
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.  It is 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. 

 
 
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 1986, the Board of Trade last met formally in 1850.  It then met in 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 are 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  (DTI) 
1974- Department of Trade (separate from Department of Industry) 
1983- Department of Trade and Industry 

(A 2005 rebranding as the 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  (BEIS) 
 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 19th Century emergency service in Whitehaven Harbour. 
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