
Grand 
Designs

The Bay is a hotbed of innovation, and locals Blythe Rees-Jones 
and Rogier Simons are two creative thinkers whose companies 
are harnessing new, sustainable technology. We meet them on 
the eve of Groundswell, where they’ll be sharing their expertise.

Story by Laura Tuck
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Tauranga’s innovation ecosystem has  
been thriving for quite some time, but  
it lacked any overarching event to tie 
together all of its great people and 
projects. Cue Groundswell, the city’s 
festival of innovation.

Although the inaugural festival in 
2017 was a prototype, more than 5000 
people took part in the week-long event, 
and it’s back again this month, bigger and 
better than ever. Groundswell 2018 runs 
from 27 August to 2 September, and will 
see Tauranga buzzing with an inspiring 
line up of world-class events, exhibitions, 
workshops and seminars. 

Top local and international thought 
leaders will come together with a common 
goal of fostering creative thinking across 
every sector from business, health and 
education to Māori youth, sport and the 
arts. This year, participants can also 
expect a focus on clean, green, eco-
friendly innovation.  

We sat down with two local talents 
who are part of the Groundswell line-up 
and talked to them about how they are 
driving the creative, innovative and (most 
importantly) sustainable future of our city 
and beyond. 

Blythe Rees-Jones
Woolkin

Since moving to the Bay in 2002, Blythe 
has helped some of the biggest brands  
in the world push the boundaries of 
innovation, which led to one of Nike's 
Innovation Developers speaking at last 
year’s Groundswell festival.

“I was a creative kid and was 
fortunate to grow up in a family that 
encouraged my crazy imagination,” says 
Blythe. “I had the classic ‘number eight 
wire’ mentality that came with growing  

up on a farm, so I was always building  
and creating. I came across design  
from my brother when I was in my  
early teens and instantly knew it was  
the career for me.”

A couple of years ago Blythe,  
his wife Anna and friend Luke Morreau 
launched the company Woolkin — a range 
of fun, engaging kids’ products made from 
renewable materials. It includes sleeping 
products, consisting of the Sleepnest and 
linen, and a range of beautiful and sturdy 
gender-neutral toys.

“When you have kids you start  
to care about the quality of the products 
you’re buying them, and we were quite 
shocked to discover a lot of baby and kids 
products were made with questionable 
materials. Anna and I were preparing to 
bring little lives into our family and we 
thought there had to be something better.” 

Blythe has had a longstanding love 
of textiles. When his brother, a farmer, 
called to complain about a lack of 
creativity in the wool industry, Blythe took 
it upon himself to create an innovative new 
material they call Naturesclip and a 
couple of products for his children that 
were unique and sustainable. 

“I made a prototype of the 
Sleepnest for our daughter using 100 per 
cent New Zealand wool. Anna took it to  
a coffee group one morning, and when  
she came back with a list of orders from 
local mums, we knew we were on to a 
good thing.”

As a smart natural material, wool  
is a sustainable alternative to plastics and 
synthetics. Woolkin’s wool was recently 

“I made a prototype of the Sleepnest for our daughter.  
Anna took it to a coffee group and when she came back with  

a list of orders, we knew we were on to a good thing.”

Previous page: Blythe Rees-Jones with his toys 
made from New Zealand wool and wood.
→ The Woolkin Sleepnest with woollen matress is  
a soft, portable and natural bed for babies.
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OEKO-TEX certified, which is the highest 
level of natural certification in the world 
for this type of material. “We knew that if 
we wanted to make something better than 
the alternatives, materials would be really 
important," says Blythe. "Our dyes are all 
naturally based, and all of our products 
are made with New Zealand wool and 
wood.” And while most Woolkin products 
are dyed a bright, punchy red, the arrival 
of new colours is imminent. 

“The coolest part of the business is 
that our kids are our chief product testers. 
We get lots of customers sending photos 
of their babies in the Sleepnest or kids 
having a ball with our trucks, and it feels 
so good to know we’ve created products 
that have a positive impact in their life. 
That’s what fuels us."

Children were also the inspiration 
behind the brand name. “New Zealand is 
known for its love of nature and we believe 
the way Kiwi kids grow up is pretty special 
— they’re out there on the lawn, at the 
beach or on the farm — and we liked the 
idea of ‘wool kids’, which turned into 
Woolkin. We like to think all Kiwi kids are 
Woolkin kids," says Blythe.

Outside of Woolkin, Blythe's also  
a renowned design coach, helping 
companies and CEOs from around the 
world to design, innovate and creatively 

solve major problems. “I’m a sucker for 
punishment really, I just can’t help myself!” 
he laughs. “It’s been a busy couple of 
years but I’ve got some great teams 
around me – it’s inspiring to work with 
great companies and people who are 
trying to do amazing things for our planet.”

→ Little Inventors 

Blythe is hosting Groundswell's 
Little Inventors event on Saturday, 
1 September, 10am–12pm at 
Our Place Tauranga. It’ll be an 
imaginative, educational workshop 
designed to engage young kids 
(6–10) in all the fun that comes with 
problem solving and creativity.

“Innovation in the Bay is the 
best it’s ever been and we felt 
it was important to share our 
unique, fresh thinking with a 
younger audience,” says Blythe. 
“We’re living in a new world of 
technology and disruption so we 
need to ensure we’re giving kids 
the confidence to be creative and 
explore their imaginations.”

"We get lots of customers sending photos of  
their babies in the Sleepnest or kids having a  

ball with our trucks. That’s what fuels us."

Rogier Simons
PowerSmart

Rogier first met PowerSmart’s founders, 
Mike, Shane and Dean, on a surf trip in  
the Bay of Islands 10 years ago.

“I was driving through Paihia  
and saw a couple of guys with surfboards 
on the side of the road. I stopped to  
have a chat, and next thing I knew, they 
were coming with me on a road trip up 
north! A few weeks later they ended  
up moving in with me and we’ve been 
mates ever since.”

A few years later, Rogier and his 
partner quit their jobs in Auckland and 
decided to move to Mount Maunganui  
for a lifestyle change. “Throughout my 
career I’ve held various innovation and 
design roles in the UK and Auckland,  
but there was always something about 
Tauranga that I was drawn to — it’s  
the Silicon Valley of New Zealand.  
When you mix innovative business with  

an easy-going lifestyle, you’ve got a  
recipe for success.”

By coincidence, the PowerSmart 
founders also decided to move their 
burgeoning business to the Mount and 
asked Rogier to join the team. PowerSmart 
began with a vision to harness sunshine 
for electricity and, over the following six 
years, the company grew a nationwide 
residential and commercial solar 
installation network in New Zealand, and 
won multiple large-scale solar and battery 
projects across the South Pacific.

Rogier has been a key part of the 
company’s astronomical growth since 
2007 and took on the position of managing 
director shortly after Vector acquired 
PowerSmart in 2017. If you haven’t heard of 
PowerSmart, you’ve probably heard of 
some of its projects, such as the Auckland 
Harbour Bridge lights.

“Alongside Vector, we were the 
smarts behind the world-first solar- and 
battery-powered Auckland Harbour Bridge 

↑The Auckland Harbour Bridge’s dazzling solar-powered light show can be programmed for events.
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light show. We installed more than 90,000 
solar-powered LED lights that look 
incredible at night and can be programmed 
for special events throughout the year, 
which is really exciting,” says Rogier

This year alone, PowerSmart has 
rolled out innovative projects in Glenorchy, 
Christchurch, Auckland, Rarotonga and 
Fiji. It also recently won some large 
tenders for solar and battery installations 
on the idyllic islands of Niue and Aitutaki. 

“We love bringing clean energy to 
Pacific Islands — we’ve replaced diesel 
with solar and battery power on 13 Pacific 
atolls and counting,” says Rogier. “It’s 
amazing to see the impact our work has 
on people’s lives. Schools now have more 
access to technology and residents can 
enjoy 24-hour electricity as opposed to a 
few hours of diesel-generated power.”

PowerSmart’s renewable energy 
solutions are creating a major disruption in 
the New Zealand energy sector and 
redefining the landscape of how we 
distribute energy. “Modern battery storage 

is a sustainable, reliable and cost-effective 
technology that allows people to access 
the electricity generated by their solar 
system, says Rogier. “The delivery and 
storage of energy in the world is rapidly 
changing and we’re headed toward a 
world powered by the sun. It’s inspiring to 
be part of this new energy future.” Ⓟ

→ Race to the Future 

The Race to the Future event, 
about innovations in the cleantech 
industry, is on Friday, 31 August, 
9am–4pm. Rogier will be speaking 
alongside other industry leaders 
(including Tesla) about the future 
of renewable energy, which is 
closer than we think. For details on 
this and other Groundswell events, 
visit groundswellfestival.nz

↑ Rogier Simons, PowerSmart Managing Director, says we're headed towards a world powered by the sun.

7

Ph
ot

o:
 B

ry
di

e 
Th

om
ps

on


