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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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NATIONAL ORGANIC POLICY TAKES SHAPE
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Strides have been made in the 
area of organic agriculture that 
will soon see a National Organic 
Policy come to realization.

The comment was made 
by the Assistant Minister for 
Agriculture, the Hon. Viam 
Pillay while officiating at the 
workshop for ‘Policy Drivers 
for Public Private Partnership 

in Pacific Organics: Improving 
Extension Policy through an 
Evidence – Based Approach’ 
at the Secretariat of the Pacific 
Community, Narere Campus 
recently.

“Our traditional farming 
practices are very much in 
line with organic agriculture 
methods.

“Today many communities 
still have agriculture systems 
based on age old practices which 
ensure environmental integrity 
and do not use chemical inputs,” 
he said.

However, he added, for 
these products to be exported 
to overseas markets as “organic” 
they must be certified.

From Left: CEO AMA - Mr. Alvin Singh, Minister for Agriculture, Waterways and Environment - Hon. Dr. Mahendra Reddy and 
PS Agriculture - Mr. Ritesh Dass during the announcement of the AMA Rural and Maritime Strategy.

Assistant Minister for Agriculture Hon. Viam Pillay with the invited guests, facilitators, and participants at SPC Narere.

Hence, the reason for 
conducting the workshop to 
ensure that such process was 
made known to all stakeholders.

In Fiji, the Assistant Minister 
said, organic agriculture was 
expanding with more than 
28,000ha under Organic 
certification.

“The Ministry of Agriculture 
together with its partners and 
stakeholders are ensuring 
that more focus is directed to 
developing organic agriculture 
for farmers.

“Organic Agriculture provides 
important opportunities for 
farmers and processors to export 
to niche markets a number of 
high value, low volume crops 
thereby enhancing economic 
sustainability,” he said.

The Hon.Viam Pillay said the 
Ministry of Agriculture in its work 
towards encouraging organic 
agriculture practices, through 
its Research Division, have 
continued to conduct Research 
on organic fertilizer.

“A compost site has 
been established at out 
Nadurulolou Research Station 
where formulation of different 
proportions of organic material 
such as Poultry manure, Bat 
manure, Saw Dust, and Green 
Waste have been tested to 
achieve suitable NPK levels.

“Outcome of this exercise 
will ensure the best replacement 
for chemical fertilisers and the 
Ministry hope to launch this 
initiative by April 2021,” he 
revealed.

In June, 2020 the Ministry 
launched its bacterium media 
in Sigatoka, he said, to assist 
farmers with bacteria culture for 
organic fertilizer.

He said the liquid solution 
would be distributed to 
Agriculture stations throughout 
Fiji where farmers could easily 
access it to use on their farms.

“Each bottle of bacterium 
media will be issued with a 
brochure to assist farmers in 
setting up their compost,” he 
said.

Fiji Agromarketing’s Rural and 
Maritime Strategy is working 
wonders for the rural economy.

The announcement was 
made by Minister for Agriculture, 
Waterways and Environment the 
Hon. Dr Mahendra Reddy while 
launching the AMA’S Rural and 
Maritime Strategy at Nausori on 
Friday (27.11.20).

He said AMA was mandated 
to buy its produce from farmers 

in the rural, remote, and maritime 
regions.

“To better assist the farmers 
living in these regions and to 
ensure that a confirmed market 
is provided to them, the AMA 
introduced the Contract Farming 
initiative in early May 2020.

“The contract farming model 
provides a guaranteed market 
for a guaranteed unit price 
to the contracted farmers for 

producing a target produce for 
the AMA,” the Hon. Dr Reddy 
said.

AMA’s target produce is dalo, 
cassava, and duruka, he added.

Other remarkable strides 
AMA have made, the Minister 
explained included working 
with BSP and FDB to provide 
soft loans to its farmers and 
making the latter members of 
FNPF; working on other business 

opportunities which would allow 
it to add more target produce to 
its list in the future; contracting 
farmers throughout Fiji such 
as the Tailevu region, Naitasiri, 
Kavanagasau/Nabitu, Serua, 
Nadarivatu, remote heartlands 
of Viti Levu, Nadi, Lautoka, 
Ba, Tavua, Nawairuku area in 
Rakiraki, Udu Point/Qaranivai 
area, Wainikoro, Seaqaqa, Bua, 
Savusavu, and Taveuni.

“I would like to thank the 
CEO, the AMA Board Members, 
the AMA Leadership team, and 
the AMA staff for the excellent 
effort they have put in to 
ensure that AMA had shown 
significant positive changes in its 
business, and reach, which will 
further improve the livelihoods 
of its farmers and suppliers 
and contribute significantly 
to Fiji’s economic growth and 
development strategy,” the Hon. 
Dr Reddy said.

 “This is an excellent effort by 
the AMA staff in just six months,” 
the Minister said.

He said as part of its Maritime 
Regions Development Strategy, 
the AMA was now expanding its 
reach to maritime islands with 
visits already made to Taveuni, 
Kadavu, Batiki, and Koro.

“As I speak, the AMA is 
already buying produce from 
Taveuni, bongo chillies from 
a farm from Koro Island, and 
has completed a buying trip to 

Kadavu just this week.
“AMA will soon be buying 

cassava from a farm in Gau 
Island too,” he said.

In addition, he said, AMA 
was in advanced negotiations 
with the Ministry of Fisheries 
in providing a market for the 
fishermen living in the other 
maritime regions.

AMA was looking at 
developing a joint synergy 
with the Ministry of Fisheries, 
Hon. Dr Reddy said, in buying 
fish from these islands and to 
provide an alternative livelihood 
opportunity to those villagers.

The Minister said the Rural 
and Maritime Strategy would 
actively engage the participation 
of the grassroots people, more 
specifically to farmers and 
primary industry actors.

“I believe AMA was currently 
on the right track in fully serving 
its mandated role and is now well 
on course to show sustainable 
and incremental growth in 
business.”

He said this was a positive 
indication that would improve 
productivity in the long run and 
foster a healthy relationship 
that bode well for both parties, 
through loyalty and trust, as 
AMA became the preferred 
option as a secure market.


