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How much does it cost to open a bar: mistakes
that ruin your investment vs the right method

By Diego F. Parra · Updated 2026-10-25 · Costing & Finance

Q U I C K  V E R D I C T

Opening a bar in Latin America costs between USD 35,000 and USD 180,000 depending on
format, location, and finish level — but 68% of bars that close before year 2 didn't fail from
lack of startup capital. They failed because they didn't calculate working capital for the
first 90 days or project a real breakeven point.

The mistake isn't the opening number: it's confusing the investment with the cash you
need to survive while the bar builds a customer base. The Masterestaurant method starts
from the desired profitability and works backward — first the daily breakeven, then the
construction budget, then the working capital. If you do it in reverse (spend first, calculate
later), the probability of bankruptcy within 18 months exceeds 60%.

✅  C h e c k l i s t Actionable checklist with a measurable “done” criterion per item · 19 min read · 2026-10-25
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In 2026, opening a cocktail and snacks bar in a mid-size Latin American city (Mexico, Colombia, Peru) requires
between USD 40,000 and USD 90,000 for a 60-100 m² space, including construction, bar equipment, and 60
days of working capital. A gastropub or rooftop bar in a major capital can easily exceed USD 150,000.

The bar and cantina market in Latin America grows at 4.2% annually (Euromonitor 2025), but early mortality is
high: 1 in 3 bars doesn't reach its second year. The primary cause reported by owners themselves (INEGI 2024,
Colombia Productiva 2024) is not lack of customers but lack of liquidity between opening and breakeven —
meaning poorly calculated working capital.

Diego F. Parra and the Masterestaurant team have guided the opening of over 80 bars and restaurants across
12 countries since 2015. The failure pattern is almost always the same: the owner quotes the renovation, buys
the equipment, opens — and runs out of cash at 45 days because they never projected how much they need to
cover payroll, rent, and suppliers while ticket average and visit frequency mature.

S I D E - B Y- S I D E  C O M PA R I S O N

COMMON MISTAKE RIGHT METHOD

(MASTERESTAURANT)

Construction budget ✕ Single contractor quote, no
buffer; average cost overrun:
+28%

✓ 3 quotes + 20% construction reserve
(minimum USD 5,000)

Working capital ✕ Not separated; same fund
used for both opening costs and
operations

✓ 90 days of fixed costs separated before
opening (payroll + rent + utilities)

Breakeven point ✕ Calculated after opening
when debt already exists

✓ Calculated first: ticket × tables × turns ×
days — determines if the business is viable

Licenses and permits ✕ Underestimated; real
average: USD 2,800–8,500
depending on city and type

✓ Budgeted as a fixed line item before
signing the lease

Bar equipment ✕ Wish list without priority;
overspend on décor, underspend
on refrigeration

✓ Minimum viable list: cocktail station, 2-
door undercounter cooler, 40 kg/day ice
machine

Initial payroll ✕ Full team hired from week 1,
even with zero sales

✓ Minimum team first 4 weeks (bartender
+ 1 server); scale with real sales data

Sales projection ✕ Optimistic and unfounded:
'we fill the bar from day 1'

✓ Conservative scenario: 30% occupancy
month 1, 50% month 2, 70% month 3

Beverage cost ✕ Ignored or mixed with kitchen
food cost

✓ Separate beverage cost: 18-24% target
for cocktails, 22-28% for draft beers

How much does it cost to open a bar, side by side

www.masterestaurant.com · Documento - How much does it cost to open a bar: mistakes that ruin your investment vs the right method Page 2 of 14



Put it to work in your restaurant: 21-day restaurant food cost challenge →

Opening a bar in Latin America costs between USD 35,000 and USD 180,000 depending on format,
city, and finish level — and the most dangerous number is not the highest one but the one owners
routinely underestimate.

A cocktail-and-snacks bar in a mid-size city in Mexico, Colombia, or Peru (60-100 m²) requires between USD
40,000 and USD 90,000 covering construction, bar equipment, and the first 60 days of operations. A gastropub
or rooftop bar in a major capital can easily exceed USD 150,000.

The structural mistake Diego F. Parra sees at every opening is identical: the budget ends at inauguration day
and stops there, ignoring the following 90 days when the bar operates below its break-even point and needs
cash to survive. Without that cash cushion, the format is irrelevant — the business closes.

A bar's opening investment breaks down into 7 verifiable line items; omitting any one of them creates a cash gap
that surfaces between day 30 and day 60. First: civil construction and build-out, which absorbs 30%-40% of total
budget — on a USD 60,000 project, that is USD 18,000-24,000 for walls, floors, electrical, and plumbing alone.
Second: furniture and décor, typically USD 8,000-15,000.

Third: bar equipment — high-capacity blenders, bottle refrigerators, ice machine, work bar — between USD
6,000 and USD 18,000 depending on whether units are new or certified second-hand. Fourth: licenses and per‐
mits, ranging from USD 1,500 to USD 6,000 by city, with delays that can push opening back 60 days. Fifth: initial
beverage-and-snacks inventory, USD 3,000-8,000. Sixth: launch marketing, a minimum of USD 2,000 deployed
in the first four weeks. Seventh — the most overlooked — working capital, detailed in the next section.

Working capital is the line item that most frequently kills a newly opened bar — not the build-out, not the renova‐
tion, not the equipment. A full 68% of bars that close before their second year did not fail from a lack of cus‐
tomers; they failed from running out of liquidity between opening and break-even, according to INEGI 2024 and
Colombia Productiva 2024 data.

Diego F. Parra and the Masterestaurant team see this pattern consistently: the owner spends USD 70,000 build‐
ing and opening, then 45 days later has no cash to cover month-two payroll. The Masterestaurant rule is direct:
before opening day you must have in the bank the equivalent of 90 days of fixed costs — rent, payroll, utilities,
and minimum debt service — completely separate from your build fund.

For a small bar in a mid-size city that means USD 12,000-25,000 in additional cash that almost nobody budgets.
If you do not have it, postpone the opening.

A bar's beverage cost does not work the same way as a kitchen's food cost, and confusing the two distorts
profitability from the first month. In a kitchen, an acceptable food cost lands between 28% and 32% of selling
price; in a well-run bar, cocktail beverage cost should sit between 18% and 24%, and beer or wine between 22%

How Much Does It Cost to Open a Bar? Real Numbers for 2026?

Opening Investment Checklist: The 7 Line Items You Cannot Skip

Working Capital: The Line Item That Kills 68% of Bars in Year One

Beverage Cost: Why a Bar Is Not Costed Like a Kitchen
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and 30%.

A drink that costs USD 1.80 in ingredients must sell for USD 7.50-10.00 to produce real margin after payroll,
rent, and utilities. The most common mistake is calculating only the spirit cost while ignoring mixers, garnishes,
ice, broken glassware, and handling shrinkage — costs that add 4%-7% on top of the stated beverage cost in
practice. Masterestaurant recommends costing every cocktail with a standardized recipe before printing the
menu, not after.

A bar's break-even point is the monthly sales level at which revenue exactly covers fixed plus variable costs
— and calculating it before opening is the checklist step most owners skip. The formula is straightforward:
divide monthly fixed costs (rent plus payroll plus utilities plus debt service) by the average contribution margin
per cover.

If fixed costs run USD 8,000 per month and each customer leaves a net margin of USD 6 after beverage cost,
you need 1,334 customers per month just to avoid losing money — roughly 45 guests per night over 30 nights.

The bar market in Latin America grows at 4.2% annually (Euromonitor 2025), but that average masks enormous
variance: a bar in a high-traffic zone can hit break-even in 4 months; one in a quiet residential area may take 10.
Project with a conservative scenario — 60% of capacity in the first 90 days — and avoid the trap of opening on
optimism and closing with debt.

Payroll is the most rigid fixed cost in a bar and the one that hits hardest in the first 90 days, when sales have not
yet reached cruising speed. A 60-80 m² bar in a mid-size Latin American city needs at minimum a senior bar‐
tender (USD 600-900/month), a bar assistant (USD 350-500/month), and a server or cashier (USD 350-
500/month) — plus the owner operating if the budget is tight.

That represents USD 1,300-1,900 per month in base salaries before social security contributions, which in
Mexico, Colombia, and Peru add 28%-38% on top of base pay. Actual minimum payroll: USD 1,660-2,620 per
month. The mistake Diego F. Parra sees repeatedly is hiring from day one with the staffing structure of a fully op‐
erating bar when volume does not yet justify it.

Masterestaurant's recommendation: start with the vital minimum, measure real sales in the first 30 days, and
scale headcount only when average ticket and visit frequency support it.

Permits and licenses are the most underestimated bottleneck in a bar's opening checklist — poorly managed
paperwork routinely pushes the opening date back by weeks. Critical documents include: commercial zoning ap‐
proval with alcohol sales authorization (in Mexico City alone, processing can take 45-90 business days), munici‐
pal operating license, health permit or Ministry of Health authorization, tax registration with the relevant revenue
authority, and a live-music license when applicable.

Total permit costs range from USD 1,500 in mid-size cities to USD 6,000 or more in strictly regulated capitals.
The operational move: begin permit applications at the same time construction starts, never after — every week
of delayed opening means USD 2,000-4,000 in fixed costs accumulating while the bar generates zero revenue.

Break-Even Point: How to Calculate It Before You Open

Payroll Structure: The Fixed Cost That Hurts Most in Months 1 Through 3

Permits and Licenses Checklist: The Paperwork That Delays 60% of Openings
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Return on investment for a Latin American bar takes 18 to 36 months under a realistic scenario — and
any projection promising payback in under 14 months deserves rigorous scrutiny.

With a total investment of USD 70,000 including working capital, a mid-size-city bar generating USD 18,000-
22,000 in monthly sales at a net operating margin of 12%-18% produces USD 2,160-3,960 in free monthly cash
flow. At that rate, full payback occurs between month 18 and month 32.

The variable that most accelerates or delays the return is not sales volume but control of beverage cost and
payroll — a 5-point deviation in beverage cost on USD 20,000 in monthly sales equals USD 1,000 less in free
monthly cash flow, stretching payback by 6-8 additional months. Masterestaurant recommends reviewing the
beverage menu cost every 60 days and adjusting prices before ingredient inflation silently erodes margin.

Working capital is the budget line that most frequently kills a newly opened bar — not the startup investment.
Diego F. Parra sees this pattern over and over: the owner spends USD 70,000 renovating and opening, then at
45 days has no cash to pay month-2 payroll.

The Masterestaurant rule is direct: before you open, you must have in the bank the equivalent of 90 days of
fixed costs (rent + payroll + utilities + minimum debt payment), completely separate from the construction
fund. For a small bar in a mid-size city that means an additional USD 12,000–25,000 that almost nobody
budgets. Beverage cost in a bar doesn't work like food cost in a kitchen, and confusing them distorts all
profitability signals.

A well-costed cocktail with premium spirits can have a 22% ingredient cost and a 78% gross margin — far better
than a kitchen dish. But if you lump alcohol purchases with kitchen supplies under a single 'cost of goods sold'
account, you can never tell if the bar makes money on its own. Masterestaurant requires independent cost cen‐
ters from day 1: the bar has its own inventory, its own cost percentage, and its own sales target.

Licenses and permits are the most underestimated hidden cost in bar openings. In Mexico City, obtaining a late-
night alcohol license with live music can cost USD 4,500–8,500 across multiple agencies and take 60-90 busi‐
ness days. In Bogotá, a nighttime bar operating license runs USD 1,800–4,200.

Anyone who doesn't budget this from day one either delays opening or opens without proper permits — which
can lead to closure and total loss of the construction investment. Masterestaurant's rule: no lease is signed with‐
out a permit cost estimate on the table. The lease negotiation has more impact on a bar's 5-year profitability
than any décor decision.

The international standard for renovation-stage spaces is 2-3 months of free rent during construction — that's
USD 3,000–9,000 the landlord won't offer if you don't ask. Masterestaurant also recommends locking in the an‐
nual rent increase cap (maximum CPI + 2%) and a right of first refusal if the owner sells. A poorly negotiated
lease can raise rent 40% in year 3, destroying the breakeven you projected at opening.

When Do You Recover Your Investment? A Realistic Projection?

Differences that cost the most when ignored

Differences that cost the most when ignored — in practice

Differences that cost the most when ignored — key points

P O I N T  B Y  P O I N T
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Mistake vs right method: detailed decision-by-decision analysis

CONSTRUCTION CONTINGENCY RESERVE

A ·  C O M M O N  M I S TA K E Mistake: no

reserve; 73% of bar renovations have cost
overruns of 15-35%

B  ·  M A S T E R E S TA U R A N T Right method:

20% of construction budget as a locked
reserve (minimum USD 5,000)

Verdict: Without a construction reserve, the first unexpected issue (hidden electrical, plumbing,
permit delays) consumes working capital and the bar opens undercapitalized.

INITIAL TEAM STRUCTURE

A ·  C O M M O N  M I S TA K E Mistake: full team

from week 1 — 2 bartenders + 3 servers +
kitchen = USD 5,500/month payroll with
zero sales

B  ·  M A S T E R E S TA U R A N T Right method:

lead bartender + 1 server for first 4 weeks;
scale when 50% occupancy is proven

Verdict: A bar in soft-launch mode with minimum staff reduces monthly cash burn by USD 2,500–
3,500 and allows reaching breakeven with working capital intact.

SALES PROJECTION FOR THE BUSINESS PLAN

A ·  C O M M O N  M I S TA K E Mistake: optimistic

80-100% occupancy projection from month
1 — used to justify investment to partners
or a bank

B  ·  M A S T E R E S TA U R A N T Right method:

conservative scenario 30% month 1 / 50%
month 2 / 70% month 3 as the financial
decision base

Verdict: Projecting at 30% occupancy in month 1 may seem pessimistic, but it's the real average
documented across 80+ openings accompanied by Masterestaurant. Those who project at 80%
take on debt they can't service.
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BEVERAGE COST MANAGEMENT

A ·  C O M M O N  M I S TA K E Mistake: alcohol is

lumped into the general 'cost of goods
sold' account with food — the P&L doesn't
show whether the bar or the kitchen is
profitable

B  ·  M A S T E R E S TA U R A N T Right method:

independent cost center for the bar, with
its own inventory, own cost percentage,
and own sales target

Verdict: A bar with a separate beverage cost can identify in 15 minutes whether low profitability
comes from cocktails, beers, or spirits — and adjust pricing or the portfolio before losing more
money.

TIMING OF BREAKEVEN CALCULATION

A ·  C O M M O N  M I S TA K E Mistake: calculated

after opening, when renovation debt
exists, lease is signed, and staff is hired

B  ·  M A S T E R E S TA U R A N T Right method:

calculated before signing the lease —
determines if that specific location at that
rent is viable with your concept

Verdict: Calculating breakeven before any commitment is the single most powerful filter for
deciding whether a specific location, at a specific rent price, can be profitable with your bar
concept. If the number doesn't work, you change locations — not concepts.

S I D E - B Y- S I D E  C O M PA R I S O N
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Mistakes that close bars M I S TA K E

Budgeting construction with a single quote and no contingency reserve✕

Not separating working capital from the opening fund✕

Calculating breakeven after spending, not before✕

Underestimating licenses: an alcohol permit can cost USD 3,000–8,000✕

Overspending on décor and underspending on cold-chain and ice equipment✕

Hiring the full team from week 1 with no real sales✕

Using optimistic sales projections (100% occupancy from day 1)✕

Not tracking beverage cost separately from kitchen food cost✕

Signing a lease before calculating the breakeven point✕

Ignoring opening event costs: a launch open bar can cost USD 1,500–4,000✕
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Masterestaurant right method M A S T E R E S TA U R A N T

3 construction quotes + 20% reserve (minimum USD 5,000 above renovation budget)✓

Working capital = 90 days of fixed costs in cash, set aside before opening✓

Daily breakeven before signing: ticket × tables × turns × operating days✓

Permits budget as a fixed line item from the business plan, not an afterthought✓

Minimum viable equipment list: 40 kg/day ice machine, 2-door cooler, professional cocktail station✓

Minimum team first 4 weeks; scale payroll with real weekly sales data✓

Conservative scenario: 30% month 1 → 50% month 2 → 70% month 3 as financial base✓

Independent beverage cost: 18-24% cocktails, 22-28% beers, 12-18% premium spirits✓

Negotiate at least 2-3 months of free rent during renovation as a lease condition✓

Soft opening with limited guests before the public launch✓

T H E  N U M B E R S  T H AT  M AT T E R

Key figures for budgeting your bar in 2026

3 –9%
Restaurant net profit margin (avg)

75000 USD
Cost to open a small takeout restaurant (U.S.)

≈2300
Typical monthly electricity bill for a restaurant (U.S.)

U S D /MONTH

5
How much more expensive it is to acquire a
new customer than to retain an existing one

– 2 5  X
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35%
US Producer Price Index for all foods vs pre-pandemic

7 USD
Median/average return per dollar invested
in cutting kitchen food waste across
114 restaurants studied in 12 countries

V ISUAL I ZAT ION

The numbers, visualized

Restaurant net profit margin (avg)

3–9%

How much more expensive it is to acquire a new customer than to retain an existing one

5
–25 X

US Producer Price Index for all foods vs pre-pandemic

35%

Median/average return per dollar invested in cutting kitchen food waste across 114 restaurants studied…

7USD

Projected cook employment growth in the U.S., 2025-2035 (restaurant jobs) — industry benchmark 2025

7%

Sources: Restaurant365 · Rezku — How Much Does It Cost to Open a Restaurant 2025 · Toast — Average
Restaurant Electricity Bill 2025 · Harvard Business Review — The Value of Keeping the Right Customers 2014 ·
USDA ERS / BLS 2026

Chart by masterestaurant.com

I L L U S T R AT I V E  C A S E  ( C O M P O S I T E )
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“They came to me with USD 55,000 ready to open a cocktail bar in Medellín. They already had the space
and the contractor. The problem: zero working capital and permits underestimated by USD 4,200. We
paused everything, renegotiated the lease (they got 2 months of free rent during construction) and
calculated the breakeven before hammering a single nail. They opened 6 weeks later with an additional
USD 18,000 in separate working capital.

Today, 14 months later, the bar generates USD 28,000 monthly with a 19% operating margin — and it's still
open, which already says a lot.”

— Diego F. Parra — Masterestaurant, Medellín case 2024-2025
Composite case for illustration: the names and figures in it do not describe a real business and are not
industry data.

H O W  T O  A P P LY  I T  I N  Y O U R  R E S TA U R A N T

4 steps to budget your bar opening without running out of cash

☐ Calculate your breakeven before looking at any space
Before visiting a single location or hiring an architect, calculate how much you need to sell per
day to cover all fixed costs. Formula: (Rent + Payroll + Utilities + Monthly debt payment) ÷
(Average ticket × gross margin %) = tables × turns needed per day. If that number isn't
achievable in the space you're considering, the business isn't viable at that location — no
matter how much you love the neighborhood or the square footage.

☐ Budget the investment as three separate, untouchable funds
Fund 1 — Construction and setup: renovation + equipment + furniture + signage. Fund 2 —
Licenses and permits: budget USD 3,000–8,500 depending on your city and license type;
consult a local permit specialist before signing any lease. Fund 3 — Working capital: 90 days of
fixed costs in cash, locked away until opening. These three funds never mix. If you're short on
any one of them, you don't open — you find the missing money first.

☐ Negotiate the lease with numbers in hand
Enter the negotiation with your construction budget calculated and demand at least 2 months of
free rent during renovation. Insist on: annual rent increase cap (CPI + maximum 2%), exit
clause without penalty if you can't obtain licenses within 60 days, and right of first refusal if the
landlord sells. A poorly negotiated lease is the second leading cause of bar closure in years 3-
4, when the landlord adjusts rent and wipes out your margin.
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☐ Open in soft-launch mode and scale payroll with real sales
The first 2-3 weeks, operate with minimum staff (lead bartender + 1 support server) with a
reduced menu of 8-12 signature cocktails and 5-6 snacks. Track real average ticket, table turn
rate, and beverage cost every week. Only when a 4-week average shows sustained 50%+
occupancy do you expand the menu, hire more staff, and activate scale marketing. Opening
with a full menu and full payroll before having real data wastes USD 8,000–15,000
unnecessarily in the first 60 days.

FA Q

How much does it cost to open a restaurant?

According to Rezku, opening a small takeout restaurant in the U.S. costs around USD 75,000, and the final
figure for a bar or restaurant depends on format, location, and finish level.

What permits do you need to open a restaurant in Mexico?

There is no single permit list for opening a restaurant in Mexico: requirements change by municipality, business
type and whether you will sell alcohol, so start by confirming with your local business-opening office what
applies to your premises. In general, check land-use zoning, the operating license or notice, the health notice,
tax registration with the SAT, civil protection approval and, if you serve alcohol, the specific liquor license.
Budget these procedures and their timelines before signing the lease, because incompatible zoning can leave a
finished space unable to open.

How much does it cost to open a small bar in Mexico or Colombia in 2026?

A 60-80 m² bar in a mid-size city costs between USD 40,000 and USD 75,000 including renovation, equipment,
licenses, and 90 days of working capital. In major capitals like Mexico City or Bogotá the range rises to USD
70,000–130,000 due to higher rent and permit costs. The most common mistake is budgeting only the
construction and forgetting working capital — which represents 25-35% of the total startup budget.

How much working capital do I need to open a bar?

The Masterestaurant rule is 90 days of fixed costs in cash, completely separate from the opening fund. If your
rent is USD 2,500, payroll USD 3,800, and utilities USD 600, you need at least USD 20,700 in working capital
before opening. This is not construction money — it's the cash to survive while the bar builds its customer base.
Without this buffer, the risk of bankruptcy in the first 6 months exceeds 60%.

FAQ: how much does it cost to open a bar in 2026
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What should the beverage cost target be for a bar?

Masterestaurant uses differentiated ranges by category: well-costed cocktails should be at 18-24% cost-to-price;
draft beers 22-28%; premium spirits by the glass 12-18%. The frequent mistake is mixing these costs with
kitchen food cost — each revenue center needs its own indicator to know exactly where money is being made
and where it's being lost.

Can I open a bar with less than USD 20,000?

It's possible in a very small format (20-30 m², minimal menu, no kitchen), but risk is high because the margin for
unexpected costs is nearly zero. Diego F. Parra recommends in those cases starting with a shared bar space or
ghost bar model to validate the concept before committing to high fixed investment. With less than USD 20,000
the breakeven must be reachable with 15-20 customers per night.

D ATA  &  S O U R C E S

Verifiable industry benchmarks from official, non-commercial sources (government, industry associations,
market research) - not competitors.

Metric Value Source

Maximum spread over the base rate on SBA
7(a) loans of $50,000 or less (small startup
financing for a restaurant)

tasa base + 6,5 %
U.S. Small Business Administration — 7(a)
loans (2026)

Projected U.S. restaurant and foodservice
sales in 2026, market context for SBA loans
for restaurants

USD 1,55 billones
(trillion) en 2026

National Restaurant Association — Persistent
Cost Increases and Enduring Demand Will
Shape the Restaurant Industry in 2026
(2026)

Share of U.S. restaurant operators reporting
their restaurant was not profitable, risk
context for SBA loans for restaurants

42 % de
operadores

National Restaurant Association — Persistent
Cost Increases and Enduring Demand Will
Shape the Restaurant Industry in 2026
(2026)

Share of U.S. small business financing
applicants (2025 survey) that received the full
amount sought; context for SBA loans for
restaurants

42 % recibió el
monto completo;
22 % no recibió
nada

Federal Reserve Banks — 2026 Report on
Employer Firms: Findings from the 2025
Small Business Credit Survey (2026)

Share of U.S. financing applicants at small
banks fully approved (2025 survey); context
for SBA loans for restaurants

57 % aprobado por
completo en
bancos pequeños

Federal Reserve Banks — 2026 Report on
Employer Firms: Findings from the 2025
Small Business Credit Survey (2026)

How much does it cost to open a bar by the numbers (2026)
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Metric Value Source

Average U.S. city retail price of all-purpose
white flour, August 2026; dough input for
pizza cost per slice

0,548 USD por libra
(ago 2026)

U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics (vía FRED)
— Average Price: Flour, White, All Purpose,
U.S. City Average (2026)
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