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 the new  
face of 
philanthropy

Fashion heiress Renu 
Mehta is one of a new 
breed of high-powered 
philanthropists using their 
can-do enthusiasm to make 
the world a better place. 
Tim Bouquet explores the 
glitzy world of giving it large 

Clockwise from main picture: 
Renu Mehta; with Britain’s richest 
man, Lakshmi Mittal; flanked by 
Bill Clinton and Michael Douglas 
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Last September Renu Mehta, a former model with Miss World 
looks and an all-encompassing self-belief, launched her charity, 
Fortune Forum, at a glitzy inaugural summit dinner at Old 
Billingsgate, London’s former fish market. Five hundred “high 
net worth” guests, paying £1,000 a head, watched Bill Clinton give 
a keynote speech with Michael Douglas dancing attendance. In 
one evening 36-year-old Mehta, a fashion entrepreneur, raised  
£1 million for four charities fighting poverty, pollution and disease in 
the developing world. It was some debut.

So what does it take to bring a billionaire industrialist, the 
merely rich and influential, a Hollywood movie star, and the 
42nd president of the United States of America all together in 
one room to join forces in the fight to rid the world of HIV/Aids, 
prevent millions dying from fouled drinking water, and stop the 
rest of us trampling the planet to death with our carbon footprints? 
“Persuasion, commitment, passion, drive, real determination and a 
Rolodex,” Renu divulges with deep-eyed intensity. 

She had put the event together in just 100 days, endlessly 
spinning her Rolodex – “a Who’s Who circle of friends” – filled with G
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and sustainable trend,” says Theresa Lloyd. The author of Why Rich 
People Give, the first major study into the giving patterns, experiences 
and expectations of the newly wealthy, Lloyd is the consultant the 
new philanthropists turn to when they want to know how and where 
to give. “Rich people giving to charity is not new,” she says, “but 
this generation of entrepreneurs and those with eye-watering City 
bonuses are self-made, and unlike old money they don’t want to 
pass it all on to their children. New philanthropists really want to 
be hands-on with both their cash and their skills, and to be able to 
measure the effectiveness of what they give.” 

Venture capitalist Stephen Dawson speaks for many of them 
when he says, “I had found giving to charity a pretty frustrating 
experience where, having donated, one was kept at arm’s length. I 
wanted to be involved.” So with his entrepreneurial colleagues Dawson 
set up Impetus Trust, the first venture philanthropy organisation in 
the UK. It not only amasses portfolios of philanthropic cash for 
charities – £10 million so far – but it also advises the recipients on how 
to “use investment capital principles to achieve a high social return”.
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contacts acquired through business and evenings as an A-list socialite. 
Crucially, it was more than just an exercise in social networking with 
a charity auction thrown in: this was high-powered networking 
for social change. It’s a scene familiar in the US, where big benefit 
nights are a key element to the social season and there’s long been a 
recognition that with great wealth comes a need to be philanthropic, 
but Renu Mehta’s forum was the first of its kind in the UK.

“I want to change the face of British philanthropy,” she says, 
“by bringing together captains of industry, entrepreneurs, heads 
of charitable foundations, some celebrity friends, intellectuals and 
politicians, and mobilise them to tackle big global issues that can’t 
be solved by a government or a single charity.”

The line between business and philanthropy in Britain is 
blurring as never before. “I think we have reached a very significant 
tipping point,” says Mark Astarita, director of fundraising for the 
British Red Cross, one of the charities to benefit from the Fortune 
Forum launch, who advised Mehta on both the event and setting 
up her initiative. “Major donors giving to make things happen is 
energising the imaginations of the new rich,” he says.

Renu Mehta is a leading light in a growing band of young 
British “new philanthropists”, for whom it is not enough just to write 
a cheque or pose with developing-world orphans to make themselves 
feel better. Like her, most of them are self-made, and whether they 
are hedge funders, bankers, corporate raiders, venture capitalists, 
dot-com millionaires, fashion tycoons or global magnates, they are 
used to seeing their cash make a difference – as well, of course, as 
enjoying the improved tax incentives that philanthropy now brings. 
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The sTar Turns every charity bash needs one

Bill clinton 
Ex-president, global 
superstar, mover of mountains

al Gore 
Former vice-president now 
eco-warrior, with global 
warming book and movie 
An Inconvenient Truth

Sir elton John
Aids Foundation has raised 
£51 million. Star turn at ARK 
fundraiser that banked £18 
million for suffering children

prince charleS
Crown Prince of New 
Philanthropy. The name 
still counts

Bono  & ali hewSon 
From U2 to the UN, the 
everywhere man; co-founder 
with wife Ali of ethical 
clothes line Edun 

Zac GoldSMith
Multi-millionaire owner/
editor of the Ecologist, 
brings glamour to the 
green movement

eliZaBeth hurley 
Actress, clothes horse and 
organic farmer; plans to make 
organic baby foods

donna air and  
daMian aSpinall
TV presenter is new “face” 
of the Soil Association; 
conservationist zoo owner

“I was growing increasingly dissatisfied with the lack of real 
purpose in my work, beyond being successful,” says Mehta, who had 
made her pile as design director of her family’s fashion business. 
“I wanted to dedicate my life to the global issues which I had 
previously failed to look straight in the eye.” 

Friends told her she wasn’t alone. Dubbed philanthropreneurs 
by some, and philanthrocapitalists by others, they are changing the 
face of British giving. 

Scottish entrepreneur Sir Tom Hunter, who at 37 sold his 
sports retail business for £260 million and created a foundation that 
funds schools and poverty relief in Africa, says, “This philanthropy 
business has given a whole new meaning and purpose to wealth 
creation.” The City hedge-fund managers who set up ARK (Absolute 
Return for Kids), and apply business principles and disciplines to 
fund-raising, raised an astonishing £18.4 million for disadvantaged 
children in an orgy of pledge-giving at its annual gala dinner in 2005. 
One bidder paid £300,000 for a yoga session with Sting.

“Generosity is fashionable again,’” says business guru Charles 
Handy in his book, The New Philanthropists. The fervour for giving 
is global, Handy says, but in Britain alone there are so many 
budding philanthropreneurs that the Queen’s bankers, Coutts, has 
set up a whole new philanthropy department to advise and help 
“private clients develop a personal giving strategy”.

But isn’t having your own charitable foundation just the latest 
must-have accessory for those who have got bored with their property 
portfolios, islands, yachts and racing stables? “This is more than 
fashion or another dot-com bubble waiting to burst, it is a definite 

Philanthropreneurs talk a lot about “intelligent money”, “social 
investment” and “risk and return”, but can charity giving really be 
measured like profit and loss? It seems it can. “We provide rigorous, 
analytical research into the performance of charities to show our 
donors, many of them giving more than £1 million, that their money 
has the greatest impact,” says Martin Brookes, once an economist for 
global asset management company Schroders, now head of research 
at New Philanthropy Capital. “Our research shows us, for example, 
that the cost of a truant to society is £45,000 a year,” adds Brookes, 
44, “but there’s a small charity we support in the North West called 
the Learning Challenge that works with truants and can get them 
back to school at a cost of £500. That is an extraordinary return.”

The key to this blitz of generosity is huge amounts of 
spare personal cash sloshing around the developed, and even the 
developing world, and a post-Tsunami awareness of global warming 
and other threats to the planet. So says Sandi Wilson, who is chair of 
the Institute of Fundraising’s Major Donor Special Interest Group. 
“Donor care” is now top of every charity’s must-do list. “Twenty 
years ago there were 140 billionaires in the world,” Wilson says, 
“now there are 793. With that growth there has been a realisation 
that the state cannot provide for everything,” says Wilson, who has 
worked with the likes of Prince Charles and Sting and for clients 
as varied as the Soil Association and Charity Bank, the UK’s first 
not-for-profit bank, which has lent £45 million to those who seek to 
improve society rather than exploit it for a quick buck.  

But don’t forget the fun factor, says Mark Evans, who brought 
his charity investment expertise working for JP Morgan in Switzerland 

The heavy hiTTers money making it happen

Bill and Melinda GateS
Biggest philanthropists in 
history, boosted by Buffet 
billions. Global health, 
especially HIV/Aids

Sir toM hunter 
Sportswear and trainers 
tycoon turned philanthropist; 
£53 million to Clinton 
Global Initiative

SiGrid rauSinG 
£60 million and rising to 
human rights, social justice, 
economic advancement

arpad BuSSon
Chairman Absolute Return 
for Kids (ARK); founder/
chairman of EIM, which 
manages $2.5 billion of assets

Sir richard BranSon
Billions to Clinton’s 
foundation; has own charity, 
Virgin Unite (children, health, 
medical welfare, homeless)

Vincent tchenGuiZ
Property and hotels 
tycoon, with £490 million; 
founder of  the Consensus 
Environmental Group

Gordon roddicK
Backer of “social businesses” 
(The Big Issue); wife Anita 
giving away £51 million to 
good causes

JaMie oliVer
Good food freedom fighter, 
invested £1.5 million of his 
own money to create his 
Fifteen Foundation

‘i want to tacKle 
GloBal iSSSueS that 
can’t Be SolVed 
By GoVernMent’A
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to set up the philanthropy department at Coutts. “The self-made 
– and they now form 75 per cent of this country’s wealthy – are not 
interested in giving to charity in their wills. They want to see their 
money working while they are alive. One of our clients said to me, ‘I’ve 
enjoyed giving money away much more than I ever did making it’.” 

In new philanthropy parlance, this trend is known as “high 
engagement”. Renu Mehta, having registered Fortune Forum with the 
Charity Commission in January 2006 – and winning Lady Getty, David 
Cameron’s green guru, Zac Goldsmith, and a brace of Rothschilds to 
her board – knew exactly which highly engaged catalyst she wanted 
for her launch event. “It had to be Bill Clinton,” she says. 

Bill and Melinda Gates, swelled by investor Warren Buffett’s 
$30-billion donation, may have the biggest pot of charity money 
the world has ever known – dwarfing the Carnegie and Rockefeller 
billions of charitable yesteryear – but as Fortune magazine says, “No 
one motivates people and moves mountains like Bill Clinton”.  

The William J. Clinton Foundation – “bringing together 
a carefully selected group of the world’s best minds and most 
distinguished problem-solvers to focus on practical, effective 
measures that can be taken now” – is not a foundation at all in the 
traditional sense, because it has no money of its own. But thanks 
to Clinton’s charismatic clout it has so far raised $7.3 billion for his 
Global Initiative, which funds the fight on a raft of issues from HIV/
Aids to childhood obesity. Much of the cash, and a lot of “profile 
leverage”, comes from the business world, notably a $3-billion 
pledge from Sir Richard Branson to tackle global warming. 

Most new philanthropy charities, like ARK for example, are 
happy with a message of support from Clinton, which they flypost 
over their websites. Renu Mehta wanted the former president in 
person, because, she says, “what I was going to do was consistent 
with his concerns as an activist and campaigner”.

Mehta set to work to get her man. Having a family friend who 
is a trustee of the Clinton Foundation was a big plus, but would 
count for nothing without a carefully crafted plan. She spent 11 
hours a day on her social/business model, refining it with her father 
Vijay. Four times she flew to New York to meet the Clinton team. 
“Lots of people told me I’d never pull it off,” she says.

“I had no doubts,” says Robin Birley, who is a close friend, and 
owner of Annabel’s nightclub. Birley is also a dedicated philanthropist 
whose charity African Renaissance is using carbon trading and forest 
planting to help poor farmers and villagers in Mozambique. “What 
Renu has is strategy,” says 47-year-old Birley, dressed impeccably in 
pinstripe and stroking one of his slate-grey whippets. 

It was as Renu was nipping into a taxi from a Red Cross party 
that her mobile flashed. She had a voice message. Clinton would do 
her launch. Congratulatory hugs aside, she now had just days to play 
with as she moved on to secure Michael Douglas, who is a UN peace 
envoy. “I got to him via a friend at the UN,” Mehta says guardedly. She 
then drew in steel billionaire Lakshmi Mittal, Britain’s richest man. 

Unlike most charity auctions, the lots that went quickest were 
not luxury yacht cruises – flash is now naff in this world – but tree-
planting in Africa. Two £50,000-ambulances were snapped up for 
the British Red Cross. Supermodel Lily Cole, one of six people to pay 
£15,000 to provide clean water in Nepal, said, “It’s emotional to see a 
film of poverty in these countries, while we’re here drinking wine.” 

Stars like Cole remain an essential part of the philanthropy 
package. “Elton John has not only raised massive sums for Aids, 
he got it on the mainstream agenda,” says Sandi Wilson. “The Soil 
Association’s school meals project would never have got the profile 
it did without Jamie Oliver taking up the cause.” 

Renu Mehta wanted to spring a star surprise, but who? Guests 
at the Fortune Forum launch gasped when a bearded man “dressed 
in the rumpled, mushy-coloured suit of a history teacher” took to 

the stage. Yusuf Islam, once known as Cat Stevens, was performing 
for the first time in 28 years. “All it took was a phone call to get 
him,” Renu explains. “He has a charity called Small Kindness which 
is for children in war-torn Eastern Europe. There was a synergy. He 
wanted to stand alongside us.” 

Synergy and influence – alongside the cash – are buzzwords in 
the new philanthropy. “Not only did my charity get £30,000 to plant 
six new forests,” Robin Birley explains, “but Fortune Forum gives me 
the chance to talk to people like Mittal and Clinton and explain what 
I am doing. As a small charity I’d never normally get that chance.” 

But not all philanthropists want to lash themselves and their 
money to the mast of big causes. Ben Goldsmith, 25-year-old brother 
of Zac and Jemima Khan, has set up the Manuka Club to give 
campaigning advice and small grants of a few thousand pounds to local 
action groups that are fighting to stop the countryside being concreted 
over by new roads, housing developments, airport extensions and 
waste-disposal schemes. In total it gives out around £100,000 a year. 
Why is he doing it? “Because I think everyone with money, inherited 
or self-made, has an obligation to do something about the things they 
care about,” says Ben, whose day job is a company that manages a £24-
million venture capital fund investing in clean technology companies. 

Back in the world of large-scale fundraising, Renu Mehta 
says, “Fortune Forum is my calling”. She is fond of quoting Deepak 
Chopra, the California-based philosopher and “guru to the stars” 
who has made a fortune lecturing on how “spirituality can heal the 
divisions of the world”. 

So is philanthropy the new religion of the have-it-alls? “No, 
but it is a vocation,” says publisher and anthropologist Sigrid 
Rausing. “I want to be a philanthropist all my life.” The 44-year-old 
British-based Swede has given away £60 million to projects around 
the world which secure human rights and economic and social 
regeneration, especially for women. Married to film and theatre 
producer Eric Abraham, she is one of this country’s most prolific 
donors and one of the world’s wealthiest women. 

As shy and modest as she is committed, and critical of agencies 
that peddle dependence rather than self-reliance, you won’t find 
Rausing on the celebrity circuit. She’s more at home working on small 
wealth-creation programmes with Estonian villagers. She used to be 
almost paranoid about her family’s £4.8 billion Tetra Pak fortune until 
she realised, “It’s only when you give it away that money changes 
from being numbers on a piece of paper to a force in the world.” 

Over in New York, Renu Mehta has been visiting Professor 
Jeffrey Sachs of Columbia University, economics adviser to Kofi 
Annan and a bunch of governments, and whose book The End 
of Poverty – foreword by Bono – is required reading for any new 
philanthropist. Fortune Forum has given her the global connections 
to persuade Sachs to visit London this June to address her next 
big event, a meeting with business leaders to coincide with the 
G8 summit in Germany. Before that there’s an intimate climate-
change dinner to be organised with the President of Iceland and 
Zac Goldsmith, and a trip to Ethiopia to see a WaterAid project 
she is sponsoring. Not forgetting her forthcoming meeting with Al 
Gore. In the cash-rich, synergy-building world of new philanthropy, 
Mehta says, the only thing in short supply is time. n
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