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Pioneering foodies passionate about food
 �  Richard Loader
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The much loved and iconic brands of 
Weetbix, Marmite and Skippy Corn-
fl ake are engrained in Kiwiana, but it is 

the story behind Sanitarium that gave birth 
to those products that ignites a sense of 
purpose.

At the turn of the 20th century a small 
band of food pioneers from the Seventh Day 
Adventist Church, started manufacturing 
caramel cereal, gluten rolls and bread in 
a little oven in a little red shed in Papanui, 
Christchurch. 

They had a passion for doing good things  �  to page 72
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in the community and changing the lives of 
Kiwis for the better, particularly around diet 
by introducing vegetarian eating.

In 1907 Seventh Day Adventist Vegetarian 
Cafés were started in Auckland, Wellington 
and Christchurch to interact with the com-
munity and educate people how to prepare 
vegetarian foods.

Sanitarium NZ GM Rob Scoines says when 
you look back 120 years Kiwi diet was largely 
meat based and those pioneering ‘foodies’, 
passionate about introducing vegetarian eat-
ing, were well ahead of their times.

“The business you see today has come from 
very humble people, passionate about an idea 

that still exists today,” says Rob “Although 
the nature of the Company and Church has 
changed as society has changed, that was 
the seed of Sanitarium. That connection and 
purpose still remains strong.”

In 1930 Weetbix was brought into the 
Sanitarium fold and through the generations 
has continued to be a basic staple that people 
trust and rely on.

Manufacturing of Marmite commenced in 
New Zealand in 1945, but prior to that it was 
imported from the UK in bulk and repackaged 
as Sanitarium. 

“Another milestone was the foray into the 
beverages category in the 1980s.

“People know us for cereals and spreads 
but, in concert with the Australian Sanitarium 
business, we introduced a non-dairy milk 
brand called So Good. 

“We also have a brand called Up&Go, a 
liquid convenience product brought into the 
market in the 2000s. Today beverages are at 
least as big as cereals in our business.”

Today, all of Sanitarium’s New Zealand food 
manufacturing is done in Auckland, with its 
head offi  ce and distribution centre on the 
same estate.
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Weetbix was bought into the Sanitarium fold in 1930 and has become a Kiwi staple. Beverages, like the non-dairy So Good were introduced in the 1980s.
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Making a
difference
through diet

 �  from page 70

Sanitarium employs a team of 260 with the diversity of roles expected from a modern and innovative food manufacturer.  Over half a million 
Kiwi kids have participated in TRYathlons,.
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“It’s about making a 
difference to people’s lives 
through diet and the way 
they see the world…” 

In total Sanitarium employs a team of 260 with 
the diversity of roles expected from a modern 
and innovative food manufacturer. 

“We have people involved in nutrition and 
diet, which is an extension of this idea of 
educating people and providing good healthy 
products into New Zealand,” says Rob.

“There’s quite an emphasis on the culture 
engagement of our staff to that sense of 
purpose. My passion is for people to enjoy 
coming to work, to be fulfilled through their 
lives at work, be motivated and have that 
sense of mission. That’s a big part of who we 
are. We use an umbrella term for our values 
– ‘Changing lives everyday through whole 
person health.’ 

“It’s about making a difference to people’s 
lives through diet and the way they see the 
world in a whole sense. It’s not just food — it’s 
also exercise, well-being and even spirituality. 
Those words give a sense as to how we try 
and link our people to that sense of early mis-
sion and purpose of pioneering founders.”

Making a difference to the lives of others 
through diet, exercise, well-being and spirit-
uality is evident in Sanitarium’s unwavering 
commitment to a number of community initia-
tives, one of which has become a Kiwi classic.

For thirty years Sanitarium has been 
encouraging Kiwi kids to TRY their best at the 
annual Kids TRYathlon program. 

To date over half a million Kiwi kids have 
given it a go. From Dunedin to Bay of Islands, 
Kiwi kids swim, cycle and run their way to re-
ceiving a medal from a sporting hero for their 
accomplishment.

“The series now includes up to eighteen 
events and over thirty thousand participants 
each year, although we’ve had to cancel this 
year’s events due to COVID,” says Rob.

In partnership with the Ministry of Social 
Development and Fonterra the KickStart 
Breakfast program brings a nutritious Weet-
Bix and milk breakfast to over 1,300 Kiwi 
schools, to set kids up with a good start to the 
day. 

“It’s not just about the food but also their 
education. Originally it was targeted to just 
low decile schools but with the Government’s 

support from 2013 we’ve been able to extend 
that to all decile schools. Last year was a 
record number of breakfasts with six million 
serves.

Currently over 55% of New Zealand schools 
have a KickStart Breakfast club programme. 
Since the program began over 11 years ago 
46 million breakfasts have been served to kids 
across the country.  

“This is a really good partnership model of 
private enterprise working with Government 
and the engagement of the school community 
who run the programme on the ground.

In partnership with corporate fundraising 
and government support, the New Zealand 
Food Network was founded in 2020 to support 
the growing challenge of food insecurity in 
New Zealand.  

New Zealand Food Network centralises the 
collection of food from donors and distributes 

nationally to food hubs and charities through-
out New Zealand.  

“Sanitarium is proudly a foundation partner 
and in the first year of operation we have 
donated over 1.5 million serves of Weet-Bix 
and other breakfast foods to their East Tamaki 
hub.”

From its humble beginnings, Sanitarium is 
more than just food manufacturing. 

There is a sense of mission around why the 
company was established. The idea of educat-
ing people and changing their dietary habits, 
along with embracing exercise and well-being 
is still here today.


