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jeffrey leonard ’76 holds
up a simple, orange-metal
box not much bigger than
his hand. Developed by two

twenty-somethings in a garage in Berke-
ley, the device “has the ability to trans-
form the entire vending-machine indus-
try,” he asserts, “taking trucks o≠ the
road and saving enormous amounts of
energy.”

This winning combination—of profita-
bility and social benefit—is what Leonard
finds most alluring as a private-equity
manager. That coupling—along with the
current energy crisis—has helped his
company, Global Environment Fund
(GEF; www.globalenvironmentfund.-
com), evolve from an idealistic dream of
“replac[ing] the incandescent light bulb,
the internal combustion engine, and the
use of fire in the generation of power” into
a top-tier firm with $1 billion invested in
dozens of energy-related concerns across
the globe. “What makes us di≠erent from
Silicon Valley, which is now trying to do
for the energy crisis what they did with
the Internet,” says Leonard, “is that we do
not typically invest in new technology.
We deploy existing technologies and im-
prove business models that help tradi-
tional industries become more e∞cient
and reduce their carbon footprint.”

When plugged into a vending machine,
the little orange box transmits inventory,
sales, and financial data directly to the
supplier’s computer. “Right now, these
vending companies have guys in big
trucks driving around with their whole
inventory, checking and filling the ma-
chines,” he explains. “Most of the time
they come back more than half full. It’s in-
credibly ine∞cient.” The box also has an
appealing secondary gain: the data elimi-
nate opportunities for drivers to pocket
cash skimmed from the machines—appar-
ently a significant industry problem, he
says. “We have to be very good social sci-

entists at the front end to make the right
choices about investments, and know
how these industries work, inside and
out,” he adds. “We’re not just dreamers
about saving the environment.”

Leonard came to the business world
from an academic grounding in govern-
ment and economics—in the context of
the 1970s energy crises. He was impressed
as a freshman when President Richard
Nixon vowed “by the end of the decade
we will have developed the potential to
meet our own energy needs without de-
pending on any foreign energy source.”
While working for the Crimson (his last
two years as managing editor), he covered
campus energy initiatives, the formation
of the Harvard Management Company,
the early days of the Advisory Committee
on Shareholder Responsibility, and con-
troversies surrounding University invest-
ment policies—which led to his senior
thesis on corporate social responsibility. 

He went on to study comparative
political/economic systems at the London
School of Economics and earned a doctor-
ate from Princeton in 1984 (with a disser-

tation on pollution control and multina-
tional corporations). He has written nu-
merous articles and five books, including
Pollution and the Struggle for World Product:
Multinational Corporations, Environment and
Comparative Advantage (1988). By then he
was vice president of the World Wildlife
Fund and the Conservation Foundation.
He and a former colleague there, John
Earhart, founded GEF in 1990.

Leonard loves the social-science aspect
of the job most—mining the interplay
among politics, policy, and pollutants, and
creating an acute understanding of energy
investments within the volatile context of
world markets and consumer demands.
He and his sta≠ (40 at the new Chevy
Chase, Maryland, headquarters, and oth-
ers abroad) find unusual mid-size compa-
nies ripe for growth, and then build them
up within six to 10 years with a hands-on
approach. Almost every sta≠ member has
a background in business or finance cou-
pled with another professional degree—in
engineering, environmental management,
physics, water resources, forestry, and so
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Turning Green to Gold
A private-equity firm invests in alternatives to oil around the globe.

Jeffrey Leonard proudly drives
a REVA electric car.
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on. Earhart, for example, who oversees
GEF’s environmental analyses and com-
pliance and its investments in sustainable
forestry ventures, graduated from the
Yale School of Forestry and Environmen-
tal Studies. Leonard considers himself
“the intellectual driver of the underlying,
long-term themes that we try to take ad-
vantage of—which is very stimulating
work. In 1994, for example, we laid out
maps of the world and asked, ‘Where are
the big energy bottlenecks and how can
those problems best be solved?’” 

That led to one of GEF’s first signifi-
cant ventures in Brazil, where charcoal is
made, he explains, by burning trees, “cut
down in large swaths in the Amazon and
the northeast, until they are carbonized.
Sometimes they take two tractors and
hook up a chain between them and drive
through immature forests to clear the
trees faster.” GEF decided to invest in a
São Paulo natural-gas distribution com-
pany, with plans to help the company
take advantage of a pending government
pipeline (the 3,000-kilometer Bolivia-
Brazil pipeline, completed in 1999) that
ultimately enabled it to feed demand for
gas throughout the Paraîba Valley. “It was
a boon to industries that were using other
dirty fuels…or burning charcoal to fuel
boilers,” Leonard says. “We helped reduce
local air pollution and CO2 emissions and
prevent deforestation.” It also netted GEF
and its investors attractive returns. 

With known global oil reserves project-
ed to last another 40 years, and longer, but
still finite, timelines predicted for natural
gas and coal, the energy industry is “an
exciting place to be for private invest-
ment,” asserts Leonard. His three current
portfolios focus on clean technology (e.g.,
the vending-machine box), sustainable
forestry, and emerging markets. They have
included privately owned hydroelectric
plants in Latin America and Asia that are
using technology pioneered in the United
States; a South Africa-based sustainable
forest-products concern; and a Hungary-
based co-generation plant fueled by bio-
gas (the future of energy resources in cen-
tral Europe, Leonard adds). 

Still, “it is a tough and humbling busi-
ness,” he says, “It’s easier to lose money
than to make it.” He credits Harvard with
teaching him discipline, focus, excellence

—and the fact “that I will never be the
smartest person in the room.…It is critical
to check your ego at the door in private
equity, because the minute you’re not will-
ing to listen to someone else is the minute
you’re taking a risk you shouldn’t.”

One notable wipeout was a 1990s ven-
ture in Peru. GEF used a licensed South
Africa-based biotechnology to recover
gold from existing mine tailings that were
leaching cyanide and other chemicals into
rivers that flowed into Lima’s water sup-
plies. “We invested in cleaning up the gold
piles and recovering the commercial gold,
but the price of gold slid from above $400
an ounce when we made the investment
to below $200 an ounce and we lost all of
our money,” he says, able now to laugh a
little about it. “I learned never again to bet
on single-directional trend lines for com-
modities as an investment thesis.” (GEF
aims primarily not for home-run invest-
ments, but a series of base hits, yielding
investors—primarily family foundations
and universities—a 29 percent annualized
rate of return, according to its Securities
and Exchange Commission filings.)

Leonard is fiscally conservative. But he
also drives an electric car made by the In-
dian firm REVA (one of his funded compa-
nies), outfitted GEF’s headquarters with
sustainable wood floors and dual-flush toi-
lets, and designed its open space to maxi-
mize natural light. He eschews domestic
oil-drilling programs for their shortsight-
edness—such drilling will never be a long-
term solution to dependence on foreign oil,
he says, because even the best estimates
put the U.S. supply at about 3 percent of all
oil reserves on the planet. Instead, he heav-
ily promotes electrification as the prime
energy source of the future. “It is the ulti-
mate ‘flexible’ solution because we can
produce electricity from so many domestic
sources: biomass, renewables, coal, nu-
clear, hydro,” he says. “We can solve bal-
ance-of-payments problems and reduce
national-security threats by shifting more
energy to electricity from oil in coming
years, and then focus on making electric-
ity-generation cleaner and, finally, carbon-
neutral in the coming four or five decades.”

He also thinks Congress “should con-
sider a point-of-sale excise tax based on
miles per gallon or the horsepower of in-

ternal combustion engines…this would at
least send the car companies a clear long-
term signal that they should produce
more e∞cient vehicles.” He says he and
his wife, Carolyn Pisano Leonard, a psy-
chologist with Head Start in Mont-
gomery County, are “bleeding hearts,”
and makes it clear that his drive to har-
ness renewable resources and promote
e∞ciency stems from the liberal politics
and policies of his formative years.

When President Jimmy Carter left o∞ce
in 1979, Leonard notes, 2 or 3 percent of all
government research and development
was directed toward energy—compared
to the 0.3 percent allotted in recent years.
“A lot of new technologies were invented,
including renewable energy—wind, solar,
hydropower—through tari≠s,” he says.
“Dow Chemical and others were doing all
of the R&D, and then it all went on the
shelf for 20 to 30 years because petroleum
prices dropped below $10 a barrel and we
had a long era of Reagan deregulation.” He
believes significant increases in federal
funding for research and development of
energy-generation sources are merited, but
should stop short of providing “perpetual
subsidies for the commercial develop-
ment” of new technologies—that’s the
purview of private capital.

In recent years, Leonard has helped gov-
ernors in Maryland and New Jersey launch
energy programs that emphasize increased
e∞ciency and the use of renewable energy
sources. He hopes the Obama administra-
tion—through direct funding and tax in-
centives—can shift commercial and con-
sumer behaviors so that developing green
energy sources becomes an economic stim-
ulus. His recommendations include the
creation of a nationwide Renewable Port-
folio Standard that requires utilities to pur-
chase a fixed percentage of their electricity
from renewable generation (levels are now
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set by states); a broadening of the current
tax law that permits the sale and purchase
of credits for capital costs incurred in re-
newable energy installation (such as solar
panels); and following California’s lead
(since 1976) in fostering ways for utilities to
achieve increased consumer e∞ciency.
(California’s per capita electricity usage has
remained almost flat in the last 30 years,
while usage has nearly doubled in the rest
of the nation). He advocates as well the cre-
ation of a more secure, smarter electrical
grid that will enable increased reliance on
electrical power—even for cars. 

These ideas, he notes, don’t involve any
new technologies, and are relatively easy
to implement politically. “Who is going to
argue against this plan?” he asks. “Not
even the oil companies, since even they
will be diversifying more into renewable
and new energy sources themselves.” In
the end, he says, the new administration
and Congress, “may have the last best
chance to address energy issues before the
real crisis sets in.” � nell porter brown
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mail by April 15 and are due back in Cam-
bridge by noon on May 29 to be counted.
Election results are announced at the
HAA’s annual meeting, on the afternoon
of Commencement day, June 4. All Har-
vard degree-holders, except Corporation
members and o∞cers of instruction and
government, are entitled to vote for Over-
seer candidates. The election for HAA di-
rectors is open to all degree-holders.

For Overseer (six-year term), the candi-
dates are:

Photeine Anagnostopoulos ’81, M.B.A.
’85, New York City. COO, New York City
Department of Education.

Joshua Boger, Ph.D. ’79, Cambridge.
President, founder, and CEO, Vertex
Pharmaceuticals Inc.

Morgan Chu, J.D. ’76, Los Angeles.
Partner, Irell and Manella LLP.

Walter Clair ’77, M.D. ’81, M.P.H. ’85,
Nashville, Tennessee. Assistant professor
of clinical medicine, Vanderbilt Univer-
sity Medical Center; clinical director of
cardiac electrophysiology, Vanderbilt
Heart and Vascular Institute.

Mark Gearan ’78, Geneva, New York.
President, Hobart and William Smith
Colleges.

Linda Greenhouse ’68, Bethesda,
Maryland. Knight distinguished journal-

ist-in-residence and Goldstein senior fel-
low in law, Yale Law School.

Margaret A. Levi, Ph.D. ’74, Seattle.
Bacharach professor of international
studies, University of Washington; pro-
fessor of politics, University of Sydney.

Cristian Samper, Ph.D. ’92, Washing-
ton, D.C. Director, National Museum of
Natural History, Smithsonian Institution.

In addition, at least two alumni are ap-
parently running as petition candidates
for Overseer:

Robert L. Freedman ’62, Philadelphia.
Partner, Dechert LLP.

Harvey A. Silverglate, LL.B. ’67, Cam-
bridge. Attorney and writer, Good and
Cormier.
(The petition-filing deadline, February 9,
fell after this issue went to press.)

For Elected Director (three-year term),
the candidates are: 

Margaret Angell ’98, M.P.A. ’06, Wash-
ington, D.C. White House fellow, U.S. De-
partment of Housing and Urban Develop-
ment.

Paul Choi ’86, J.D. ’89, Chicago. Partner,
Sidley Austin LLP.

Carlos Cordeiro ’78, M.B.A. ’80, Hong
Kong. Retired partner, Goldman Sachs.

Cindy Maxwell ’92, M.D. ’96, Toronto.

On weeknights and Saturdays

during tax season, Robert Burke,

M.B.A. ’99, and his Ladder Up vol-

unteers can be found at work

throughout the Chicago area, helping low-income families keep

as much of their income as possible. Ladder Up’s free financial

services educate clients about tax credits and aid for higher edu-

cation; the nonprofit (www.goladderup.org), which Burke found-

ed in 1994 and still chairs, estimates saving clients an average of

$150 in fees typically charged by commercial firms, and often

more. In its first year, Ladder Up returned $150,000 to the com-

munity it served. Since then, some 16,000 volunteers have

helped return more than $147 million to 84,000 families.

Filing taxes “is a daunting task, and the system isn’t getting less

complicated,” says Burke.Volunteers from more than 250 local

companies, including banks and law and accounting firms, work

with low-wage earners accustomed to relying on check-cashing

and money-wiring services that charge more than traditional

banks.Volunteers need only a “sharp mind and sharp pencil,” says

Burke, not an accounting degree; they are trained to maximize

clients’ tax credits, sometimes with life-changing results. (One

woman discovered the IRS owed her $10,000.) To find clients,

Ladder Up partners with

community groups—church-

es, schools, YMCAs—that

provide space or publicity.

Burke, who now works in

private equity, began Ladder

Up as a 22-year-old employ-

ee at Arthur Andersen; he

wanted to assist the families

of the children he coached

in basketball on Chicago’s

West Side. He wrote a busi-

ness plan and approached

his managers, explaining that

his colleagues would become “better people and business pro-

fessionals” if they learned how to serve an entirely new popula-

tion: the working poor. Both company and employees responded

enthusiastically. Fourteen years later, Ladder Up offers its clients

classes on financial literacy as well. “You’re amazed at the

courage of those you’re trying to help,” Burke says. “They’re

doing so much with so little. What we try to do as an organiza-

tion is put more tools in their toolbox.” �brittney moraski

Tax Tutors

Robert Burke

Vote Now
This spring, alumni will choose five new
Harvard Overseers and six new directors
for the Harvard Alumni Association
(HAA) board. Ballots should arrive by
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