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Uttam: A place at the table ?2??

Socially conscious chefs and restaurateurs are transforming the restaurant model to give
back to society or shine a spotlight on important issues while delivering delicious dishes.
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“What if you could help somebody who really needed it just by eating
lunch?” Celebrity chef Michael Solomonov and his business partner
Steven Cook posed this question on a Kickstarter campaign to help
realise a dream. Receiving an incredible response, they raised almost
US$180,000, which helped them open The Rooster, a stylish old school
diner that donates all profits to charity. The restaurant built a reputation
notonly for feeding the hungry but also for quality fare. In2017, it helped to
donate more than 72,000 meals and that year GQ magazine named The
Rooster one of the best new restaurants in the United States. Soon after,
Food & Wine magazine followed suit.

“Ultimately, what we are tryingto dois to help create alittle peace for those
who really need it,” says Solomonov. “Restaurants represent the heart of
theircommunities - they are where friends and family gather to celebrate,
to swap stories, and to share meals. At the end of the day, hospitality is all
about caring for people.”

The duo hatched the idea for The Rooster when they realised how much
waste their other restaurants generated. Instead of using the scraps to
open a run-of-the-mill soup kitchen, they took the idea one step further.
They decided to elevate Jewish diner classics and find creative ways to
use leftover chicken, coming up with dishes like The Pastramen, a rich
chicken-stock soup with rye noodles spiked with soy sauce and topped
with pastrami-cured short ribs.

Inrecentyearschefsandrestaurateursare using cookingas a calltoaction
to raise awareness about issues such as poverty, hunger and human
trafficking. Unlike temples of haute cuisine, which thrive on exclusivity, a
number of philanthropically minded eateries are opening their arms to
anyone in need and giving new meaning to the idea of a guilt-free lunch.
They are making a statement by maintaining high standards in the kitchen
while also giving away all of their profits. Some restaurants are also using
their kitchens to help train some of society’s most vulnerable including
refugees, disenfranchised youth and unemployed veterans.
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“We all live in our bubbles and we don't realise ... You want more and more
but we are actually working in the opposite way,” says Nicolas Degryse, co-
founder of The Pure Collective, a philanthropic organisation in Sydney. “Our
purpose is much bigger than just wanting more money.” The collective has
opened a string of profit-for-purpose restaurants and cafes, which donate
all extra earnings to charity. At their recent venture Portal, a sleek cafe in
the heart of the city, diners who order favourites such as the Smashed Avo
with Coriander and Preserved Lemon on Sourdough are handed a bouncy
ball which they can drop into one of three jars to donate to a cause of their
choice - these have included keeping Vietnamese children safe from
human trafficking and ensuring that hungry children get a school lunch.

Partnering with the Salvation Army, The Pure Collective also launched
Symbols of Hope, a scholarship programme offering hospitality training to
refugees, which can range from pulling espressos to serving sandwiches
at their venues. “These are people who have absolutely no help so most
of them could just end up homeless, in the sex trade or other terrible
situations,” says Degryse. “lts great to be able to work with people duringtheir
journey and help them integrate into the team and be part of something.”
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Waterhouse Restaurant, which serves fresh seasonal fare in London,
shares a similar mission. Owned and run by the Shoreditch Trust, a
local charity, the canal-side eatery rescues youth from drug addiction,
homelessness and abusive relationships and gives them a chance of a
new life as chefs. “The first thing you feel when you walk into the restaurant
isthesense of heart,” sayshead chef Amrit Bhachu. “We break down social
barriers so young people know they can express themselves without
censor, without peer pressure. There’s a lot of respect, communication
and care.” Their comprehensive culinary training has been so successful
that some of their chefs have gone on to work in Michelin-starred
restaurants.

Dog Tag Bakery in Washington DC focuses on helping veterans and
military families, and takes this training idea to the next level by putting
themthrough their pacesin the kitchen, aswellasenrollingthemina“living
business school.” Alongside scooping chocolate-chip cookies and baking
buttery croissants, trainees gather in a classroom above the bakery for
courses, which earn them a certificate of business administration from
Georgetown University’s School of Continuing Studies. Last summer the
bakery made headlines as former President of the United States, Barack
Obama, and his former Vice President, Joe Biden, stopped by for lunch.
They both ordered ham and Gruyére sandwiches with shallot-infused jam
on ciabatta. Following their visit, the bakery was packed for weeks.
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Famous guests aside, socially conscious restaurants are gaining ground
as people are becoming genuinely interested in giving back to their
communities. According to Cone Communications LLC, 78 per cent of
Americans, want companies to “stand up for important social-justice
issues.” Diners worldwide are now realising feel-good food can be more
than just ethically sourced and environmentally friendly. As hunger and
poverty levels climb, they are waking up to how many people don't have
aplace atthetable.

“Homelessness is only a degree away for most. It's a terrifying, but a real
life truth,” says Cierra Laub, co-founder of Conscious Eatery, an artisan
sandwich shop in Seattle. For Laub and her fiancé Chaz Rowlan fighting
hunger is a deeply personal mission. “My family has always lived paycheck
to paycheck. We were not strangers at the Food Bank,” she says. “At one
point my dad, brother and sister were homeless. My fiancé’s parents and
brother were also once homeless.”

Their restaurant follows a similar one-for-one business model to that of
Toms Shoesinwhich diners can donate a meal to someonein need simply
by adding a soup or two sides to their main sandwich or salad. Since they
opened in 2016, they've managed to donate more than 20,000 meals
and have ambitious plans to expand to help other communities.

The Pure Collective also recently launched a catering company, which
shares the same approach. For every order for 100 people they match it by
donating 100 meals to the needy - and it's their most successful venture
yet. The organisation also plans to launch its own wine and coffee brands
worldwide, which will donate all proceeds to charity. “You will see that in
the next five to 10 years, more and more people will try to make the world
a better place and try to help people,” says Degryse. “It's going to come
naturally.”

For all this optimism, sceptics in the industry may argue that slim
margins and high operating costs mean it's not easy to run an ordinary
restaurant let alone a profit-for-purpose one, but places like Conscious
Eatery that are run by one driven couple prove otherwise. “You can
give back to the community, you've just got to take a smaller cheque
yourself, and live within your means,” says Laub. “It can be done - if you
wantitenough.” ¢
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