Presidents of
the Board of Trade

Summary

The Board of Trade is a Committee of the Privy Council.

The Board was supported by a team of civil servants and this over time grew into a
major government department which was also known as the Board of Trade. Here
is a view outside its Whitehall offices in 1842.

Some of the responsibilities of the Board of Trade were over the years spun off
into other departments such as Transport.

The Board of Trade, as a departmental name, met its end in 1970 when Prime
Minister Edward Heath decided to merge it with the Ministry of Technology to
create the Department of Trade and Industry. This new department was headed
by a Secretary of State. Itis currently known as the Department for Business and
Trade.

The Board itself (i.e. the Privy Council Committee) became inactive in the 1800s
but it was never formally abolished. The first Secretary of State for Trade and



Industry, and all his successors, have therefore simultaneously been appointed
President of the Board of Trade, and some have used the title from time to time.

Various Secretaries of State have, since the Brexit referendum in 2016, appointed a
number of informal and advisory 'Boards of Trade' but they have no statutory or
other authority and should not be confused with the Privy Council Committee
which (although inactive) still exists.

Membership

This note was prepared by the Department of Trade and Industry’s legal
department in 1992.

The Board of Trade is a Committee of the Privy Council and was
set up to relieve the Privy Council of the task of dealing
with merchants' complaints and of protecting our overseas
interests. The first Committee was set up in 1622 and was
reconstituted and renamed a number of times in the 17th and
18th centuries.

The current membership of the Board of Trade was established
by an Order in Council dated 23 August 1786. The membership
was declared to be as follows:

The Lord Archbishop of Canterbury

The First Lord Commissioner of the Treasury

The First Lord Commissioner of the Admiralty

His Majesty's Principal Secretaries of State

The Chancellor and Under Treasurer of the Exchequer
The Speaker of the House of Commons

The Chancellor of the Duchy of Lancaster

The Paymaster General

The Treasurer of His Majesty's Navy

The Master of His Majesty's Mint

The Irish equivalent of certain of the above

and certain others, including the Master of the Rolls.

The first President of the Board of Trade was Lord Hawkesbury,
then Chancellor of the Duchy of Lancaster.

Note that the Prime Minister is a member of the Board of Trade as he or she is
also First Lord Commissioner of the Treasury.

The quorum is one — i.e. the President.

Meetings

Before 19806, the Board of Trade last met formally in 1850. It then metin 1986 to
celebrate its bi-centenary.



This painting, by Thomas Rowlandson, portrays "'The President's Room' in 1809.

Winston Churchill, when Chancellor, was asked how often the Archbishop of
Canterbury had attended meetings of the Board of Trade. He is said to have
replied that "Save for the President himself, no member of the Board has been
more assiduous in his attendance than his Grace the Archbishop".

There have in recent years been informal meetings of around 15 advisers which
Secretaries of State have referred to as ‘Boards of Trade’ - but these bodies should
not be confused with the real thing. Rather confusingly, some other Secretaries of
State have been named in the list of those 'advisers' despite the fact that they were
already full members of the real Board.

Presidents

All modern Presidents ate also appointed Secretary of State for Business and/or
Trade and/or International Trade. They have, however, with one exception, still
been generally addressed as ‘Secretary of State’. The one exception was Michael
Heseltine (1992-95) who was always referred to as President.

Liam Fox, Secretary of State for International Trade from 2016, used the
‘President’ title only occasionally. The Board was then ‘revived as an advisory
body’ by in 2017 ‘to attract more inward investment to the UK and boost exports’.
Dr Fox appointed several “advisers to the Board of Trade” and began a number of
‘quarterly’ (but in practice less frequent) meetings around the UK beginning in
Bristol in October 2017.



Dr Fox's successors have maintained the advisory board and continued its
occasional meetings. These boards began submitting advisory reports from March

2021.

Kemi Badenoch, for instance, relaunched the Board in August 2023 to focus
specifically on exports. "Advisers to the Board act as external champions of UK
trade and promote and advocate UK economic interests. They are senior leaders
with a wealth of expertise and years of experience in business, trade, exporting
and/or the politics of trade and exporting." There were 25 advisers; 9 ministers
and 16 others.

Trade Departments

1970- Department of Trade and Industry (DTT)

1974- Department of Trade (separate from Department of Industry)

1983- Department of Trade and Industry
(A 2005 rebranding as #he Department of Productivity, Energy and Industry
(PENIS ?) was quickly abandoned.)

2007- Department for Business, Enterprise and Regulatory Reform (BERR)
(note the disappearance of the word "Trade')

2009- Department for Business, Innovation and Skills (BIS)

2016- Department for International Trade (separate from Department for Business,
Energy and Industrial Strategy (BELS)
The word "Trade' reappears after the 2016 Brexit referendum.

2023- Department for Business and Trade

More Detail
Attached are:
1. My own (slightly tongue-in-cheek) 1992 letter confirming the Prime
Minister's agreement that Michael Heseltine would be known as President.
2. A detailed history of the Board complied in 1966.

Notes

Trade has always been a very important policy area. As long ago as the 1600s,
British Monarchs appointed ministers such as Lords of Trade and Plantations.

There is a detailed history of the Board of Trade in Susan Foreman's Shoes and Ships
and Sealing Wax (ISBN 0 11 513825 0).

This was a 19" Century emergency service in Whitehaven Harbout.
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The Rt Hon Michael Heseltine
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The Oval Office

Department of
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Direct line
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It was good of you to confirm that Mr Heseltine has been
appointed, and will be known as, "President of the Board of
Trade".

From the list of Board members (attached) you will see that
the First Lord of the Treasury, the Chancellor of the
Exchequer, and almost all other members of the Cabinet, now
report to Mr Heseltine. Indeed, the only Cabinet member who
appears not to be on the Board of Trade is the Minister of
Agriculture. As policy toward the GATT clearly falls to be
determined by the Board of Trade, this should ensure that
agricultural aspects of this issue will receive the attention
which they deserve.

No doubt Tim Sutton will stand ready to advise in due course
on the procedure for dismissing and replacing members of
Mr Heseltine's team.

I shall unfortunately have little opportunity to practise
saying "Yes President" instead of '"Yes Secretary of State" as
I am being succeeded by Peter Smith from Wednesday 22 April.

I should therefore like to take this opportunity to thank you,
your colleagues at No 10 and copy recipients for your
unfailing good humour over the last couple of years as we have
tackled interesting and varied issues from superguns to
bananas.

I am copying this to the Private Secretaries to members of the
Board of Trade and also to David Rossington and
Juliet Wheldon.

\/Mﬁt(jf

MARTIN STANLEY
Principal Private Secretary PE4085



——n s oo i Sememe e o ..

i

.<The reason for tho original establishment of such a committee
" was the .necessity o6f relieving the Privy Council of the task

of dealing with merchants' complaints and of protecting

:'exiatéd throughout the greater part of the period from 1622

Trade and Plantations in 1696 and this new body did not differ

. stituted by Cromwell and Charles II but there was a new and b

"“enlarged reference and tinancialhreaources were greatly increased.

. authority such as a Secretary of State.

that of being kept informed, either before or after the event, l
" of what yaased through the office of the Secretary of State, .

was uccentuated by the incapacity of Lord Monson,. ites President.

© on plantation matters. He failed in both these endeavours dut

The Board of Trade

Origin and Development of the Board of Trade

1. The Board of Trade is nov and throughout its history has

been an emanation from or a committee of the Privy Council. !

‘England's ovefaea& interests., A succession of committees

to the time of the Civil War. . There followed separate
committees which had at least some continuity of membership
and staff, and a tradition of policy was built up. This. was
continued by the body establiahed by William III &55=5509).
The King revived the all but defunct Lords Commissionera for

matérially from the Councils for Trade and Plantations con-

However, the new body (whith historisns call a Board) had a
constitution similar to those of the earlier committees and like
its predecessors it was intended to be advisory rather than
nﬁniniatrative,‘nndAexecutivo force could only be given to its
recommendations through the 1nstrumenta11ty of some other

2. By 17}0 practically all that remained of its rights was

!
v

Between 1737 and 1747 the parnlyaia of the Board's activities

The prestige of the Board was restored by his successor,

Lord Halifax, wh: ﬁried, unsuccesstnl;y, to stipulate that as
President he should be a third Secretary of State or that he
should be a member of the Cabinet with direct access to the King

an order in Council wae made in 1752 relating to power to nominate

¢ g




pd correspond with Colonial Officers. It was also 'agreed that
Board papers could be sent to the King through either Secretary
of State and that Halifax could be present at Cabinet meetings.
The enhnm;ecll powers of the Board under the Order of 1752 related
sololy. to the plantation side of ite functions which over-
. shadowed its work as general supervisor of trade., Im 1779
. _Bdmund Burke presented to the House of Commons a bill .to abolish
" the Board but it was not until 11th July 1782 that it was
- extinguished - the Civil List and Secret Service Money Act,1782.
' Thie Act (page 351 Statutes at Largs) refers to an
' "Establishment commonly called the Board of Trade and . _
" Plantations" and by the Act this and the offices "shall be, and
' are hereby utteriy suﬁpre’saed and taken away", The duties and
powers of the suppressed Board were divided detween the
Becretary of State for the. Bone Department and the Privy Councu.
. A new Committee on Trade and Iflantations was establ’ished
"f.'-sth March 178 and the term "Board of Trade" was.used to descride
1t . about that time. /of. also Harbours and Passing Tolls Act, -
' 1861 and Interpretation Act; 1889, post/. : B
'3. - William Pitt desired to strengthen the COmutteo ] poaiuon

,.and a new Board of Trade was constituted.dy Qrder 13 Couneil

4 ted 2}rd August, 1786, The full ‘text of the Order is as

. follows: = : " ® E 5
o g “At the Court ot Bt. J’uel s, the 23rd Augult, 1766. .
‘...« Present: Te FCL. et A

A

j ! "The King's Most xxeeuent Majesty”
- Archbishop of Canterbury gt " " ..",'_-._
e " Lord Steward ' A e
.','."'-'-' ©  Duke of Montagu ' '
V Marquis of Carmarthen . * °'
" Lord Chamberlain
* Earl of Clarendon
o P LB Earl of Courtown = . . . ¢
: Lord Amherst ' ‘
Lord Sydney . . - .
Lord Hawkesbury . -

i .2;




s '811‘ Geo. Yonge, Bart.
Ro) ur, Pitt
W.\;. Grenville, Esq, .
His Majesty 1-3 this day pleased to revoke his Order‘.
in Council, bearing the date the 5th day of March, 1784,s
appointing a 'COnitteo of Privy Council for the considera-
tion of all matters relating to trade and foreign
plnntations, and to declare the said Comttoe diesolved.
. _'And His Majesty is pleaced at the same tino to appoint a
.. new Conmittee of Privy Council for the business above
‘ *. mentioned, and to declaie that =
VST e con KeenuaANoR: oF OaReEIRET,
--. - The First Lord (}omissioner of the Treasury,
. The Pirst Lord Commissioner of the Admiralty,
His.lajesty's Principal Secretaries of State,
The Chancellor and und_er Treasurer of the Exchequer,
; ; and
‘ The 8peaker of the House of Commons, :
" should be members of the uid.Comittee. " B
And that such of the Lorda of His lhjoat: 8 l[o.t
: Honourable Privy Council as shall hold any of the

following offices, vis.: ' S N

L. "7 The Chancellor of the Duoh.y of I.o.nontcx', L8 s

-

L tha
e F '.l‘he Paymaster or Paymasters General of Bi. lhjeoty s

Hf.‘:h o - Porces :
" "’ The Treasurer of His Majesty's Navy, and . L
7 dme Master of His Majesty's Mint, o
.":-,‘ i ohould be menbers of the said COnnittoe. _ -

And His Majesty is at the same time pleased to order. .
' that the Speaker of the House of Commons of Ireland, and

such persons as shall hold offices in His Majesty's Kingdom
""" "of Ireland and shall be members of His Majesty's most -
: Honourablo Privy Council in this xingdon, should also De

-~

membore of the said Committee,

~ And His Majesty is further pleased to order that =

" s

Yl . m M.

.




H

Lord Fredérick Campbell,

-0 Robert, Lord Bishop of London,

Lord Grantley,
Sir Lloyd Kenyon, Master of the Rollo,
The Honourablo Thomas Harley, °

" The Honourable 8ir Joseph Yorke, K,B,.
Sir John Goodriche, Bart.
William Eden, Esq.,
James Grenville, saq., and .

* Thomas Orde, Beq.,

l , J should aleo be members of the said Gommittee.

. And His Majesty is hereby further pleased to oprder
_.that_the Right Honourable Lord Hawkesbury, Chancellor of
the Duchy of Lancaster, and in his absence the Right
‘Honourable ?1111an'!;ndhan Grenville, be President of the

said Committee," .
This etill continues in rorce as the fundanental instrument

' from which the Board derives 1tu general authority as_the

." Department concerned with trade-though many of its’ present

duties and powers have been expressly 1npo-ed or authorieed by

subsequznt Acts of Parliament.

'h. The Board as constituted in 1766 conaistu of the President

" and the holders of the offices speciried in the Order. "THe

Board never meets in fact, and for all practical purposes the
President is the Board of Trade and is the responsidle political
head" Zﬁilubugy'. "Laws .of England®, Vol.7 (1954) p.u21,7

' ‘Historically, it is doudtful if the collective activities of %he

Board of Trade as a deliberative Committee ever really recoversd
from the prolongedlinternuption caused by the Napoleonic Wars,

. The greater part of the business continued to be performed by

the President and Vice-President, but by this time the collective
functions of the Board were fast becoming obsolete. The last

recorded full meebing was on ?Srd December, 1850, . An Act‘or

.'1817, 57 Geo.3, -¢.66, (page 245 Statutes at Large) describes -

itself as "an Act to amend an Act of the twenty second year of
his present Majesty é?he 1782 Ac;? for eubpresuing or

-l
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A D
{geguihting Eertain Offices therein mentioned, so far as it
relateg to the Board of Trade ........". A salary not
exceeding £2,000 was payable to the Vice-President but the
 office was not tq be deemed a new office. In 1867 by

.30 & 31 Vict. ¢.72, (page 824 Statutes at Large) the Office of
. ¥ice-President of the Board of Trade was abolished and Fhere
vas suyafitutéd therefor a Parliamentary Secretary.. A °
_Permanent Secretary was also appvinted in that yeur;
5. It has been sald ?h}t "to all intents and purposes the
-Preeident ie the Board of frgde".' Up to 1867 the Vice-
“‘President was a second "live member", He was not expressly
7 subordinated to the Preeident and.deputised for him during

. absence, At other times, presumably, he possessed the ordinary

. powers of @ member of the Board, However, his exact position

and relationehipAto the President and Secretariat formed the

gubject of numerous departmental minutes and memoranda, These

 ambiguities disappeared in 1867 with the abolition of the Office

! ';or v1ce-Prgsidegt and there are no ambiguities aboyt the status
of the Parliamentary Secretary or those of the Permanent
Becretariei. They are not‘lemberi of the Board and are
}esponsiﬁle to the President who alone is their chief, The

f relations between the Pre;ident and Permanent Secretaries do not
differ in practice from those which obt;in between tbo respon-

sible Ministers and the chief officials of other Departments of

~ State, ' It has been said that notwithstanding the title of the

. Preei&ent, his peruona;.;uthority'over his Department is in

- practice quite a8 direct and complete as that exercised by a '

' Becretary of State or éihcr Kinister, ' .
.._6. The Board's comprehensive mandate to deal with all matteru.
relating to trade is not based on any Act of Parliament but on
the terms of the Order in Council of 1786. Up to about forty
yeara'ago all important acts of the Board including appointmenti
of officials and of ﬁemberu o; committees purported to be done
at a meeting of the Committee of the Council held at the

" Council Chamber, Whitehall., The President was the only member

present, This leads, inevitably, to the notion of a quorum of




- of the Preaident of the Boa.rd or Trade was argued at length

& i |the Board of Trade. Owing to lack or further documentation it

vie
hd
a

-
db

-
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“wpe 18 indicated in the text), what was the nature of the allegation

(ne, namely the President, which, if feasible legally, would
afford a comparatively eimple solution to various problems
including that of delegation. _There are references f; thip
idea, _ . i

(1) In the introduction to “A Short Survey of the Board of
._ Trade" (1959) the following words are used = “A President of
atho Board of Trade observed a few years ago that it worked

" *very well with a quorum of one' and that he would not like to

.'dieturb that arrangement'," ’

(2) Surprisingly, the notion or a one man quorum in the per.oa

by Mr. W, S. Morrison, M.P. (as he then was) as Counsel at
¥imbledon Magistrates' Court.in Surrey County Council v.
3 A, Charles Ltd, (January 18th 1933)., The full argument appears

asﬁppendix HA" to this Memorandum and Appendix'®'consists of
“wolifor “the sotios
. a statement by Mr, R.B. Wo ’{or the 8011c1tor 8 Department of

is not posaible. to say why such argument was ne_ceuai-y (save as

- !
against the defendant or what decision was reached by the court,

There _1- nothing in "The Times" _newspap.or _or the day.
(3) Hensard H.C. 1950-51 Vol. 487 pp. 2138, 2139,
"Board of 'rrgdg . - .
!r. LangfoYd-Holt asked the Pralident of the Board or Trade or
" what persone ths Board ot Trade 1- composed; and on what date
. 1t is last recorded that it met, ) ,

r

8ir H. Shawcross: I must apologiu for the length of this answer.
The Board is a Committes of the Privy Couneil for Trade and i
Foreign Plantajions, appointed by Order in Council of
, 23rd August, 17;6. "i'he members of that. committ:ee appointed by
" that Order ‘in Council were as follows: '
[Fhey were named at length by Sir Hartley/

The .present members of the Board of Trade are the President

-

and the holders, if members of the Privy Council, of such of the

offices referred to as still exist, The last recorded meeting

-6~




of the Board, as a collective entity, was on 23rd December, 185(
i:t I must refer the hon. Member to the answer given by the
right hon., Gentleman - the then President of the Board of Trade
on 15th March, 1901, when he aaid:.

'The Board of Trade does not meet. The quorum

' consists of one person - myself',

- Mr, LangfoXd-Holt: Is the right ﬁon. and fearned Gentleman aware
that a predecessor of his in 1923 replied that there was no
record of the Board of Trade ever having met? Can he tell the
House what future is contemplated for this distinguished body?

Sir H, Shawcross: I am considering the possibility of calling

. a meeting of the Board specially in connection with the

Festival of Britain."

st &xgns% 1a6b6



