
What is it?
Kava is a small bush whose roots and rhizomes 
are used to make the drink, also called kava. 
Its botanical name is Piper methysticum. 

The relaxing effect of kava is a result of 
chemicals contained within the plant called 
kavalactones. There is a growing international 
market for powdered kava.
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Where should I 
grow it?
There are a number of varieties of kava, suited 
for differing locations. Ministry of Agriculture and 
Livestock staff can advise on which variety is 
suitable for a particular spot. 

Generally, kava plants prefer areas with high 
rainfall and tropical temperatures, but they also 
need protection from hot sun and from high winds. 
They prefer loose, fertile soil with lots of organic 
matter (compost/mulch). Kava does not grow well 
in low-lying, flat, waterlogged soil. Sloping land that 
helps the soil to drain well is good for kava. 

It is important to keep kava away from soils that 
have chemicals in them because this affects the 
quality of the kava, and the quality of the resulting 
drink.  Soils may be contaminated by the use of 
herbicide or pesticides, or because the site is an old 
rubbish dump, and care must be taken not to grow 
kava in these areas.
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How do I grow it?
Kava is generally grown from cuttings. To make 
a cutting, use healthy stems from healthy and 
mature plants (3+ years old), and plants that 
have been watered well in the previous few days. 
Unhealthy stems won’t grow healthy plants. 
Healthy stems are thicker, with leaves that are not 
droopy or spotted with diseases.

Cut stems in sections that are 2-4 nodes (nodes 
are the bumpy parts of the stem where leaves 
sprout)  in length. Ensure the stems are free from 
insects and signs of disease (for example, spots, 
yellowing, dropping leaves). Use stems that are 
woody and from the middle of the plant. 

You can raise seedlings in pots or woven coconut 
leaf baskets. Otherwise, they can be planted 
straight into the ground. Kava seedlings can be 
transplanted when up to 6 months old and 30cm 
high. They need regular light watering that mimics 
the forest rain. 

When removing seedlings from pots for planting, 
take care not to damage roots, leaves or buds. Dig 
a 30cm hole and make sure there is good loose 
soil around the seedling when you transplant it. 
Cover the roots like you would for any other tree 
seedling. It is helpful to grow kava in ridges like 
you do for taro or cassava so it doesn’t get too 
wet. Space your kava at about 1-2m. 

Growing kava with other plants is good for it, 
especially where they can provide shade or 
shelter from winds. It is good to shade kava 
bushes while the plants mature. If you choose to 
intercrop kava with larger trees, make sure their 
roots won’t affect your ability to harvest the 
kava. Kava should be planted 4-5 m away from 
coconut trees. 

Weeding is important when growing kava, to 
remove competition for water and nutrients. 
Manual weeding is recommended, as chemical 
sprays will affect the quality of the root. 
Pesticides and herbicides shouldn’t generally be 
used around kava plants as they will be taken in 
by the kava roots and will affect the taste of the 
kava product. 

Pests and diseases can be hard to control 
without chemicals, but the best defence against 
pests and diseases is the good health of plants, 
which can be boosted by good soil, mulching, 
watering, and by providing shade and protection 
from strong winds. 

Rotate crops – don’t grow kava in the same spot 
again until 3 years after you’ve harvested it.

It is useful to keep records of growing, yield and 
quality, so that adjustments can be made to 
future planting. Record:

• if there are diseases and pests

• if growth has been affected by drought or 
flood

• neighbouring crops

• if any fertilizer has been used

• when and how much kava has been harvested

• quality of the kava.

Harvesting
Harvesting occurs when plants are over 3 years 
old. Care needs to be taken to not damage roots 
and rhizomes. The Ministry of Agriculture and 
Livestock can be consulted about the particulars 
of kava harvesting and markets.

Photo credit:  Forest & Kim Starr

2


