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INTRODUCTION
The concept of Café Stepping Stone was formed in August 2015 on a bus
through Europe, and I don’t think we ever dreamed it would be at the stage it is at
now. We are all extremely proud of how the last three years of hard work have
come together and we have been able to create a space that promotes
inclusion, equality and a safe environment for people to join the formal
workplace, learn new skills and interact with people from across the world.
Following is a time line to outline the triumphs and trials we have faced in our first year
of opening a social business in Colombia. As a business, we think transparency is key to
function to the best of it’s ability and so we have put together this annual report
available to the public, family and friends.
The idea of the cafe was inspired by similar projects worldwide, we decided that a
social enterprise cafe would work well in Cartagena due to the high tourism, local
produce, stark inequality.
We initially started with an idea of short term full paid training employment varying
from 3 to 6 months, however, we realized over time that we have had a greater impact
on staff who have stayed with us for longer. We are continuously adapting and
changing our training program, depending on accessibility to resources and our staff's
needs. We teach them English, nutrition, personal budgeting, labour rights, customer
service, waitressing, bar, kitchen, workplace hygiene, cocktail and espresso preparation
and more. We also try and educate the local tourism industry on sustainable and
conscious practices.
Our product offering, although common in Australia, was the first of it's kind in
Cartagena, and we have seen overwhelming success because of this. We are
committed to using fresh, high quality ingredients and food, great friendly service and
having a relaxed and welcoming environment, with affordable prices. This combination
of values takes continued hard work and dedication but we wouldn't want it any other
way.
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OUR STORY
In March , 2017 we moved over to Colombia.
After months of planning, saving, fundraising and
creating the initial business plan and financial
budget, we finally arrived in Cartagena.
Neither Tom nor Hannah had ever been to
Colombia so the move was filled with both
excitement and nerves.
We found a perfect space within the first two
weeks. It is beautiful old colonial building,
previously a restaurant, in a busy street located in
the historic suburb of Getsemani.

We understood from the start that it would be important to make connections with foundations and
other businesses that work with vulnerable people in Cartagena. Of the people we contacted, we
aligned most with the values and mission of FEM, Fundación por la Educación Multidimensional, who
fight inequality by empowering Cartagena’s most vulnerable: indigenous, Afro-Colombians, women and
post-conflict populations.
We met the director, Ana Maria, in our first week and had a mutual feeling we could work well
together. We are very appreciative that she believed in us because working with FEM has ensured we
are being sustainable and responsible. We very quickly realised that things in Cartagena move a little
slower and work a less efficiently than what we were used to in Australia. Due to Colombia's
complicated bureaucracy system which makes it difficult for foriegners to start a business, we also
joined FEM’s alliance of social enterprises and incubator of base of pyramid entrepreneurs, TRAKTI. This
helped us greatly to deal with all the legal and politically issues in the start up with people we knew and
trusted.
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OUR STORY
Over the next 2 months we spent some time adjusting to our new home. We travelled up the coast with
Vanessa’s mum and partner , then returned to sort all the necessary permissions, visas and international
transfers.
Using mostly recycled materials and
building ourselves was fun but in the
end, we decided we needed some help.
This is when we found our wonderful
carpenter-turn-Colombian friend, Rafael.
He has now been our full time
maintanence man for 4 months which
provides him with a secure and
consistent income.
Due to financial constraints and a desire
to keep the ball moving, we opened as
soon as possible, only 3 weeks after
getting the keys to the space.
In the blink of an eye, the 23rd of June 2017 had rolled around and it was time for our launch party.
We invited everyone we had met and who had helped us up until this point, to enjoy mini burgers,
cocktails, beers and some local musicians played live music.
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OUR STORY
The first three weeks of being open were steady and constant which gave us time to get to know our first
group of employees while getting used to the day to day running of the café. Oberto, Francisco, Mayra,
Hiedy and Carlos were the first group to join the team at Cafe Stepping Stone and we were pleased to
see them taking the opportunity, working to the best of their abilities and improving day by day.
The relaxing start was short lived when one of Cartagena’s tropical storms caused our ceiling to cave in,
forcing us to close. Thankfully, our landlady, Andrea , was helpful and contracted Rafael to come to our
rescue, allowing us to reopen within a week.
The next five months were fairly consistent and a great learning experience not only for us as employers,
and new business owners, but also our staff as their first taste of formal employment. It was a balance
between the continuing training of our initial staff, welcoming new staff Yoenis, Anyelin, Walmer and
Jennifer and us three getting used to running a business.
The staff were really loving the routine in their life and having a constant income for the first time,
learning about customer service, waitressing, drink and food preparation, English, nutrition and basic
personal budgeting.

Nutrition with Tom

Beer training with Hannah
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OUR STORY
Throughout the months of October, November and December, Aguas de Cartagena (water supply
company), tore up our whole street to repair pipes. The street was closed to cars and it was very
unappealing to pedestrians, smelly and difficult for people to access our street. We don’t know exactly
how this affected our sales, but we still had a strong constant flow of people coming most days, which
we were proud of.

In November 2017, Vanessa and Hannah travelled to Australia to visit family and celebrate their
engagement. When they returned in December business picked up exponentially. We all had to hit the
ground running and quickly employed four more staff, Emili, Cesar, Cindy and Yarinis. The rush was
challenging for all of us (especially while Tom took a week off to explore Peru) but provided the
momentum for great improvement in the skills and efficiency of the whole team.
During this time, we were also lucky to receive visits from many friends. We want to give a special
mention to Soumya, a little ray of sunshine, who spent her whole university holidays helping us in any
way she could, from teaching our staff how to make yummy dahl, to potting plants and running around
the city for us. She was indispensible to the running of the café during this time.
Unfortunately, we weren’t 100% prepared for the influx of tourists that pour into the city in December
and January, and we struggled to keep up the with demand and quantity of customers. It wasn't
uncommon to send someone running to buy ingredients, to close the kitchen early nor to have long
waits for tables. The team worked to the best of their ability and for us all it was a big learning curve.
We now understand how to better prepare our staff for the upcoming busy season which we expect
will be even busier.
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OUR STORY
Over the year, we tried our hand at running some fundraising events for FEM projects, the earthquake
in Mexico and various other organisations.
As the café is open for breakfast and lunch (8:30am – 4pm) we wanted to use the space to the best of
our ability. We ran a few Boozy Bingo’s, live music nights, cocktail nights, burger and games nights with
beer pong and jumbo jenga.
We enjoy running these events because it gives a chance for the locals and tourists to come together
and party while still being socially aware.

We would love to open more for the night but have decided it is best to focus our energy and time
on our daily operations, as well as the difficulties in transport and security issues our staff face
when returning home late at night.
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OUR STORY
Fortunately, our unique product and design of fresh and nutritious meals as well as our attention to
service, did not go ignored and we crept up the ladder of Tripadvisor quickly. This became our main
marketting tool and we recieved many glowing reviews, causing us to reach 1st for Breakfasts in
Cartagena in November 2017 and then up to 3rd out of all restuarants.

Over the year, Dominio Volunteers, a local organisation run by a new friend, Christina, recommended
a few volunteers who could help teach English casually to the staff.
One set of volunteers went above and beyond, running a series of sessions with the staff
communication, leadership and conflict resolution. Thank you to Eileen and Michael from Tikkun
Leadership for their classes. We also appreciate the time donated by Jenny who volunteered teaching
English with us. The staff thoroughly enjoyed everything they did for them and learned so much.

Jenny with Cindy and Anyelin

Rosa presenting her future
dreams in a Tikkun Leadership
Workshop
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OUR STORY
With thanks to FEM, especially Ana Maria, we also started small scale catering, mainly for their anticorruption training and observation of elections with MOE (Misión de Observación Electoral). This
allowed us to develop new skills in producing food in a large scale and catering.
The busy season died down two months later than expected, in late March. This was very tiring for us
as it was necessary to have at least two of us working and supervising in the café every day. However,
we remained motivated by seeing the staff grow into strong reliable workers and make their way out
of the cycle of poverty through the opportunities we have provided. We hired a few new staff
members, Rosa, Luz and Helmer, as we helped move on past staff members who had reached their
potential within our program.
Tom returned to Australia in April for a much-deserved rest and to celebrate his 25th birthday. While
he was gone, Hannah’s sister, Emma, visited and we closed for a week to conduct major renovations.
We reorganised the kitchen and installed a new exhaust fan, stove and deep fryer. We completely
rewired the electricity, increased storage, and converted the zen zone which was a relaxing area into
more seating. We were able to significantly improve our facilities to better daily operations while also
boosting our capacity, which we hope will set us up well for the next busy season. Our popularity over
the busy season and continued consistence allowed us to make these renovations which initially we
didn’t have the budget for. Although a bit scary, it was necessary to reinvest all the profit we had
made so far to move forward.
Our friends at Cartagena Grafica, Kike and Karen, gifted us a beautiful full-wall conceptual map of
Cartagena that was drawn free hand by Kike. Vanessa had been dreaming of the map for a while as
she wanted to show the real Cartagena, with all of it’s suburbs, as all of the maps here only show the
touristy centre, ignoring the rest of the city.
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OUR STORY
May was quiet which allowed Tom alone to look after the cafe while Hannah and Vanessa had a two
week break in the USA.
Our friend Eusebio created a bespoke 5 week employment program for our staff, which allowed them to
take perspective on the opportunity of working in the cafe and how to represent themselves in
interviews. We are very thankful for the classes and for sharing his wisdom, time, stories and beautiful
energy with the staff.
Nala, pictured below, was a volunteer with FEM who became part of the furniture at the café. Always
here to help, while also making sure that the three of us took time for ourselves.

June of 2018 rolled around and we were lucky to receive a visit from Vanessa’s brother, Rohan, and
celebrate the Cafe's 1st birthday together. Like most things of our experiences here, it wasn’t without a
few hiccups. On the day of the party, there was no electricity in the suburb (which occurs more often
than you would think), but we were told the electricity would re appear around 4pm, so we pushed on
with the party preparations. At 6pm we discovered it wouldn't return till the next morning. Not wanting
to waste all of the preparations and excitement of the staff, we tried to find a back up generator as
quickly as possible. With the help of our electricians we were able to get a generator up and running and
in the end it was a fun night and everyone enjoyed drinks, food and good music.
The cafe was then closed for a week, allowing the staff to spend time with their kids on school holiday
and us three, Rohan and Nala, to visit Medellin and some other parts of Colombia.

CSS
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OUR STORY
Thank you!
From the bottom of our hearts, to every friend, acquaintance and family member who has
supported us and helped this dream become a reality. We have to extend a big thank you to
everyone who has helped in the last year. Although we have not named every single person who
has helped, please know every bit of support is greatly appreciated.
All in all, it’s safe to say that this has been the most challenging and rewarding year of our lives.
We’re so proud of everything we’ve achieved in such a short period of time, and the change
we’ve seen in the lives of our staff and their families which has made it worth it every step of the
way. We have learnt so much and now with the experience and knowledge we have gained we
feel prepared for the year to come, to grow Café Stepping Stone into the business and
community it has the potential to be.
Below you’ll find a personal brief from each of us followed by an overview of the impact we’ve
already made, and what’s yet to come.

Abrazos,
Vanessa, Hannah and Tom

CSS
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CHECKING IN

Vanessa
Over the last few years i've realised how fortunate
I am through my studies and travels.
This motivated my desire to something impactful and positive. I couldn’t bare not doing something
productive when I knew I could. Before talking to Tom I was already planning to start a social project in Latin
America, was just having trouble figuring out a way to make it self sustainable. I wanted to give others
autonomy to create their own futures through education and employment. A social training café was the
perfect idea and I strongly believe that social enterprise is the way of the future.
Cartagena automatically came to mind; with extreme inequality, high tourism and limited café options, I knew
it would be a success. Where there is so much tourism and potential, there is no reason for the majority of the
population to be living in poverty. We’ve always put the social aspect of the café first but also understand that
the business needs to be sustainable to help more people in the long term, so for this first year it has been
important to focus on the café operations.
This year has been very difficult and challenged us in every way. We proved to ourselves how capable,
motivated and passionate we really are. I really threw myself into the deep end and it has been a steep learning
curve. I have gained so many skills and learnt so much, especially about myself.
For me, I feel this year has been like Paola Coehlo says “when you want something, all the universe conspires
in helping you to achieve it". Overall, we were met with incredible luck, the space we found, the connection
with FEM and Trakti which gave us the foundations we needed to start, the incredible staff we hired, the
beautiful customers who constantly gave us words of encouragement and support.
Even when things seemed tough, little silver linings would show themselves and we managed to overcome
every little challenge thrown at us.
It is so rewarding to look back at what we’ve achieved, to see how much the staff have grown, their confidence,
skills, standard of living and happiness, how far we have come in such little time. I am overwhelmed seeing
their children grow, knowing that they have an opportunity to leave the cycle of poverty thanks to their
parents' employment.
However, I am far from being satisfied with this project. I’ve maintained headstrong in my desire to
continuously improve the café in order to have a greater social impact. I push myself each day because I know
this project has so much potential and can make a real difference to Cartagena, which is a quickly evolving city
with many people dedicating their lives to improving the city.
I am very grateful to have had Hannah and Tom's friendship by my side along the way. Without their endless
support and our combined efforts, none of this would have been possible.

CSS
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CHECKING IN

Hannah

What a whirlwind of a year. I think it has been the hardest year of my life.

“

From moving to a country, a continent, I’ve never been to, to learning another
language for the first time, becoming a chef without any formal training and

I’m so grateful to Tom and
Vanessa for allowing me to join them, because it’s been a crazy opportunity
that I never would have taken on my own. 70 hour weeks, and a hot sweaty
kitchen takes it out of you but seeing the difference in our staff makes it all
worthwhile.
starting a business, it’s been full of challenges.

I can’t even describe the feeling I get when I see how far they have come.
And that is only because I have given them a chance. To learn, to grow, to be part
of something, to show the world what they are capable of. I think what I’ve
realised is that so many people say we are doing amazing things but if this year
has taught me anything it is the pure resilience of people who are born in
difficult situations. Their resilience is crazy, if those things had happened to me, I
don’t think I’d be half the person they are. The staff have changed my life, and I
can’t even communicate properly with them! I think Café Stepping Stone is
not only a place that has helped the lives of our employees, but has created
new paths and changed our lives for the better as well. “

CSS
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CHECKING IN

Tom

“My time in Colombia has been a wild ride completely changing how I see the
world. Firstly I really didn’t have many expectations coming to Colombia because I had
never travelled to this part of the world so I wasn’t sure about what to expect from the

it
has been the hardest I have ever worked but well and truly the most rewarding
experience of my life.
culture. What I have experienced has changed my life and the way I view the world,

Because of this endeavour I have been able to learn a new language, take the
step to owning my own business, and meet so many amazing and inspiring
people.
This project has also changed my understanding of poverty and given me the
opportunity to really deal first hand with people living in extreme poverty.

For me this project has been a success, while we are still making small changes and
updating our processes I am extremely impressed by the changes I have seen in
the team since we opened and also amazed and proud of the success of the
Café. I am looking forward to continuing and seeing the changes in these
incredible people’s lives.”

CSS

09 Cafe Stepping Stone 2017-2018

OUR
IMPACT

HOW HAVE WE MANAGED TO
DISTINGUISH OURSELVES IN THE
MARKET?
HOW WE HAVE USED THIS TO
INCREASE OUR SOCIAL IMPACT

1. Specialising in Brunch
Most restaurants in Cartagena specialise in
dinner, few focus on having unique breakfast and
brunch options
We provide home comforts that travellers miss

• Allows flexible working hours, permitting
them to study and care for their children
• It is safe for them to return home after
their shift

2. HEALTHY FOOD WITH VEGAN OPTIONS
It is difficult to find nutritious high quality food at a
reasonable price in Cartagena
There a lack of options for people with dietary
requirements or preferences, so we aim to meet
this demand.
Balanced vegan food is dfficult to find

3. INCLUSIVE EMPLOYMENT
Many tourists and locals choose our restaurant
over others in order to support our social mission
and help fight against inequality

• Improving nutrition of our staff by
increasing their knowledge of different food
types, nutritional values, the importance of
nutrition
• Educating our staff and the wider
community on different food and cuisines

• Leading by example for other businesses
in the tourism industry about the
importance of social responsibility and
inclusive employment.

4. ENVIRONMENTALLY CONSCIOUS
Recycling, not using styrofoam, ecological take
away containers, metal straws
Conscious consumers prefer environmentally
aware businesses

5. Local Providers
Conscious consumers prefer businesses that
support the local market.
Buying locally also means we provide a fresher
ingredient and reduce the emssions of transport

• Increasing awareness in the tourism
industry of the importance for businesses
to have environmental responsibility.
• Educating our staff and the wider
community on the harm of these products.

• Providing an income to base-of- pyramid
businesses
• Buying direct means that we can assure
a fair price and market value, without
middle men receiving cuts.
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OUR
IMPACT
THE NUMBER OF
PEOPLE EMPLOYED

17 YOUTH

First time formal employment has allowed each of

escape extreme
poverty through inclusive employment and fair
pay. We aim for this number to increase in the year
them and their families to

to come.

REACHED BY THIS
INCOME

76
PEOPLE

At least 76 people living in

vulnerable situations .

have been indirectly helped by CSS via the income
of our employees, educational opportunities,
improvements in living circumstances, increased
access to healthcare, use of local suppliers, social
awareness and mobility, and financial inclusion.
We hope this number to double for our second year.

WHILE THERE IS STILL FAR TO GO
We are proud to be the first step in their journey to sustainable employment.
Two of our initial employees have gained further work and four are now in full time
tertiary study. Our weekly workshops in topics ranging from workers’ rights, English, interview
preparation, financial management, psychology, sustainability, CV writing, hospitality skills, and
customer service (to name a few) are

equipping our staff to continue obtaining formal

employment.
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O B E R T O

Known for his beautiful big grin, Oberto is 20 years old and our first
emloyee. He is a member of the indigenous Zenú community and has been
displaced by violence. His sibling is severely disabled and his father is her
full time carer.
“Working at the café has changed my life in many aspects. Personally, it’s been a very beautiful
experience because I’ve learnt many professional and social skills, as well as learning about tourism.

The area that I feel I’ve benefited mostly in, however, is personally. It was very difficult at first
because I was working with people who were incredibly different from myself, but once I started to
speak with them I learnt about many other ways to live.

Tom, Hannah and Vanessa have been the

people that God put in my life to learn this lesson. They have helped me greatly in terms of
learning how to work (in a café) and have also allowed me to grow as a person. Thanks to CSS I
was able to start a technical degree in oral hygiene.
My favourite thing about CSS is the atmosphere. It’s a very positive environment, all of the clients
are very kind to us. I like the environment because it is very nice and social, all the clients like it too,
they feel positive and happy here sharing our food and drink.

I think this is the fruit of the labour

of Tom, Hannah and Vanessa. I feel very proud and happy because not everyone shares as they
have with poor people. There are many people with lots of money that don’t do that. So, I think it’s
very honourable of them. They are very special.

(Working at CSS) has been a great help, because I have a very difficult family situation. My
sister has a severe disability and cannot eat on her own or speak. My father had to quit his job
to stay home and look after her. It has helped me a lot to have my first formal job. It has also helped
me to put a floor in my house among other renovations. I also have my own project to build a house,
and I have many materials bought. I’m also helping my father to pay the electricity and service bills.

CSS
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Oberto cont'd
Helping my family is something which makes me very proud and it makes me happy to see
them sharing in the benefits of my work because they deserve it. I have always wanted the best
for my family and the café has given me that, as well as teaching me many things.

One very important thing I’ve learnt from the café is responsibility, how to follow through with
my commitments. It has also allowed me to begin further study.

To the people who helped to open the café I would like to express my sincere gratitude, you
are great people with empathy towards others, who think about people without as many opportunities

I thank you for your support and overall for your intelligence, because it takes an
intelligent person to think not only of themselves but also the needs of the world.”
as you.

NOTE:
All interviews were conducted by a third party in Spanish, then translated.
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YOENIS
Yoenis is a 23 years old mother of two
young girls. We helped her buy a house and
fix it up, ensuring her small family was no longer
living in a situation of extreme poverty.
We promoted her to a supervisor role and look forward to her continued
growth.
“I love working at CSS. I feel really good (in the café), free. The bosses aren’t like the ones that exploit
or treat their staff badly, they’re basically our friends. You can tell them things, about your difficulties
and problems, they always have an idea of how to fix each of them.
My life changed a lot because of working here, because when I started here I didn’t have a house, I
didn’t have anything. When I started here I didn’t have any work experience, and now I know how to use a
coffee machine, I know how to set a table, to waitress. I have lots of knowledge in how to make drinks,
cocktails.

It’s fantastic because you start here not knowing anything and in the and you have lots of new skills,
I even learnt some English. The workshops have also helped me a lot. I’ve changed greatly because of
working here. My workmates used to tell me that I was rude, but the owners hired a psychologist and have
had many workshops to help us improve our behaviour and lives.

I like that they (owners) always ask us for our opinions. When they make a new plate, they ask us how it
tastes, how they should serve it, for all the new things they make we are involved. And that’s really good

They have a lot of patience with us, a lot. And they are like
friends, or even family, very close to us. They are very caring.
because not many restaurants do that.

I want to continue and finish my studies. Before this wasn’t possible because I wasn’t living in good
conditions. I didn’t have a house, I was living with my mother-in-law, and we had a lot of problems. When I
started to work I slowly put together my house, and now it’s not perfect, but it’s finished. My next goal is to
continue my studies next year, because I want to start my own business for my family. My sister can’t
work, she has a small baby, and my brother can’t work either because he didn’t finish his studies which

That’s why the café is an amazing opportunity, and I
have to make the most out of it. So I want to start my own business to improve my life. Here they help us
by providing savings account, which I’m slowly building up.
means it’s impossible to find work in Colombia.

The best part of having worked here is meeting Vanessa, Tom and Hannah. They are very, very great
people. I respect and value them so much for starting this project. It was a great risk for them to take, to
start the café and employ people with no experience. But thankfully it has gone very well up until
now.”

CSS
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FRANCISCO
Francisco is 23 years old and has been with us from the beginning.
CSS was his first formal job, and after working in the kitchen he now
wants to be a chef. He is currently supporting his wife and baby daughter
while saving up to build a house for them.

“I am really happy working at Café Stepping Stone, it was a huge opportunity to because I
never had formal work experience before. Here I got my first job and learnt about my rights as a
worker in Colombia. I first worked as a waiter and then was given the opportunity to be a kitchenaid.

I’ve always loved being in the kitchen and here at the Café I was given the opportunity to
work as a chef, and I have since decided to study cooking as my profession. I have been given
so many opportunities and learnt a lot about foreign cuisine. And I’ve just really loved it. Because my
previous Jobs were informal, I was frequently without money or regular income. For example, I
couldn’t finish university.

When I started working here I finally had a stable income, which greatly changed my
financial situation, allowing me to study and start saving up money to build a house for my
wife and our baby daughter.”

CSS
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BRISNEDY
Age: 23 years
Zenu Indigena/Cartagenera
I haven’t worked her for long, I’m about to hit one month.
I’m getting along really well with my workmates, I’ve even
learnt some English. The experience here in the café has been
great for me because it is my first work experience.
In one month I’ve seen myself improve immensely in the café.
Before I worked in the café my father was the sole supporter of our
family of eight, on a good day he would bring home to my mother 30.000 pesos ($15AUD) and on a
bad day around 16.000 ($8AUD). But now that I’m working in the café, I can help support my mother
to be able to look after us for basically one month. I feel good about this, because as well as helping
my mother I also have enough to buy things for myself. Being able to help my parents is the most
important thing.
I feel very happy here, with everyone. I also must thank God because without the prayers off my
mother I would not be here.

Age: 18 years
Palenquera

ROSA

I like that we're a strong team, and that Vanessa Tom and
Hannah help us a lot. Even though they are our bosses, they
help us, explain things to us, have patience, understand family
problems and help us with that too. They want us to improve,
to study, the help us get access to courses like English. I really like
it here. I couldn’t say what I like the most, it really is everything.
Sometimes on my days off I wish I was in the café with my workmates, with Hannah Tom and
Vanessa, lots of smiles, very fun. I had never worked before my job here at the café. I feel more
capable, stronger, with more abilities, I have learnt lost of things. I feel stronger. I feel stronger
because I’ve never worked before and here I have learnt to do everything. (I like most ) That I’ve
learnt English. I didn’t know anything before, didn’t understand. Now I understand a lot. When I was
in school and was taught English I didn’t understand, but now I know many words, phrases and
everything. And I can practice with the customers. I also start studying today, occupational health.
Vanessa, Tom and Hannah have helped me a lot an even made my schedule flexible for me.
Comment to those who supported the café
Well thank you very much, without them we wouldn’t be advancing in our lives and by helping the
cafe they have helped us.

CSS
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CINDY

Age: 23 years
Children: Son 10 years
Zenu Indigena/Cartagena

I love working here at the Café. I like it because I have
learnt many new things, because it is a job opportunity for
those who haven’t finished their university studies which is
otherwise very difficult (here in Colombia). Unlike other places,
Café Stepping Stone has given us an opportunity to improve our lives.
My life has changed a lot (because of working here) because now I know many things that I
didn’t before, such as English, and because I have earnt my own wage. I am earning something,
I can help my mother and give my son what he needs.
I have enjoyed everything, but mostly the way that Vanessa, Hannah and Tom are. They have
taught us many things, they are always there for us and even though they are our bosses they
are also our friends. We can always count on them.
Comment to the people who supported the café
Even though we have not met I want to thank you because by supporting the café, you are
supporting us to have better lives.

LUZ DALCY

Age: 21 years Afrocolombian
from Rocha

My favourite thing about the café is how Tom, Vanessa and
Hannah treat us. They help us, if we have an issue they call us
and check up on us. They are very good people, I really like
how they are.
My life has changed a lot, I’ve been able to help my mother, been able
to study, all thanks to them (owners). Thanks to my job here I’m now living in Cartagena.
I want to study Pharmaceutical services.
Has the income helped you with your personal goals?
Yes, a lot. One of my goals was to help my mother buy a washing machine, and the other was to
help my brother be able to study because we basically had no money before. So it has helped me a
lot. And for my own goals, I was a bit insecure before. But thanks to working at the café I am
getting better, I am growing more self-confident. And I am improving.
Comment to the people who support the cafe
Thank you very much to the people who helped the café, we are many young people that basically
have no opportunities to work or study, but thanks to Tom Hannah and Vanessa now my
workmates and I have that opportunity to study, work and get experience.
11 | Cafe Stepping Stone 2017-2018

Sustainability
We are aiming to become 100% sourced by local and small-scale producers,
from our fruit and vegetables to our coffee:

Panal
Panal are a local organisation that sell organic produce from local farmers,
and provide us with our delicious honey staright from Montes de Maria.

De Mi Mano a Tu Mesa
A local group of famerss in the Montes de Maria region which has been heavily affected by
the conflict in Colombia provide us with avocados

Granitos de Paz

Our spinach, coriander, basil, mizuna and mustard greens are provided by this local NGO
which teaches people in vulnerable communities how to re-purpose their gardens to re-sell
their produce to local businesses. Promoting better nutrition while also generating income.

Compania Negro
We buy our world class cold drip coffee from, Compania Negro, a small business in Bogota
and distributed by a local couple in Cartagena.

MontCoffee
Montcoffee is a Colombian Coffee company from the mountains of Huila. All profits from
this coffee company go to enhancing the school for the children of the coffee farmers.

CSS
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FINANCES
THE BREAKDOWN
Our initial start up: $55,000 (AUD)

This was less than the recommended $100,000 previous social training cafe owners told us was
necessary to open. We were able to make this budget work by living in the cafe and not taking a
wage for the first year of operation.

= $50,000
= $5,000

Private savings from Vanessa and Tom
Fundraising Events and Crowdfunding (Gofundme)

Start up had a lot of unexpected costs that we had not accounted for such as the
international fees. The space was larger than we wanted, but half the price of any others
we found, but this added additional costs as well such as the amounts of tables and chairs
we needed to buy, the cost of electricity and water and the amount of employees we would
need. We saved a few thousand dollars buying the second hand goods, kitchen and bar
equipment from the previous restaurant owner that used the space.
Once we made it through the first high season and our reputation picked up, we reinvested
all our profit to get the cafe to the place we wanted it to be.
We pay approximately

$2,200 in Rent
$1,500 in Services (water, gas and electricity)
$5,000 in wages of our staff

Although minimum wage is low, employment is not as flexible as Australia. This means giving staff a
contract less than 48 hours per week contract is more expensive for the employer. As most of our
employees are mothers and others live far away (some take 1.5 hours to get to work), we started with a 24
hour employment. It was a slightly more costly for us but easier for the staff to ease into their first jobs and
ensured that each hour they spent at work was packed full.

Taxes are quite high, 33% of profit, 8% of total sales and 19% on some products.

CSS
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FINANCES
FUTURE PROJECTIONS
In October of 2018 we plan to create a second, smaller version of Cafe Stepping Stone:
The Pebble (explained further below).
The above graph shows the sales for the past year and future projections through to the
end of high season 2019, including Café Stepping Stone in blue, and combined sales of both
in red. We have projected that we will earn approximately 2.5 times we achieved in our
first year.
This is due to improvements in the business, an

increase in capacity, increased status on

TripAdvisor and Google, increased word of mouth marketing, better trained and more

and an increased knowledge of the operation of restaurants and
tourism market of Cartagena.
experienced staff

CSS
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OUR FUTURE
After a very successful first year of operation Café Stepping Stone we are
excited to further our social impact through three new projects: a soup kitchen,
regular ‘Backyard Burgers’ fundraisers, and most excitingly, opening a second
location which will be called, The Pebble.

Soup kitchen/Cocina Solidaria
teaming up with three existing foundations to
provide food to homeless people in Cartagena. The project will be
coordinated by Domino Volunteers, an innovative project initiated by a
We are looking forward to

previous peace corp (and Cartagena local) to help source volunteers in
responsible and appropriate ways to the various projects in and around
Cartagena.

The organisation Pan Pa' Todos, a group of young professionals

who already make food and deliver it around the city will continue to do so
though for the first time with a commercial kitchen (that’s where we come in).

The ingredients will be supplied by Comparto un Plato, a venture by a lady
named Rebecca who regularly makes trips to the local Bazurto Market and has
sellers donate their fruit and vegetable which would be otherwise discarded at

All in all we are very excited to band up with three
innovative and locally-run organisations to provide a sustainable service
to Cartageneros in need. This project is still in its first stages of organisation
the end of the day.

and we plan to start by providing support and a kitchen to Pan pa’ todos current
food delivery program.

Backyard Burgers Fundraisers
Following the success of our first ‘Backyard Burgers’ fundraiser for FEM,
we have decided to make this party of beers, burgers, beer pong and giant

regular event. We will pick a different project and/or foundation
to support each event, and hope by holding the event regularly we can gain a
small following within the city.

Jenga a

CSS
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OUR FUTURE
The Pebble
Our biggest news is opening of The Pebble. This will be a smaller version of
Café Stepping Stone, located in the front part of the Volunteer Hostel, another
social business started by FEM.
The location will be of

mutual benefit to both CSS and FEM, as FEM will occupy

the top floor of CSS as their new office site.

Having a second site will allow us to have a greater social impact by
employing more staff and further expanding our reach. This will also serve as a

new challenge for our pre-existing staff, diversifying their skills and giving
them more independence.
We plan to open to the public on the first of October and have already
received investments in the form of short term loans from friends, family and
pre-existing investors of FEM. We are still accepting loans if anyone is
interested please email us at info@cafesteppingstone.com

Aside from our exciting new ventures, we are busy preparing for our next high
season December to March. Now with experienced and trained staff,
streamlined hospitality processes and a year of experience under our belt, we are
looking forward to

hopefully making double our profit of the last season. This

puts us fast on tracking to earning back our initial investment.

Again, we couldn’t have done this without all the financial and emotional
support of our family, friends and all those who believed in the vision of Café
Stepping Stone. The impacts in the lives of our workers, suppliers and their families
could not have been achieved without you. We look forward to continue sharing
our progress with you, and hope that you will be able to come and see all that the
Café has become.

CSS
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Special thanks to

Elmie Janse Van Rensburg
for helping us create this annual report and for conducting and translating the interviews
with the staff.

