
By Caroline Preston

Ted Turner has never wanted for
ambition. As a yachtsman, he
captured the America’s Cup, sail-

ing’s highest honor. As a businessman,
he founded the first 24-hour television
news station and went on to build a
broadcast-media empire. And six years
ago, at 63, Mr. Turner helped create a
restaurant chain to save bison and inject
environmentalism into the restaurant
business. 

His philanthropy has likewise been
characterized by outsize aspirations. 

In 1997 Mr. Turner famously shocked
the nonprofit world by promising $1-
billion to benefit the United Nations. 

Four years later, he pledged up to
$250-million—roughly $70-million of
which he has paid—to create a charity
that seeks to prevent nuclear warfare. 

He has also given more than $135-mil-
lion to the Turner Foundation, an At-
lanta grant maker that supports envi-
ronmental causes. 

Mr. Turner’s giving has sometimes
fallen short of expectations, both be-
cause of his stock-market losses and the
loftiness of his goals. And while he is still

a billionaire who intends to give away
the bulk of his fortune—worth about
$2.3-billion, compared with a high of
nearly $10-billion in 2000—he’s taken
on the role of evangelist in recent years,
exhorting those with deeper pockets 
to join him in the causes he’s most pas-
sionate about, such as controlling nu-
clear proliferation, curbing population
growth, and slowing global warming. 

The United Nations Foundation,
which Mr. Turner founded in 1998 with
the expectation that it would close after
a decade, has now embraced ambitious
fund-raising plans to help transform it
into a permanent institution.

Mr. Turner says he sees his philan-
thropy as fighting threats that could im-
peril humankind. 

“I’ve never looked at this as giving
money away,” he says. “I see it as invest-
ing in the future of humanity.” 

Starting ‘Small’
Mr. Turner says he started thinking

about philanthropy around the time he
began making money in a big way. He
created the Turner Foundation in 1990
with $2.5-million. 

“I started in a very small way with the
Turner Foundation, but it grew very fast
as my wealth grew,” he says. “I grew it
as fast as I could.” 

Passionate about the outdoors since
his childhood, Mr. Turner chose to focus
on environmental causes. 

Laura Seydel, his eldest daughter, re-
calls how her father would weed the
lawn by hand with his children instead
of using chemicals. He traded his Cadil-
lac for a Toyota Corolla during the 1973
oil embargo and today drives a hybrid
Toyota Prius. 

Mr. Turner’s son Teddy says that Jane
Fonda, the actress and political activist
whom Mr. Turner started dating in the
late 1980s and married in 1991, also
played a role in helping him create the
foundation and shaping his views on phi-
lanthropy. (The couple divorced in 2001.) 

“She had a big influence on Ted and
on all of us,” says Teddy Turner, who
owns a boatyard in Charleston, S.C. “I’m
not sure he wouldn’t have done it on his
own, but she certainly accelerated it.” 

One of Mr. Turner’s aims in creating
the foundation was to involve his chil-
dren in philanthropy. All five are on its

board, and one of Mr. Turner’s grand-
children serves as an honorary trustee. 

Mr. Turner’s $1-billion pledge to U.N.
causes, however, was what defined him
as a philanthropist. That gift is often
credited with setting a new bar for big
donations. 

Around the same time, Mr. Turner
sought to shame other billionaires into
giving more of their money. He slammed
Forbes magazine’s list of the 400 richest
Americans and urged the creation of a
list of the biggest donors. Slate, Busi-
nessWeek, and this newspaper now pub-
lish such lists. 

“It definitely has had an impact,” Mr.
Turner says of the lists, noting that he
believes the richest people are giving
twice as much as they did a decade ago.
“Some people still don’t give. But many
do.” 

While Mr. Turner says he sees many
of the country’s biggest philanthropists
giving away their money wisely, he is
loathe to take credit. 

“You’d have to ask them,” he says 
of what motivated his fellow billionaires
to give. “But they are doing great 

The Long View
Ted Turner’s plans include goading other donors to join his campaign to save the world

18 • THE CHRONICLE OF PHILANTHROPY June 12, 2008GIVING and FUND RAISING

Erik Petersen

Ted Turner says he remains committed to the grand-scale philanthropic causes he cares most about, such as curbing population growth
and slowing global warming: “I’ve never looked at this as giving money away. I see it as investing in the future of humanity.”

Continued on Page 20
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When Ted Turner pledged $1-
billion in 1997 to benefit the
United Nations, not even he

had much of a clue as to how the gift
might be used. 

He initially wanted to buy the Unit-
ed States’ debt to the world organiza-
tion and then sue the American gov-
ernment for the money it owed him.
After revising that plan and working
out the logistics of creating the United
Nations Foundation a year later, Mr.
Turner envisioned the fund would
close after operating for 10 years.

Plans for the foundation have con-
tinued to evolve. It now intends to
stick around for the long haul, building
on its role as a hub for companies, in-
dividuals, and charities interested in
working with the United Nations. It
also hopes to provide ordinary Ameri-
cans with a straightforward way to
support international causes. 

“We would like to be, in 10 years,
the community foundation for the
world,” says Timothy E. Wirth, the
fund’s president and a former Democ-
ratic senator from Colorado. “People
who want to become involved with a
big global problem may have a vehicle
to do that, such as their church or
service organization. But they may
also decide to do it through some as-
pect of what the U.N. does.” 

To date, the U.N. Foundation has
helped mobilize more than $700-mil-
lion in private donations for United
Nations causes, in addition to the
$692-million that Mr. Turner has so
far contributed to the fund. 

It has built partnerships around
fighting childhood diseases, promoting
renewable energy, advancing women’s
rights, and other issues. An effort with
the Bill and Melinda Gates Founda-
tion, Rotary International, the World
Health Organization, and other insti-
tutions, for example, helped to reduce
the number of countries plagued by
polio from 30 to four. 

A collaboration among the American
Red Cross, Unicef, WHO, and others
contributed to a 90-percent drop in
measles deaths in Africa. Approxi-
mately 70,000 people have donated to
buy bed nets that help prevent the
spread of malaria through the founda-
tion’s Nothing but Nets campaign. 

“It would have been a waste of an
important resource if we didn’t try to
prolong the potential of the founda-
tion,” says Gro Harlem Brundtland, a
foundation trustee and a former head
of the World Health Organization.
“We’ve proven that it’s possible,
through partnerships and the mobiliz-
ing of outside resources, enthusiasm,
and campaigning, to support U.N.
causes.” 

‘In a Blue Minute’
The U.N. Foundation will need con-

siderable help from donors if it is to
survive once Mr. Turner’s money dries
up. The CNN founder, whose wealth
has plummeted from a high of nearly
$10-billion in 2000 to roughly $2.3-bil-
lion, declined to say if he would give
more to the organization beyond his
$1-billion pledge. 

He says he’s disappointed not to
have been able to put more money into
the foundation. 

“I just wish I hadn’t had the misfor-
tunes I did with the AOL Time Warn-
er merger,” Mr. Turner says. “If I had
a little more money I’d put another bil-
lion into the U.N. Foundation in a blue
minute, because it’s been such a huge
success.” 

The foundation will use roughly
$170-million of Mr. Turner’s pledge—
now set to be paid by 2015, instead of
by now as he first promised—to create
an endowment. But the organization
hopes to keep operating with an annu-
al budget of about $100-million. 

That means it will need to add more
to its endowment and continue seeking
outside donations toward the cam-
paigns it supports in order to keep go-
ing at that rate and to keep its 
operations running. The Gates foun-
dation has provided the first large un-
restricted grant, $10-million over five
years. 

Kathy Calvin, chief operating officer,
says the biggest obstacle for fund rais-
ers will be convincing Americans that
a foundation started by a billionaire
needs their help.

Some people probably think Mr.
Turner didn’t fulfill his commitment,
she says, or that he endowed the insti-
tution from the outset. 

For his part, Mr. Turner is meeting
with other philanthropists in hopes of
securing financial help. The financiers
Warren Buffett and Peter G. Peterson
have stepped in to help another of his
charities, the Nuclear Threat Initia-
tive, and U.N. Foundation leaders say
they would like to find similar backers.
The U.N. Foundation might also make
changes in its board as it looks to in-
crease donations. 

Today, its trustees include such in-

ternational-development experts and
political leaders as Muhammad Yunus,
the founder of Grameen Bank, and An-
drew Young, former mayor of Atlanta
and U.S. ambassador to the United Na-
tions. But Ms. Calvin says the founda-
tion is considering including philan-
thropists and communications experts,
among others. 

The foundation is simultaneously
seeking new ways to save money. It is
being selective about the projects it
starts and examining how much it
spends on events and travel. 

“I don’t think we can anticipate
what we’ll look like in 2015,” says Ms.
Calvin. “But we’re anticipating what
we need to do to get there.” 

Seeking Advice
The foundation is also re-evaluating

how it can support the United Nations.
Over the next 18 months or so, the
fund will be soliciting advice from gov-
ernment and U.N. officials, business
leaders, and others on how it should
operate in the future. 

Mr. Wirth says the foundation might
open offices in places such as Beijing
and Dubai to build support for the
United Nations in other countries.

U.N. and charity leaders say they are
pleased that the U.N. Foundation is
forging ahead. 

Many U.N. officials were deeply wor-
ried that Mr. Turner’s money would
give him undue influence over the
world body. They also questioned
whether a private foundation had any
role to play in U.N. affairs. 

But much of that skepticism has
dried up over the last decade, says Will
Kennedy, senior program officer with
the United Nations Fund for Interna-

tional Partnerships, which was created
to manage the U.N.’s relationship with
Mr. Turner’s foundation. Meanwhile,
the foundation has helped build sup-
port at the United Nations for the no-
tion that governments, businesses, and
philanthropic organizations need to
work together to solve social problems. 

“When we talk about public-private
partnerships, it’s pretty mainstream
language,” he says. “Ten years ago, it
was really just rhetoric.” 

A Helpful Partner
Grant makers who have worked

with the U.N. Foundation say the or-
ganization has broadened the influence
of their giving. 

“We’ve looked to organizations like
the U.N. Foundation to help think
about how to extend our grant making
by forming partnerships with other
agencies where we can leverage our re-
sources,” says Joe Cerrell, the Gates
foundation’s director of global health
policy and advocacy. 

Some charity leaders say the foun-
dation has made it easier for them to
work with the behemoth that is the
United Nations.

Says Charles F. MacCormack, presi-
dent of Save the Children: “They know
their way around the labyrinthian cor-
ridors on First Avenue and 44th
Street, and they can steer you to the
people who can get things done.” 

Mr. Wirth, the foundation’s presi-
dent, says he’s hopeful that donors will
see the value in working with the
United Nations.

“The U.N. has an enormous man-
date,” he says. “It can’t possibly do
everything it’s being asked to do by it-
self.” —Caroline Preston

Ten Years Later, Turner’s U.N. Fund Continues to Evolve

Mike DuBose/United Methodist News Service

The Nothing but Nets campaign, overseen by the United Nations Foundation, generated donations from
70,000 people to pay for mosquito nets to prevent the spread of malaria in countries like Nigeria. 



things. Bill Gates, Warren Buffett,
they are doing great things.” 

For his part, Mr. Turner says he
looks to the examples of Andrew
Carnegie and the Rockefeller fam-
ily.

He says that George Soros, the
investor and political activist, also
has had an impact on his thinking.
“He inspires me,” says Mr. Turner,
“with his background in Eastern
Europe, growing up under Com-
munism, and going back and put-
ting billions of dollars into those
countries. He single-handedly
helped bring those countries out of
poverty.” 

‘Some Shaking Up’

Mr. Turner has, at times, been
critical of other donors for being
too parochial in their thinking. 

“Philanthropy needed some new
ideas and some shaking up,” he
said in a 2004 interview with the
public-broadcasting talk-show host
Charlie Rose. “There’s nothing
wrong with giving to your church
or your symphony or your opera or
your museum or your university.
Those things are all worthwhile
things to give to. But we shouldn’t
be giving 98 percent of our money
to those things and only 2 percent
to international aid and 2 percent
to the environment.” 

While Mr. Turner has given
$6.4-million each to Brown Uni-
versity and two other educational
institutions he and his children
have attended, those gifts are
dwarfed by his giving to foreign
and environmental causes. Much
of his philanthropy, meanwhile,
has been highly experimental. 

When Mr. Turner pledged $1-
billion to the United Nations—
then roughly a third of his
wealth—his goal was in part to
shame the United States into pay-
ing its dues to the world organiza-
tion. After consultation with U.N.
officials and others, Mr. Turner
created the United Nations Foun-
dation to distribute the gift. The
fund aims to build support for the
United Nations among the Ameri-
can public and government and to

help the U.N. advance its goals of
improving global health, fighting
poverty and violence, and protect-
ing the environment.

Despite its impromptu begin-
nings, Mr. Turner says he believes
the foundation has been a big suc-
cess. 

He likens himself and the fund’s
leaders to Christopher Columbus.
“He didn’t know where he was
when he left. He didn’t know
where he was when he got there.

And he didn’t know where he’d
been when he got back.” And now,
Mr. Turner says, “he’s father of
his country.” 

When Mr. Turner set up the Nu-
clear Threat Initiative in 2001, he
took a risk in supporting a cause
that many people consider the re-
sponsibility of governments. The
charity has since carved out a role
for itself advocating for new poli-
cies to curb nuclear weapons and
helping governments take steps to
cut down on their spread. For ex-
ample, a $5-million donation from
the organization helped the Amer-
ican, Russian, Yugoslav, and 
Serbian governments transfer
weapons-quality uranium from a
reactor near Belgrade to Russia
for blending into nuclear fuel. 

Mr. Turner’s philanthropy has
been characterized by aggressive
efforts to convince governments to
change their behavior. 

Timothy E. Wirth, president of
the U.N. Foundation and a former
Democratic senator from Col-
orado, says that many foundations
make a big mistake in not doing
the same. 

“Most philanthropy is gun shy
of getting involved with major
governmental institutions,” he
says. “But I summarize it this
way: Why did Willie Sutton rob
banks? Because that’s where the
money was. Why work with gov-
ernments? Because that’s where
the power is.” 

‘Plan B 3.0’

Mr. Turner has become some-
thing of a spokesman and fund

raiser for the causes he is passion-
ate about. Spend more than a few
minutes with him and he’ll proba-
bly invoke at least one of the three
main threats he sees facing hu-
mankind: climate change, popula-
tion growth, and nuclear warfare. 

He says he first became con-
cerned with these threats through
“reading and study,” and he is
quick to suggest a reading list to
get others up to speed. (He says he
recently bought $50,000 worth of
Lester Brown’s Plan B 3.0: Mobi-
lizing to Save Civilization and sent
copies to politicians, scholars, and
friends.) 

Often, the causes he cares about
loop together in his speech. 

After starting a discussion of
how the world needs to phase out
fossil fuels and replace them with
clean, renewable energy, he stops
short. 

“It doesn’t make much sense to
build a whole new energy regime,
with all the work and trillions of
dollars it’s going to take, and then
blow it up with a nuclear weapon,”
he says. “You have to solve both
problems.” 

While Mr. Turner warns that
the consequences of climate
change, in particular, are immi-
nent—in an interview with Char-
lie Rose earlier this year he sug-
gested global warming left
unchecked could lead to cannibal-
ism in 30 or 40 years—he thinks
environmental degradation and
other global problems are solvable
if the world starts paying atten-
tion. 

“If we can make it through the

next 25 or 50 years, I think we’ll
be fine,” he told a crowd of U.N. of-
ficials and charity leaders in April
at an event celebrating the U.N.
Foundation’s 10th anniversary. 

“But we need to go through a
renaissance like we did at the end
of the Dark Ages. And we have to
convince those that aren’t with us
yet that they need to join in,” he
said. “If we do that, we’ll be fine. If
we don’t, God help us all.” 

Nuclear Goals

Mr. Turner’s role at the chari-
ties he’s created is primarily that
of visionary. 

He has long advocated the aboli-
tion of nuclear weapons, a contro-
versial objective and one that Sam
Nunn, the former Democratic sen-
ator from Georgia and the Nuclear
Threat Initiative’s co-chair, didn’t
at first share. 

But over time, Mr. Nunn has
come to see a nuclear-free world as
a critical goal. Mr. Turner, in turn,
has begun to appreciate the more-
modest steps necessary to achieve
the abolition of nuclear weapons,
says Charles B. Curtis, president
of the Nuclear Threat Initiative. 

“For Ted, it’s a vision issue.
That’s how he approaches busi-
ness and life,” says Mr. Curtis.
“But he understands that if all you
have is the vision, without dealing
with any of the hard problems on
the path toward that vision, then
you have an empty program.” 

Mr. Wirth agrees. “He doesn’t
do something unless he’s thought
about it very carefully, but he’s not
an incrementalist,” he says of Mr.

Media Mogul Says the World Needs to Prepare for Another ‘Renaissance’
Continued from Page 18
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Captain Planet Foundation (Atlanta): Founded by Ted
Turner in 1990 to engage children in protecting the environ-
ment. The charity has been supported through grants from the
Turner Foundation. 

The Nuclear Threat Initiative (Washington): Created in
2001 with a pledge of up to $250-million in stock. After a sharp
decline in the value of stock held by Mr. Turner, he ended up pay-
ing $74-million to the charity. The organization seeks to prevent
nuclear, chemical, and biological warfare.

The Turner Endangered Species Fund (Bozeman, Mont.):
Created in 1997, the charity is supported through grants from
the Turner Foundation. 

The Turner Foundation (Atlanta): Established in 1990, the
grant maker supports environmental causes. Mr. Turner has giv-
en $135-million to the foundation to date. The grant maker,
which does not have an endowment, gives $10-million to $12-mil-
lion each year. 

The United Nations Foundation (Washington): Estab-
lished in 1998 with a $1-billion pledge to benefit causes advanced
by the United Nations. Mr. Turner has paid $692-million on that
pledge to date.

Charities Founded 
by Ted Turner

Jamal Nasrallah/epa/Corbis

Ted Turner says philanthropy should help empower women, and he insists that at least half of the U.N. Foundation’s
board be female. Here, he meets with a young woman from Jordan to discuss the foundation’s work.



Turner. “He has a big appetite,
but it’s a well-informed appetite.”

Mr. Turner tries to ensure that
the charities he supports reflect
his vision of a better world. He in-
sists that at least half of the U.N.
Foundation board be made up of
women. 

“Feminist is the wrong word,”
says Mr. Wirth. “But he’s a great
believer in empowering women.” 

Value Plunged

Perhaps the biggest setback for
Mr. Turner’s charities has been
his stock-market losses. 

The Turner Foundation was
forced to lay off half of its staff
members and suspend grant mak-
ing for a year in 2003 when the
value of AOL Time Warner stock,
from which Mr. Turner derived
most of his wealth, plummeted. 

The grant maker coped, in part,
by moving toward invitation-only
grant making. The Nuclear Threat
Initiative has attracted other
donors, the financiers Warren Buf-
fett and Peter G. Peterson among
them. Mr. Turner has provided the
charity with about $74-million, far
less than the $250-million he’d
hoped to give. 

The United Nations Foundation
has evolved from a grant-making
organization to one that focuses
primarily on forging partnerships
around key problems championed
by the world body. Mr. Turner is
visiting other philanthropists and
making introductions for the
fund’s staff members in an at-
tempt to help the foundation sur-
vive beyond 2014, when his pledge
will be completed. 

Kathy Calvin, chief operating of-
ficer with the U.N. Foundation,
says Mr. Turner is well-suited to
the role of fund raiser. 

“There are a lot of founders who
wouldn’t be comfortable making
room for other donors,” she says.
“But Ted’s always described him-
self as just another banana in the
bunch.” 

Mr. Turner’s declining wealth
has shaped his own thinking on
philanthropy. 

“I’ve seen him grow more and
more interested in leverage,” says
Mr. Curtis. “It’s not just his mon-
ey, it’s the ability of his money to
inspire others.” 

In addition to the financial con-
straints, some observers would say
Mr. Turner’s philanthropic goals
have been too ambitious or mis-
guided.

“I don’t think the U.N. has been
terribly effective, so I don’t think
it’s a terrific investment,” says
Terrence Scanlon, president of the
Capital Research Center, a think
tank in Washington.

The United States famously
sidelined the United Nations in
declaring war with Iraq in 2003.
Allegations of corruption at a U.N.
program that provided food aid to
Iraq when the country was under
embargo also rattled the world
body. And the United States is still
behind on its payments to the
United Nations. 

Mr. Turner acknowledges that
there’s been no sea change in rela-
tions between the United States
and the United Nations.

“We’ve made a little progress,”
he says. “The U.S. hasn’t pulled
out of the U.N. We won’t have
Bush to kick around in a few
months, and all three presidential

candidates are talking about much
stronger international engage-
ment.”

Mr. Turner says he’ll give most
of his money to charitable causes,
rather than leaving it to his fami-
ly. But he’s reluctant to say which
organizations might benefit. 

“I change my will every few
years based on new information
I’m getting,” he says. “You’ll have
to wait until I’m gone to find out.” 

Despite the scale of the prob-
lems he sees facing the globe, Mr.
Turner remains optimistic about
the potential of his giving to effect
great change. 

Asked what he hopes the U.N.
Foundation might achieve over its
next 10 years, he smiles and says:
“We’d like to solve all the world’s
problems.”
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“Hello, Mr. Lybunt.”
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Get back to the conversation quicker.
Until now, “talking” to Mr. Lybunt meant creating a painfully tedious search 
query. No more. Say hello to ResultsPlus. It has the query process built 
in. You get “live” access to lapsed donor records, instantly. (Goodbye 
static reports.) What’s more, ResultsPlus is also available as a hosted 
service. While our application certainly gives you a unique fundraising 
edge, it’s our signature support—including industry experts—that truly 
makes ResultsPlus part of your fundraising success. 

Visit www.resultsplussoftware.com to learn more.

By Brennen Jensen
Despite a weakening economy,

corporate giving grew by 5.6 per-
cent last year, according to prelim-
inary findings of a new report.

The Committee Encouraging
Corporate Philanthropy, in New
York, based the findings on a sur-
vey of 155 companies, 69 of which
were on Fortune magazine’s latest
list of the 100 most-profitable com-
panies. 

The median amount these cor-
porations gave last year was
slightly more than $26-million—
meaning half gave more and half
gave less. That was an increase
from a median of $24.7-million
given in 2006.

Roughly two thirds of the corpo-
rations increased their giving in
2007, sometimes despite their own
dip in profits. More than half of
the companies reporting lower
profits last year increased their
charitable donations. Of the eight
companies reporting losses in
2007, seven increased their giving.

‘Neutral’ Impact

In one of the survey questions,
corporate leaders were asked how
important the economy should be
in determining contributions.
Over 80 percent responded that
economic conditions should have
an “unimportant” or “neutral”
impact on corporate giving. 

Nearly 90 percent of corporate
leaders who responded to the sur-
vey said companies should main-
tain cash reserves or endowments
to sustain their giving during eco-
nomic slowdowns.

Based on those findings, the
Committee Encouraging Corpo-
rate Philanthropy predicts that
corporate giving will at least re-
main steady for 2008, despite a na-
tional economy that continues to
soften.

The committee will release a full
analysis of its findings in August
or September. 

More information can be found
online at http://www.corporate
philanthropy.org.

Companies Expect Giving to Hold Steady
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