don’t know if the raucous laughter

coming from the kitchen was a

regular occurrence, but it certainly

was infectious.

As we sat in Niccold’s Restaurant,
the latest addition to Hotel Etico,
Australia’s first social enterprise hotel
focused on and fully staffed by young
people with intellectual disabilities,
we were served the house-made
gnocchi with napoletana sauce and
the pappardelle with a slow-cooked
beef ragu. “Buon appetito,” said Jacob,
one of the hospitality trainees.

More than just a picturesque
country escape sitting at the top of
the Blue Mountains of NSW, the
stately Mount Victoria Manor has
become home to Hotel Etico.

Built in 1876 as a mountain retreat
by John R. Fairfax, founder of The
Sydney Morning Herald, the family now
provide seed funding through their
Vincent Fairfax Family Foundation for
the operation of the hotel.

Modelled on a programme that
began in Italy, Hotel Etico supports
young adults with intellectual
disabilities to gain training and
experience that will open up career
paths within the hospitality industry.

The vision for the hotel came to
life in 2009 in Northern Italy when a
young man with Down syndrome,
Niccolo Vallese started working as an
intern at his local restaurant. Niccolo
was soon flourishing and the head
chef Antonio De Benedetto realised
his star intern’s potential. It became
the inspiration for the first Hotel Etico
(Albergo Etico) in Asti in 2015,
providing training and employment
opportunities for other people with
disability wanting to break into the
hospitality industry. Now there are six
hotels across Italy, Argentina, Albania
and Australia.

Established in late 2020, and
officially opened to guests in 2021,
setting up this new hotel amid an
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Delicious food, camaraderie, inclusivity and opportunity are
all on the menu at Hotel Etico, Australia’s first social enterprise

hotel fully staffed by young people with intellectual disabilities.
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Etico brings new skills, employability,
respect, self-esteem, economic and
housing independence, wellness and
integration in the lives of people
traditionally excluded by the
workforce because of their disabilities.

With Down syndrome being the
most common genetic cause of
intellectual disability, 12,190 National
Disability Insurance Scheme
participants list it as their primary or
secondary disability. According to
Down Syndrome Australia, there is no
national collection on the number of
people with Down syndrome in
Australia, and best estimates suggest
there are between 13,000 and 15,000
individuals as of 2019.

When it comes to actively
participating in everyday life areas
(such as employment), an Australian
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ongoing pandemic was always going |

to be tricky. Yet Hotel Etico has 1
thrived in stewarding positive
customer experiences and providing
value for both people with disability
and hotel guests alike.

“As a new enterprise we’ve had to
learn on the go and adapt, just like
our trainees do,” says Andrea
Comastri, founder and director of
Hotel Etico Australia.

CHANGING ATTITUDES
Comastri is focused on establishing
the social enterprise as a leading
example of innovation in the sector,
providing opportunities to young
people with intellectual disabilities as
well as challenging the wider
community to see both the human
and economic value of an inclusive
society that focuses on abilities rather
than disabilities. “The purpose of the
hotel is to change community
attitudes to people with disability and
enable their inclusion in the
community by providing work
opportunities,” he says.
Post-pandemic, there has been a
resurgence of enterprises delivering
everything from community-owned
craft beer to hotels offering
opportunities to give back. As a
registered National Disability
Insurance Scheme provider, Hotel

without disability.
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According to the 2021 Entrepreneurs with
Disability in Australia report, self-employment

There are about
6 million people

worldwide with
Down syndrome.

Clockwise from
opposite page, top
left: Fine fare awaits
atNiccold's
Restaurant;
Breakfast is served;
Say ‘buon appetito’

. tooneofthe

antipasto platter
options; Take a seat
and admire the
hotel's well-
appointedinterior;
Traineesincluding
Jacob (second from
the left) and Katrina
(fourth from the left);
Enjoy the comfort of
one of the deluxe
double bedrooms.

Institute of Health and Welfare report
highlights prejudice in the workplace
as a significant barrier, with people
with disability being more likely to
routinely face challenges in terms of
poor health, discrimination and
violence than those without disability.

“With a strong community, and
easy access to transport and tourism
prospects, the Blue Mountains ticked
all the boxes,” said Comastri.

“We wanted a safe and supportive
environment where professionals
could train our young people, and
community plays an important role in
supporting these relationships.”

LEARNING ON THE JOB
Trainees are front and centre of the
whole experience at Hotel Etico and
work, hospitality training and live-in
options support the trainees to adapt
to a daily routine. Katrina Sneath, one
of the first cohort of six trainees, says,
“We learn real life skills, and we learn
everything about the running of a
hotel. Each day we serve guests
breakfast in the morning, do the
housekeeping during the day, and
serve guests again in the evening.”

“Some days I work with the chef,”
says fellow trainee Jacob Andrews. He
has been working in the kitchen for
over four months and is clearly finding
his niche. “I enjoy lots of my work,
especially working in the kitchen
because I like food. So far, I have
cooked entrées of crepes and prawns.
And I always clean up the kitchen, it
has to be done.”

Sneath adds: “On other days we
have skills training and these skills are
useful for everyday life.

“I enjoy housekeeping. The work
inspires me to do hospitality and gives
me contact with people. It builds my
social skills and helps me to give
people a lovely stay.”

DISABILITY ENTREPRENEURSHIP

Of the 2.1 million Australians of working age (aged
15-64) with disability, around half are employed in
paid work, with 41 per cent working part-time.
However, employment opportunities remain
limited. Some people with disability still face
challenges which are reflected in the lower rates
of labour force participation and employment, the
higher rates of unemployment and the longer
duration of unemployment compared to those

and entrepreneurship have become a
counterbalance to these barriers, with people
with disability having higher levels of
self-employment than non-disabled Australians.
Coupled with technological advances and
support from immediate family, friends and
carers, disability entrepreneurs have created an
array of innovative social enterprises spanning
messaging apps, wheelchair stair-climbers,

electronic conveyancing and speech recognition

software, with about half of these enterprises
delivering services beyond their disability niche.
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“MY WORK BUILDS
MY SOCIAL SKILLS
AND HELPS ME
GIVE PEOPLE
A LOVELY STAY.”

KATRINA SNEATH

On-the-job training involves
experience in all aspects of running a
hotel - from housekeeping, and
front-of-house, to working in the
restaurant kitchen, while
simultaneously enabling trainees to
develop their life skills. “We have fun
at work and we also have some time
to relax with exercise such as
bushwalking,” says Sneath. “Recently
we had a dietitian come to talk to us.
It was really awesome to learn about
having a healthy diet and how we
need this to give us energy.”

At the end of 12 months each
trainee gains a Certificate in
Hospitality which enables them to
transition into the job market. “We
generate pathways and partnerships
with local organisations to secure
solid work opportunities for the
trainees,” says Comastri.

Globally there are more than 80
hospitality interns in training and 184
have graduated with 68 per cent
moving on to open employment.

Trainee aspirations also run high
as Sneath says, “I want to work in
hospitality and use my skills to work in
hotels, pubs or cafés. I would also like
to be a dancer and have a business to
advocate for people with disabilities.”

This hotel is only the beginning, as
plans are underway for establishing
hotels across Australia in the next
decade. “Hotel Etico is a conventional
hotel that offers exceptional service
provided by capable staff,” says
Comastri. “It’s about breaking down
the barriers so everyone can contribute
to work and the community.

“People with intellectual
disabilities have huge potential, and
Hotel Etico unlocks it.” @
hoteletico.com.au
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The Girl with the Purple Cane, Liz Jackson, has
created The Disabled List to harness the
intuitive creativity disabled people cultivate by
navigating a world that isn’t built for their bodies.
mindfood.com/inclusive-design
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