current and 
potential suppliers as part of its new 
programs.

to take more control of our supply 
chain management system and ensure 
that it is a structured and sustainable 
model.”

 “We have realized that if we need 
to increase the number of farmers out 
there, Fiji wide, then we need to solve 
their two biggest questions: “Who will 
buy my product”, and “How will I take 
it to the market”?  

 The Agricultural Marketing 
Authority of Fiji assists producers 
of agro-produce on marketing of 
their products, identifying markets, 
facilitating and developing the 
marketing of agro-produce and export 
and import agro-produces.

 As part of this new strategic 
direction, the AMA will implement 
Farmers Contracts to its current and 
potential suppliers whereby a written 
contract will be provided to farmers 
for a 3-year-period.

 The contract will define the 
quantity of produce required, the 
intervals for which the produce will be 
required at, a determined pricing range 
paid out to farmers and the obligations 
of the AMA and the respective farmer.


