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A s I walk into Café Van Gogh, housed 
within a neo-Byzantine church on 

Brixton Road, Oval, I’m greeted warmly 
by founder Steve. This proudly vegan,  
zero-waste social enterprise works with 
Toucan Employment to run on-the-job 
training for people with learning disabilities. 
Coffee in hand, I sit down with Steve and 
co-owner and head chef Bonita. Over the 
past five years, Bonita has crafted a seasonal 
vegan menu that has locals vowing to 
become regulars the second they take their 
first bite. Steve happily tells me the story of  
a group of builders who, working nearby,  
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once came in requesting bacon butties  
– unaware of the café’s meat-free ethos. Won 
over by the food, they returned for lunch  
daily for the duration of the job. 
 
To learn how much progress is being made 
– despite the ongoing challenges of the 
pandemic – fills me with hope. Steve, who 
always harboured dreams of opening a “little 
hippy vegan café” and finally did so after 20 
years of working with vulnerable people, 
explains: “We want to be a great place for 
people to visit, eat incredible food, keep 
coming back. We also want to be a great place 
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for people with vulnerabilities to come, enjoy 
working here, and then eventually find work 
in the broader community or with ourselves. 
Those are equal goals.” Bonita tells me about 
their initiative during the winter lockdown, 
where they delivered 200 meals to 50 
families in the local Lambeth community, 
with the help of the Big Kid Foundation – all 
donated by loyal customers. 
 
I return the next day to meet job coach 
Michelle, and one of the café’s team, Tiarma, 
whose sparkling personality, I’m told,  
delights customers whenever she’s working.  
I can see why. Tiarma’s enthusiastic hello 
makes a grey Friday morning seem sunny. I 
sit down with Tiarma and Michelle, whose 
obvious love for her work and understanding 
of each individual participant leaves me 
in awe. “My biggest hope for hospitality 

recruitment,” she says, “is understanding. 
People tend to focus on the negatives. As far 
as I’m concerned, there are none.” 
 
Steve insists I stay for lunch. Outside, in the 
newly replanted garden courtyard, I indulge 
in a plate of warming Sri Lankan meatballs, 
served up with another infectious smile from 
Tiarma. I overhear the couple at the next 
table exclaim over how superb the food is. 
 
Following a Sunday morning spent at east 
London’s Columbia Road Flower Market, 
I walk past the award-winning Café from 
Crisis, charmed by the chatter emanating 
from the bustling interior. I look up at its 
sign, wanting to earmark it for a future 
brunch date, and read: “This café ends 
homelessness.” When I return later to meet 
the team, I’m immediately enamoured by the 

display of art – doves of peace made by the 
Aldgate Partnership hang from the ceiling and 
original work by café insiders adorns the walls.

Collaborating with Crisis, the UK’s largest 
homelessness charity – which is currently 
working with the government to scrap  
the Vagrancy Act (which criminalises 
homelessness) – the café has been offering 
catering training to London’s homeless since 
2004. I talk to hospitality manager Charlie, 
who clearly considers the place a precious 
extension of her own family. She beams  
with pride as she describes the camaraderie 
that’s intrinsic to the industry.

“Our trainees learn that they’re important 
in our society, that they’ve got a stake in it, 
that they can interact positively with the 
community in which they live.” She points 

out her “wall of joy” – a photo collage of 
all the trainees whose lives the café has 
transformed – and hands me a touching, 
anonymous testimonial written by one 
such trainee, who’d had no education or 
employment history to speak of before 
arriving at Crisis. He went from being 
someone who’d never worked in a restaurant 
before to running a pub kitchen in just 
five months. His story affirms the need for 
programmes such as these: “This kind of 
training definitely does make a difference. 
It’s what people need. Especially people who 
come thinking they have nothing.”

The café’s manager, Shelley, whom I meet as 
he efficiently preps for the day, reminds me 
of the challenges accompanying the ongoing 
fight to end homelessness. My naïve optimism 
is met with his professional realism – one that 
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is driven simultaneously by the hope that 
more businesses and individuals will join 
the movement and the sage understanding 
that in order to do more, social enterprises 
need to constantly evolve. With this in mind, 
he has creatively invigorated the space since 
lockdown, re-establishing it as a go-to spot 
for not only fresh, socially conscious food 
and coffee, but the kind of place where 
you’d happily spend a few hours reading or 
catching up with friends. The team finishes 
setting up for service, music comes on, and  
I leave humming, excited to return soon.

My next stop is Old Spike Roastery, the 
UK’s first speciality coffee roastery social 
enterprise. I meet owner Richard Robinson 
at his site in Peckham’s Print Village,  
a beehive for artists and traders alike. I feel 
like I’m walking onto a film set, honoured to 

go “behind the beans”, as it were. Laughing, 
Richard tells me that when they first 
opened in Peckham Rye, passers-by mistook 
“roastery” as being some kind of chicken 
shop. Despite the initial confusion, it has 
become a beloved local establishment. 
 
Richard’s passion for speciality coffee 
was ignited when he encountered the 
thriving coffee culture of Brooklyn, New 
York. Inspired, he decided to open Old 
Spike, a roastery and café that trains 
London’s homeless. Old Spike’s barista 
training, offered in partnership with sister  
company Change Please, is in operation 
inside. Richard also owns another social 
enterprise and one of Peckham’s leading 
culinary destinations, Coal Rooms, and is 
the brains behind Serious Tissues, the UK’s  
only carbon-neutral loo paper. 
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are guided along a pioneering 200-hour 
“milestone programme” that provides them 
with small grants for essential items, and 
holistic, one-to-one support to help them 
gain vital skills for independent living. Plus, 
at the end of the programme, successful 
trainees can apply for a housing-deposit grant. 
 
“Social impact,” says Meg, “should be an 
add-on, not a compromise. You’ll buy a bad 
cup of coffee for the charity angle once, 
but you need first-class quality to bring 
customers back.” These social enterprises are 
also sparking a perception shift in the minds 
of employers, which is particularly necessary 
in the midst of the UK hospitality industry’s 
current hiring crisis. Meg is committed to 
challenging perceptions about recruiting 
people from disadvantaged backgrounds. 
“We work with well-trained, hard-working 
adults, some of them graduates – people with 
years of experience, plans and a life situation 

that has led them to become homeless for  
a period of time. But that’s not their defining 
experience. To assume they’ll be grateful to 
have any job is something we need to move 
away from. We want to get them to where 
they want to go.” As she talks, Jason, who 
recently graduated from the programme 
and is now living in his own place, arrives.  
Fat Macy’s has hired him to help with 
outreach, sending him to hostels around 
London to talk about his experience with  
the programme. He is happy to help. 
 
My last trip is to Redemption Roasters, 
the UK’s first prison-based coffee company, 
whose mission is to reduce reoffending  
in the UK. I make my way to its original 
site – there are now seven London outposts 
– on Bloomsbury’s tree-lined Lamb’s 
Conduit Street. The lovely Emma spots my 
camera bags and invites me over to join her.  
I’m impressed to learn that the company has 
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As we discuss Old Spike’s wholesale customers 
– part of a growing community network 
offering employment to graduated trainees – 
I’m relieved to hear that collective action is 
alive and well. I ask Richard what his greatest 
hope is for the future of social enterprises.  
“I hope that in five to 10 years’ time all 
businesses will deliver social impact on 
some scale,” he says. “We’re doing it because 
everyone should be doing it. You can be really 
aspirational and design-led – the same as any 
other brand – and also be a social enterprise. 
That’s important for people to get their heads 
around. The two aren’t mutually exclusive.”
 
Occupying a turquoise building in the 
new Ebury Edge development, a parade 
of colourful pop-ups in Pimlico, Ebury is 
a mission-driven restaurant run by social 
enterprise catering company Fat Macy’s. 
As I step inside, the airy space conjures up 

an atmospheric mix of Friday-night wine 
bar and Sunday brunch spot, with Middle 
Eastern-inspired sharing plates being sent 
out at breakfast, lunch and dinner. Founder 
Meg Doherty and I sit outside in the garden. 
 
At the age of 26, Meg set up Fat Macy’s to get 
young London adults out of hostels and into 
their own homes. Listening to her, I realise 
how little I know about the cruel reality of 
the homelessness cycle. Meg explains how 
disheartened she was after witnessing it 
firsthand while working in a 150-bed hostel 
in north London. Galvanised, she set about 
designing a structured pathway out of that 
cycle, reinvesting profits from the restaurant 
and catering business into the Fat Macy’s 
Foundation. The venture offers training, 
support and a housing-deposit scheme 
for trainees. Not only do participants gain 
exceptional hospitality training, but they 
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not let a single member of staff go as a result 
of Covid-19. Founded by Max Dubiel and Ted 
Rosner in 2017, Redemption Roasters trains 
offenders in professional roastery and barista 
skills at its site in HMP The Mount, giving 
inmates a worthwhile (paid) job and helping 
them to reintegrate into society after release 
– with a role either at one of their own coffee 
shops or with their wholesale clients.
 
Emma introduces me to Savannah, who’s 
training with Redemption Roasters as 
part of the government’s Kickstarter 
programme. With Covid-19 significantly 
impacting the venture’s in-prison training, 
it has been able to offer 20 six-month paid 
work-experience placements and holistic 
employment support for 16-24-year-olds on 
Universal Credit and at risk of long-term 
unemployment. Savannah shares her story, 
explaining how the placement enabled her 

to get out of the house during lockdown. 
She tells me of her plan to find a job in 
retail following this, and her realisation that  
“if you don’t ever step out of your comfort 
zone, you’ll never know what’s for you”. 
 
When Savannah returns inside to finish her 
shift, I quietly roam around the café and 
spot the company’s maverick philosophy  
showcased on one of the glass walls:  
“We believe exceptional coffee can come 
from people and places you wouldn’t 
expect.” It reflects what each of my visits  
has confirmed. Like its social enterprise 
peers, the Redemption Roasters’ mission  
is built on the belief that we need to 
overthrow the old ways of doing things  
and create new paths to employment.  
As Emma so perfectly says, it proves  
that “you don’t need any degree or to be 
tattoo-less to be an amazing barista”. 
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