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Food Plants in Fiji and Their Utilization

Takeomi ETOH* and SlJNDARESAN**

This is a note on the food plants produced in Fiji, including wild edible ones, and

on their utilization in Fiji.

The food plants in Fiji were picked up from the literatures2'5,6,7', and several species

were identified at the First Scientific Survey of the South Pacific by Kagoshima

University. Some of them were native to Fiji, and the others were introduced, escaped

or naturalized. For convenience, these food plants were classified into grain crops, oil

crops, sugar crops, beverage crops, vegetable fruits (cucurbitaceous fruits, solanaceous

fruits, other vegetable fruits), leguminous crops, root crops. Alliums, potherbs, cole

crops, salad crops, ferns, fruit trees, herbs and spices.

Regardless of its yield, any kind of food plants in Fiji was listed here. Moreover,

supply source of each crop for domestic consumption was supplemented, in other

words, it was supplemented whether the food product of each crop was imported

besides those of the domestic cultivation. The frequency of use, the edible parts, and

cookery of the food plants were also supplemented.

The kinds and utilization of the food plants in Fiji are shown in Table 1. The

botanical names in Table 1 were mainly based on those of 'Plants of the Fiji Islands7'.'

The names of the food plants in Table 1 are those called commonly in Fiji. When the

origins of these names are clear, the Hindustani names or the Fijian names were marked

with (H) or (F), respectively.

1) Grain, oil, sugar, and beverage crops

In Fiji, the majority of the people are indigenous Fijians and Indians. Rice is

grown and consumed by Indians traditionally (Fig. 1). The first of the Indians came

from India to Fiji as indentured labourers in 1879, and then rice was introduced into

Fiji in about 1902.

Sugarcane is the most important crop in Fiji, because it is the leading export item

from Fiji. The commercial cultivation of sugarcane in Fiji began in the 1870's.

Cocoa is not a major crop, but it will become more important in Fiji because the

improved cultivars are increasing in area under cultivation2'. Kava, Piper methysticum,
is a small woody plant (Fig. 2), and the most traditional drink in Fiji is made from its

roots. Indigenous Fijians did not have any alcoholic drink, and this kava drink

appeared to be substituted for the alcoholic drink. This is always drunk at the

ceremonies or at the formal greetings among the Fijians. Kave is called yaqona among

Fijians, and it stands sixth of all the agricultural crops as regards area under cultiva

tion in Fiji (Table 2).
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Table 2. Area under cultivation of principal food plants in Fiji (cited from

CENSUS OF AGRICULTURE 1978. FIJI).

Crops Area Crops Area

Coconuts 66,630 ha Duruka (Saccharum editle) 66

Sugarcane 54.415 Dalo ni Tana (Xanthosoma) 63

Rice 9,869 Bele (Abelmoschus manihot) 58

Cassava 6,934 Okra 57

Dalo (Colocasia esculenta) 2.874 Chillies 52

Yaqona (Piper methysticum) 2,463 Pawpaw (Papaya) 48

Cowpeas, Mun g*i, Urd*2 877 Cabbage 42

Yams 683 Chinese cabbage 40

Maize 633 Vudi (Musa balbisiana) 39

Cocoa 459 Passionfruit 32

Watermelon 439 Amaranthus 29.5

Beans*3 394 Pumpkin 23

Pigeon peas 371 Lemon 16

Ground nuts 329 Potato 12

Kumala (Sweet potato) 283 Grapefruit 7

Pineapples 253 Lettus 6

Banana (Musa nana) 182 Gourds*1 5

Sorghum 177 Mandarin 4

Tomato 168 Rourou (Dalo leaves) 2.5

Via (Alocasia & Cyrtosperma) 153 Carrot 2

Eggplant 136 Lime 2

Zinger 123 Macadamia nuts 1

Cucumber 101 Spinach 0.9

Sweet orange 96 Onion 0.5

Mung*1 ; Green gram (Phaseolus aureus)
Urd*'-; Black gram (Phaseolus mungo)
Beans*:l : Mainly cowpeas harvested in green pods.
Gourds*1: Squash. Lauki (Lagenaria vulgaris). Loofah. Bittergourd. Snake gourd. Wax

gourd, and Choko (Sechium edule).
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2) Vegetables

Abundant kinds of cucurbits, solanaceous fruits and leguminous crops are due to

Indians.

Gourd, Lagenaria vulgaris, of cucurbits is frequently used at the Indian's breakfast

in Fiji (Fig. 3). The cultivars of gourd used as vegetable were probably introduced into

Fiji7). However, wild gourds are sometimes observed at the roadside in Fiji. These

must be the progenies of those that Seemann saw3). Seemann8) also reported "The fruits

of vago, or bottlegourd {Lagenaria vulgaris Ser.), are readily converted into flasks for

holding oil and other fluids, by allowing their pulp to undergo decomposition." The

gourd was not used as vegetable by indigenous Fijians presumably.

Young leaves of Capsicum annuum are used as spinach.

These cucurbitaceous and solanaceous vegetables are mostly grown in Sigatoka

Valley of Viti Island.

Duruka, Saccharum edule, is a closely related species of sugarcane, and its

unopened flowers are used as a popular vegetable in Fiji, especially among indigenous

Fijians (Fig. 4).

Edible root crops or tuber crops such as cassava, dalo (taro, Colocasia esculenta),

yams (Fig. 5), sweet potato, are the basic foods for Fijians. However, dalo is also much

used by Indians (Fig. 6). These crops are frequently used for lovo, a native pit oven,

by Fijians. The Fijians distinguish numerous 'varieties' of dalo, and the leaves of one

'variety' are particularly esteemed as a green vegetable called rourou7) (Fig. 7). Rourou

is usually cooked with coconut oil. The leaf petioles are also cooked and eaten. Dalo

ni Tana, Xanthosoma sagittifolium, was introduced and most commonly cultivated by
Indians. It is often found naturalized along stream banks (Fig. 8). Ginger is frequently

used in Fiji, and it became a new export. Dalo and ginger are often grown in the

swidden, or burnt field. Wild turmeric is sometimes seen in the mountainous area of

Fiji (Fig. 9).

The leaves of bele, Abelmoschus manihot, are consumed abundantly, and the taste

of the leaves resembles that of okra (Fig. 10). Of the green vegetables in Fiji, rourou,

bele, and tubua (Amaranthus viridis) may possibly become good summer crops in

Japan.

Ferns are also utilized as vegetables, and most of them are used by Fijians.

Parham6) stated "Leaves of certain species of Asplenium, Athyrium and many others are

used as spinach and may possibly be good sources of vitamin B. There are over

20 species of edible ferns in Fiji, many of which are in daily use."

3) Fruit trees

Breadfruit is a very important fruit in Fiji (Fig. 11). According to the Census of

Agriculture of Fiji 1968u, there were 177, 686 trees of breadfruit in Fiji. There are also

many 'varieties' recognized by the Fijians7). In some places, the fruit is still preserved

underground for months to make madrai, the Fijian bread7). Jackfruit was introduced

and naturalized in Fiji, and it is not so important as breadfruit. There were 11, 123

trees of Jackfruit in 19681*. Its fruit is cooked and eaten as curry7).



Kagoshima Univ. Res. Center S. Pac, Occasional Papers, No. 5. 1985 161

Avocado pear was probably introduced into Fiji between 1880 and 18867). Big

trees of avocado pear are often seen in Viti island.

Ivi, Inocarpus edulis, is one of the most common trees in Fiji (Fig. 12). It is often

found growing along the banks of streams, and its fruits are sold in the markets. The

kernel of the fruit is cooked and eaten by Fijians.

Seville orange was suggested to be indigenous in Fiji by Seemann7). Sometimes

this is seen in the markets. Shaddock, Citrus grandis, is indigenous in Fiji, and it is

commonly seen in the forest and along river banks.

Mango was introduced into Fiji very early and it is naturalized. Mango is often

found in large groves and also along roads. It is one of the important food plants in

Fiji. There are some varieties of mango distinguished by Indians.

Wi, Spondias dulcis, is one of the popular fruits in Fiji, and this is grown around

both the Fijians and the Indians (Fig. 13).

Dawa, Pometia pinnata, bears a large crop of fruit, and great quantities of fruits

are consumed in season5). The taste of this fruit is somewhat similar to that of litchi.

Ber, Zizyphus jujuba, is found near Indian homes.

All of the three Passiflora species were introduced and cultivated. In some places,

these are naturalized.

Papaya is usually called pawpaw in Fiji, and it is frequently used for food by both

Indians and Fijians.

Plantain, or cooking banana, is commonly called vudi by Fijian people, and it is

often seen in the markets (Fig. 14). Soaqa, or fay banana, is occasionally found

growing wild in the forests and it is sometimes cultivated70.

Cycas rumphii is indigenous in Fiji, and its kernels were formerly used to make

a kind of bread, kmadrai\ by Fijians.

Bryophyllum calycinum is used medicinally by Fijians5).

4) Several interesting food plants shown in the Census of Agriculture, Fiji.

Table 2 shows all the food plants reported in the Census of Agriculture 1978, Fiji,

and their areas under cultivation2*.

Coconuts hold the first rank for area under cultivation in Fiji, but they are

frequently interplanted with other crops such as cocoa, bananas, yaqona, dalo, cassava,

or yams. Coconuts are mostly grown for copra, but they are also used as food. The

water in the fruits makes a refreshing drink under the burning sun. The coconut milk

is frequently used for cooking.

Cassava is cultivated more than dalo, though Fijians prefer dalo to cassava (Fig.

15). The reason of cassava cultivating is that cassava is easier to be grown than dalo,

and that it is useful when there is not much rain and dalo does not grow well4).

Many leguminous crops such as cowpeas, mung, urd, groundnuts, beans, pigeon

peas, are mainly .grown by Indian farmers.

It appears that watermelon is not so sweet as we can enjoy its taste. Probably it

may be eaten as a substitute for water.

Almost all bananas and vudi, cooking banana, are grown by Fijian farmers.
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Fig. 1 Harvest of rice by Indian farmers at Navua in Viti Levu.

Fig. 2 Kava growing near Lakha Singh RD. in Viti Levu.

Fig. 3 Gourd at Dreketi in Vanua Levu.

Fig. 4 Duruka at Wainibokasi in Viti Levu.

Fig. 5 Dioscorea alata (left) and D. esculenta (right) growing at Toga in Viti Levu.

Fig. 6 Dalo at the market of Suva in Viti Levu.

Fig. 7 Rourou at the market of Suva.

Fig. 8 Xanthosoma at Toga.
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Fig. 16
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Wild turmeric at Nayarailaga in Vanua Levu.

Leaves of bele at the market of Suva.

Breadfruit at Suva.

Ivi at the market of Labasa in Vanua Levu.

Wi at the market of Labasa.

Vtidi at the market of Suva.

Cassava at the market of Suva.

Cyrtosperma growing at Koronivia Research Station of Agriculture in Viti
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Sorghum is mainly produced as a fodder crop.

A large amount of tomato is produced in Fiji, and the cherrytomato bearing small

fruits is also largely grown. Via in the Census of Agriculture is likely to include

Alocasia and Cyrtosperma (Fig. 16).

All the cultivars of egg plant seem to belong to var. esculentum Nees which bears

bigger fruits than Japanese egg plant.

The area under cultivation of sweet orange includes 77 hectares at the Batiri Citrus

Project in Macuata province.

Chinese cabbage is probably grown for the Chinese who account of 0.7 % of the

population in Fiji.

It seems that the variety and the yield of food plants in Fiji coincide with the

ethnic distribution of the population in Fiji, and that the immigrant people have

hardly changed their dietary lives.
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