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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.
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PLANTING INITIATIVE FOR FIJI50

OVER 200 FARMERS IN BA SIGN UP WITH AMA

BA FARMERS RECEIVE SOIL HEALTH CARDS
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The Minister for Agriculture, Water-
ways and Environment, the Hon. Dr 
Mahendra Reddy led a tree planting 
exercise in Dratabu, Nadi that was 
held simultaneously across 49 other 
villages to commemorate Fiji’s Inde-
pendence Day.

The Minister acknowledged the 
immense contribution of past lead-
ers from 1874 till date including 
those from the United Kingdom.

“Since 1970 there have been a 
number of leaders in this country 
who contributed to the growth and 
development of Fiji to reach where 
it is today. 

“Our first Prime Minister, the 
Hon. Ratu Sir Kamisese Mara, our 
Statesman, our Governor Generals, 
our Presidents, Prime Ministers - all 
of them contributed to the contem-
porary Fiji that we see today,” he re-
flected.

He also recognized the role of 

leaders outside Government, whom 
he said, also gave their time, re-
sources and energy to help develop 
the country.

“Our leaders outside Govern-
ment; leaders of NGOs; Civil Society 
Organisations; formal and non-for-
mal institutions, religious institutions 
like the Methodist Church, Sangam, 
Muslim League, Sanatan Dharam 
– these institutions have helped 
shaped Fiji and today after 50 years 
of independence we reflect on their 
contributions.”

Dr Reddy said the task of institu-
tional development would continue 
and it was important to ensure the 
security of future generations.

However, he said, the lesson that 
COVID-19 taught, was that food and 
nutritional security was critical, and 
aligned perfectly to one of the Min-
istry’s strategic objective.

“I want to announce here in 

Dratabu Village that as part of food 
and nutritional strategy we will be 
launching, the #iPlanted50 initiative 
where we will be planting 50 fruit 
trees in 50 villages. 

“It is our contribution, it is your 
contribution to secure food and 
nutritional security for our children, 
their children, and future genera-
tions.”

Taukei Navo, Ratu Meli Saukuru 
thanked the Hon. Minister and his 
team for coming to Dratabu Village 
and said the village was blessed to 
start off the next 50 years of Inde-
pendence with Agriculture.

“We are so proud and blessed 
that one of the Government Minister 
Hon. Reddy is here in Dratabu. 

“We have passed 50 years now. 
But we are looking forward to start 
off with Agriculture. That is the life 
for another 50 years,” Ratu Meli said.

The contract signing of more than 
200 farmers in Ba with the Fiji Agro 
Marketing Authority, illustrates 
Government’s move towards 
promoting commercial agriculture.

Minister for Agriculture, 
Waterways and Environment, the 
Hon. Dr Mahendra Reddy said the 
objective of commercial agriculture 
was to grow for the market rather 
than growing for consumption and 
the surplus then sold to the market.

The Minister informed the 
farmers who attended the signing 
recently (7.10.20) that there 
were three types of commercial 
agriculture models.

“The first model was those 
commercial farmers that grew the 
crop, processed, and exported it.

“The second model, involves 
growing, harvesting or processing 

Farmers in Ba were the recipients 
of the second lot of soil health card 
distribution early this month.

While officiating at the 
event in Waiwai, Ba the Minister 
of Agriculture, Waterways 
and Environment, the Hon. Dr 
Mahendra Reddy revealed that 
Fiji was the second country in the 
world to have the soil health card. 

He thanked the officers 
working at Koronivia Research 
Station for working tirelessly in 
designing Fiji’s own version.

“I want to thank the farmers 
today who took a keen interest in 
getting the Soil Health Card for 
their farms and urge all the other 
farmers to come forward. 

The Minister said for the 

the crop, exporting it and contract 
farmers as well to secure supply 
and volume.

“The third model of which 
AMA follows, is where farmers are 
contracted to plant a particular 
crop. AMA then buys these crops,” 
he said.

Dr Reddy said when farmers 
signed the contract with AMA it 
did one of two things; guaranteed 
the price the crop would be sold 
for; and secondly, it guaranteed a 
market for farmers.

“With this contract, the day 
you sign you know the price. That’s 
the base price.

“With that price you can plan 
your production, plan your cost 
scenario; you can do the entire 
production planning.

“That’s the notion of contract 

moment, the distribution focused 
on large commercial farmers 
before the attention would turn to 
medium-sized and small farmers.

He said having a soil health 
card was important.

“A Soil Health Card will help 
you critically review it by allowing 
us to take soil samples from your 
farms. 

“The Soil Health Card will tell 
you basically, the nutrient status of 
your farms and how healthy your 
soil is for plant growth. 

“Based on the important 
information contained in the Soil 
Health Card, you can better plan 
your agricultural activity; the crops 
not to plant; where to plant; and 
how to plant,” he said. 

farming; it guarantees you a 
market,” he said.

The Hon. Minister also 
announced that he had come to an 
agreement with the CEO of AMA, 
Mr Alvin Sharma.

“I spoke to Mr Sharma and if he 
finds there was a good period, then 
AMA will top up on the contracted 
base price, a special bonus price. 
But it is only temporary and will 
depend on the market situation,” 
he said.

He said this was the assurance 
that AMA was giving to farmers 
that all commodities contracted for 
would be bought at a certain price 
for the next three years.

“Over time, we want to 
continue to expand and develop 
the market.”

Waiwai, Ba farmer, Mr Iqbal 
Azam Ali said having a Soil Health 
Card was useful.

“The Soil Health Card I have, 
shows what is present in my soil, 
what fertilisers I should not put in 
the soil, and what things I should 
put in the soil to make it better in 
years to come. 

“Basically, I am happy to get 
this,” he said.

Mr. Ali is a pineapple farmer 
who has 50 acres of land dedicated 
to the fruit, from the total 100 acres 
of land under his lease.

Just from the last five years of 
been a full time farmer, Mr Ali has 
grown his assets which include his 
recently built home, a land cruiser, 
a mini bus and a tractor.
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farmers after signing the contract in Ba
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