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Welcome to the Fair Shot Cafe: where everyone gets an
opportunity to start a career
The unemployment rate for disabled people is 94 per cent. Could setting up my own
social enterprise offer a blueprint for creating chances?

By Bianca Tavella
26 October 2020 • 11:30am

February 2020 marked two years since I quit my job at an NGO to fulﬁll my lifelong
ambition of opening a social enterprise café. I had successfully concluded my last round of
funding and my dream of tackling the overwhelming unemployment rate amongst adults
with a learning disability was edging towards reality.
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But things quickly unraveled when the UK then entered lockdown. I lost over
£200,000 worth of funding and developed coronavirus symptoms that persisted for more
than ﬁve months, making me a Covid 19 ‘long hauler’. Yet that hasn't deterred me from my
goal.
My interest started in my teens. I grew up alongside my parish community and ‘differentabled’ people, and it was one of the most valuable lesson in my life. It gave me the chance
to appreciate people’s differences before I was old enough to harbor any of the prejudices
that are often reserved for people with disabilities.
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However it was not until I was speaking with my friend with autism and planning his
transition towards independence that I began to ask myself what my ‘different-abled’
friends in the parish would do.
Like any teenagers, they were also aspiring to have a career and do something they loved.
But what opportunities did they really have? Compared to my well-trodden path to
university, their next steps were unclear and uncertain. The more I thought about it, the
more it troubled me.
I soon realised that I was being naïve and idealistic. I was ignorant about the fact that
people with Down's syndrome or autism were looked at differently, that they get stared at
and that most employers do not want them as part of their workforce. They are seen as a
burden rather than an asset.
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Bianca Tavella (bottom left) with her parish group CREDIT: Bianca Tavella

The unemployment rate of the non-disabled population is at 3.6 per cent. The
unemployment rate of people with learning disabilities, however, is at a shocking 94 per
cent. This is mainly due to the public stigmas that continue to be misplaced.
The few ‘opportunities’ that do exist are not ideal. They tend to be programmes that
simulate a work place environment as opposed to preparing people for real-life roles.
It seems like adults with learning disabilities have somehow been forgotten by society. As
if society has accepted that their dreams and aspirations are less than any body else’s. In
fact, the one constant refrain I have heard from people with disabilities is that they get
treated as less than human.
However, the problem is not them, but us.

Removing barriers
Fair Shot Café is my response to the inadequate opportunities that are on offer. I wanted
to remove barriers that prevented people with learning disabilities from employment and
advocate for competitive and integrated work. It is based on the belief that people with
learning disabilities are just as capable as anybody else.
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Our high-end café will be just like any other. What sets us apart, however, is our unique
workforce. Half of our staff will have moderate learning disabilities. Our trainees will
work in our café four days a week whilst getting training in barista skills, food prep, till
training and customer service. Following their one-year Traineeship Programme, we will
help them secure paid mainstream employment and keep supporting them for another six
months.

Fair Shot will offer training and future employment to young adults with learning disabilities in London CREDIT: Fair Shot Café

Before Covid-19, this dream was to become a reality and we were all set to open by last
September. The devastating and unpredictable impact of this pandemic, however, made
one of our main funders drop out.
Launching a social enterprise start up is already extremely hard, daunting and lonely but
this pandemic has just made things even more difﬁcult. Grants are few and far between
with exceedingly impossible requirements. Nine out of ten people you pitch to will
compliment you for your brave endeavor and in the same breath tell you it is never going
to work and to give up.
You say goodbye to a secure and stable income. You tell yourself it is all worthwhile to
accelerate structural change, when really you are still comparing yourself to your friends
who are now buying houses and getting promotions. All of this whilst contending with the
deep-rooted prejudices towards young female entrepreneurs like me.
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With the unemployment rate already so high at 94 per cent it doesn’t feel like it can get
any worse than this, but it can. People with any sort of disability have been
disproportionately impacted by the pandemic and are going to be marginalized and
‘forgotten’ more now than ever.
The US has already experienced a 20 per cent decline in employment among people with
a learning disability compared to 14 per cent experienced by workers without
disabilities. Likewise, the experience of the Great Depression suggests that the
employment rate has always fallen more for people with disabilities than it did for people
without disabilities.
Yet with every cloud there is a silver lining. Westﬁeld London got in touch to offer us a
platform to launch Fair Shot: a space in which to start. So although the cafe isn't open
ofﬁcially, we have been able to begin training courses. We hope to raise the ﬁnal £20,000
we need by early next year.
Our café is essential to mitigate the negative effects of Covid-19 and to ensure a sustainable
recovery. With the UK in an unemployment crisis, everyone deserves to have a job.

As told to Martina Andretta
You can help by donating here: https://justgiving.com/crowdfunding/fairshot
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