
 S
pending an hour talking about 
light bulbs and energy effi  ciency 
was not a thrilling prospect, but 
then I hadn’t met Mr Cool NRG. 

Tall and rugged, dressed in jeans, boots 
and a leather jacket, Nic Frances  MBE is 
a  messianic whirlwind with a formidable 
track record.  He makes a pile of money 
from  bringing fast-acting energy-effi-
ciency programmes to the masses . His 
moment has come. 

Once a high-fl ying stockbroker who 
gave it all up to become an Anglican 
priest , Frances today  plays the carbon-
trading markets to achieve  impres-
sive reductions in CO2 emissions. The 
47-year-old  brings together newspa-
pers, leisure industries and – crucially – 
energy fi rms to make it happen. What’s 
more, he  takes a handsome cut of the 
action to incentivise  his 14-strong team, 
which includes former Boston Consult-
ing and BP executives.

In America, China, Mexico and Eur-
ope, his  year-old fi rm Cool NRG is bro-
kering deals for the rapid roll-out of 
hundreds of millions of energy- saving 
light bulbs  – bulbs that, once installed 
throughout the home, can cut overall 
household emissions by 8 per cent. 

The  idea is that energy fi rms buy the 
bulbs then claim the investment as car-
bon credits, which they can in turn trade 
on world markets. Until  recently, how-
ever, they have been unable or unwilling 
to make any meaningful  eff ort  to distrib-
ute the light bulbs themselves. That’s 
where Cool NRG comes in. 

Last January, the company secured 
its place in the Guinness Book of Records 
for achieving the world’s biggest single 
energy-efficiency undertaking. On 19 
January, the Sun  gave away 2.5 million 
light bulbs.  That day, along with a green-
tinted masthead,  its front page had  Gor-
don Brown  urging readers to change 
to eco-friendly  lighting. Some 400,000 
extra copies of the paper were sold – a 
15 per cent increase in sales.  

The exercise was a triumph, and there 
will be more to come. Firms are begin-
ning to queue up to distribute bulbs. A 
major bingo chain is close to agreeing a 
deal. But  why light bulbs? 

‘We need action on climate change 
quickly. We believe energy effi  ciency is 
the thing to deliver the planet the short-
term gains it needs to explore clean coal 
and other things,’ says Frances. ‘The 
quickest change is lighting because it’s 

cheap and we can all do it .’ Also, because 
light bulbs can represent significant 
expenditure for households in the 
developing world, ‘if we can get billions 
of them out there to households free of 
charge , particularly in developing coun-
tries  this is [also] a poverty reduction 
strategy, and that’s exciting’.

Frances is a founding father of the 
British social enterprise movement and 
will shortly have a new book out about 
it, The End of Charity, with a foreword 
 by Tony Blair. Social enterprise is today a 
sector endorsed enthusiastically by both 
 Brown and David Cameron as a ‘third 
way’  solution to intrac table social issues , 
which fuses business savvy and innova-
tion with public policy objectives. 

In his book, Frances damns charities 
that do not harness the market, saying 
they  perpetuat e the status quo. Big busi-
ness also gets it in the neck: he says  Bill 
Gates, for instance, could solve poverty 
in the developing world far more eff ec-

tively if he wound down his foundation’s 
distribution of life-saving drugs and made 
Microsoft software open-source ,  kick-
starting a technological revolution.

Although  the book focuses   on Franc-
es’s business career, it also details a spec-
tacular life story. Born into a rich, hotel-
owning family,  he bombed at school  
because his dyslexia was not diagnosed. 
However, he  made it to  Portsmouth Col-
lege, where he chaired the Conservative 
Association , thought Margaret Thatcher 
the greatest thing on two legs and went 
into the City after the family business 
was listed on the stock exchange.

He was desperate to prove his worth 
to his father, but  his fast-living world 
collapsed when the stockbroker  that 
had fl oated his father’s company, and for 
 which he worked, went under. Frances 
was involved in the subsequent investi-
gation and it forced him to  reappraise his  
values. He ended up becoming ordained 
and setting up businesses to help the 
 underprivileged.

He made his name founding the Fur-
niture Resource Centre in Toxteth, 
Liver pool, where he trained the long-
term unemployed to recondition fur-
niture and electric appliances to sell to 
landlords renting to benefi t claimants.   

The success of FRC, which has  diver-
sifi ed and is a multi-million-pound busi-
ness, got him noticed. Geoff  Mulgan, who 
was then Tony Blair’s director of policy, 
arranged for the heads of  four White-
hall departments to  assess the project 
for themselves – the fi rst time  so many 
senior mandarins had taken a trip out of 
the capital to view a single case study. 

What took him to a new level was 
being selected to attend the Davos World 
Economic Forum as one of the world’s 
30 leading social entrepreneurs.  He  
attended four forums and witnessed how 
climate change went from a fringe issue 
to centre stage. Davos inspired Frances, 

 by now  married with two children and 
based in Australia, to devise a way of a 
 rapidly reducing  CO2 emissions.  The 
creation in New South Wales of a car-
bon market  pro vided the opportunity : 
by persuading power fi rms to buy bulbs, 
he won them  carbon credits. The dis-
tributor, as the Sun proved, also benefi ts 
commercially. 

In four weeks during 2006, Frances’s 
former business, Easy Being Green, gave 
away 250,000 energy-efficient  bulbs, 
 amounting to 1 per cent of new trade-
able carbon on world markets that year. 
‘That is a fi gure that got to me,’ he recalls. 
‘So I go to Davos. I hear [climate change 
report author] Nick Stern saying we’ve 
got to act quickly but everyone’s saying 
“We do it with renewables and probably 

nuclear” – but that’s 20 years away.’  His 
breakthrough came when he sen sed 
his work was done in New South Wales 
and  it was time to go global. He sold his 
stake in the Australian fi rm to his part-
ner.  It turned out to be the partner who 
had taken a bigger risk by not following 
Frances, because the  fi rm subsequently 
fell into fi nancial diffi  cult ies. 

Once  it has achieved a mass roll-out 
of energy-saving bulbs, Cool NRG will 
move to insulation and solar power. His 
fl atly structured business, in which the 
14 other employees  hold a 20 per cent 
stake, stands to gain huge revenue. This 
year , Cool NRG is on track to turn over 
£200m. As he develops the market, rev-
enue  could grow exponentially. 

‘Our job is to take extraordinary risks,’ 

The colour 
of money
 just got 
greener

Bright spark: Nic Frances has recently set a world record in distributing energy-effi  cient lightbulbs.

The only way to save the planet is to help big 
business to make a profi t from it, the founder of 
eco-dealmaker Cool NRG tells Nick Mathiason 
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he says. ‘To – as much as we
above our weight, to create markets that
are profi table that for
their game to a carbon-focused w
because there’s obviously money in it.

‘Stimulate the market, sho
there’s a profi 
stream] will follow. It doesn’t matter
whe 
they should or because it’s profi table. 
don’t care. It’s action on climate change.
If we left that to the not-for-profi t 
we’d do 1 per cent. We
– and tomorrow, please. And the mark
is the only place that touches 90 per cent.
Now, are you ready for the champagne?’

It is an offer that’s hard to refuse.
These days
turned down.
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‘It doesn’t matter if 
companies do it 
because they think it’s 
profi table. I don’t care’

“

Cinemas 
came to be 
for me what 
pubs were 
to boozers
Philip 
French on 
his lifetime 
love aff air 
with fi lm
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