
IT’S OFTEN AT the third coffee where the 
line is crossed, where you tip over from 
being reasonably alert but calm and into 
the jitters. For most of us, that’s the 
unwelcome trade-off of consuming caffeine, 
but for Auckland entrepreneur Angus 
Brown, it signalled a market opportunity. 

“When people get stressed before a big 
event they often have another coffee or an 
energy drink,” says the founder of smart-
drink company Ārepa, which launched in 
2016. “I wanted to create a drink that could 
reduce stress and improve mood, all the 
while keeping you sharp and focused – and 
something that was 100 percent natural.”

Made from New Zealand-sourced 
extracts of pine bark and blackcurrants, 
L-theanine (an amino acid and relaxing 
agent) and a caffeine-free extract of 

Japanese green tea, Ārepa is part of a small 
but fast-growing natural smart-drink 
category aimed at consumers who want to 
feel less wound up and more “in-the-zone”. 

Brown describes his patented beverage 
as a “nootropic”, a class of substances that 
enhance cognitive function. And Ārepa is 
starting to make its mark. The drink is sold 
online, and by the likes of Farro Fresh, 
Huckleberry Farms and Moore Wilson’s, 
as well as in cafes, health food stores and 
New World supermarkets. 

Taking on the world is next – Brown has 
received an offer to supply Harrods, and 
says he gets frequent enquiries from Europe 
and China. But for now, “all our effort is 
going into building our intellectual property 
and science capability.” 

Six years ago, Brown was in his mid-20s 

and working for a multinational energy 
drink company that was, he says, “very 
successful, but not quite aligned to health 
and wellness”. He researched the science, 
read articles about the brain and the 
benefits of stimulating alpha brainwaves 
(hence the name, Ārepa, Māori for alpha).

He also discovered FoodBowl, a 
Government-backed facility near Auckland 
Airport that helps food entrepreneurs 
develop, test and commercialise their bright 
ideas. He liked the place so much he signed 
up as business development manager, 
putting him right in the centre of the New 
Zealand food innovation ecosystem. 

At this point in Ārepa’s development, 
Brown brought in the experts. “We 
thought, ‘If we are going to develop a 
space-age smart drink, we’re probably 
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when a person is nervous or stressed or 
mentally fatigued, that’s when they get the 
biggest effect from our products,” says 
Brown. “It includes students and stressed 
professionals – and not just professionals 
in the business sense, but professional 
athletes, artists or musicians. It’s about that 
pre-performance moment, before someone 
heads into a board meeting or out on stage. 

“The other category is the everyday 
warrior, the person doing a presentation to 
get a raise, or picking up the kids after work 
or about to have a round of golf with mates.

“We’re not trying to replace coffee – 
everyone loves coffee – but to provide a tool 
to use before you make that speech, do that 

interview or exam, race that downhill 
mountain bike race or meet the in-laws. 
It’s for whenever you need mental clarity.” 

He hopes to raise more capital for an export 
push – and not only from local investors. 
“We’re in discussions with some multi-
national companies where we could tap  
into their distribution and research and 
development capabilities.”

The other aspect of the strategy is to 
finesse the formula, and to bring in more 
experts to help identify other natural 
ingredients that may have cognitive 
benefits. Rather than coming out with 
new flavours, “it’s going to be like the 
iPhone, where we are continuously 
improving our formula – so, we’ll bring 
out version 2.0, then 3.0…”

What’s the potential? “Our overarching 
goal is to be classed as the world’s smartest 
drink,’” says Brown, who also talks about the 
future of New Zealand’s functional food sector. 

“I think it’s massive. I keep saying New 
Zealand can’t feed the world, but it can feed 
the premium. There’s a growth market for 
health and wellness and functional and high- 
value foods, and we’re really at that tip.”  
drinkarepa.com

going to need the services of a neuro-
scientist to develop a formula for us.’” The 
expert was Andrew Scholey, director of the 
Centre for Human Psychopharmacology 
and a professor of behavioural and brain 
sciences at Swinburne University in 
Melbourne, whose field of research includes 
nutritional cognitive neuroscience. Working 
with Brown, Scholey created a formula. 

“We wanted [an ingredient] that was 
unique to New Zealand, that we could 
protect and that was ours,” says Brown. 
“Andrew went one better: he included two 
New Zealand-sourced ingredients.” 

New Zealand blackcurrant and pine bark 
extracts are having something of a moment. 
There’s been preliminary research indicating 
that the latter, marketed as Enzogenol, 
may support concentration, attention and 
executive brain functions in healthy 
individuals. It’s also showing some promise 
in aiding brain injury recovery. 

ENZO Neutraceuticals (enzo.co.nz) 
which sells Enzogenol-based products, is a 
supplier to and an investor in Ārepa. A joint 
study by Plant & Food Research and the 
UK’s Northumbria University has shown 
that compounds in New Zealand blackcurrants 
may improve cognitive performance in 
healthy adults. 

Brown says the anecdotal evidence is that 
Ārepa does have an effect – “we’re getting 
two-thirds of consumers feeling something” 
– but he is acutely aware of the importance 
of properly validating any claims. Using 
capital raised from Callaghan Innovation 
and New Zealand private equity firm 
Marmont, among others, he has engaged 
the University of Auckland’s Centre for Brain 
Research to do a clinical study of Ārepa’s 
effect on cognitive performance. 

Meanwhile, the company has secured a 
New Zealand patent for its formula and a 
global Patent Cooperation Treaty (PCT) 
licence to fast-track the international process. 

“The space we’re best operating in is 
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Ārepa is part of a small  

but fast-growing natural 
smart-drink category aimed 

at customers who want to 
feel less wound up and  

more ‘in the zone’.
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This page from above: 
Angus Brown; a bottle 
of A-  repa. Opposite 
from left: New Zealand 
blackcurrants, which 
go into A-  repa; 
harvesting the berries. 
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