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It is a happy coincidence that I should find myself President of The Electrical 
Distributors’ Association at the celebration of its Centenary - almost one hundred 
years after BEMCO joined twenty-four other wholesalers to become the first 
members of the then named Electrical Wholesalers’ Federation.

From the start, the EWF set out to become a unifying element in a fledgling market 
that had already seen the formation of trade organisations to represent the interests 
of manufacturers and installers.

While the inter-war years saw the proliferation of local, family-owned wholesalers 
coming into the building trades distribution sector, the period since the Second 
World War has been one of consolidation.

National wholesalers have emerged and established their position through 
acquisition and organic growth and independent wholesalers have moved into 
Buying Groups in order to protect their competitiveness.

The membership of the EWF waxed and waned until, in 1998, it was decided  
that a re-branding exercise was in order. The purpose and methods of the 
organisation were put under the microscope, refocused and the Electrical 
Distributors’ Association was born.

Services, which now include Business Forums, networking events and an industry 
leading staff training programme, have all contributed to delivering a membership 
that stands at an all time high.

This is a proud moment to be part of an Association that has successfully weathered 
such a turbulent century. I commend all those who have played their part.  

Simon barkes 
President – Electrical Distributors Association, 2014

from the President

2 .



3 .



how did electrical wholesaling come about?

It all started in the 1880’s, when a German immigrant, Gustav Binswanger  
(later Gustav Byng), established an electrical wholesale business, G. Binswanger  
and Company, in London. In 1886, a fellow immigrant, Hugo Hirsch (later Sir Hugo 
Hirst), joined Byng. This small business found early success with its innovative 
method of supplying to the trade a range of electrical products over the counter. 

Not stopping there, the company acquired its first factory in Salford, manufacturing 
telephones, electric bells, ceiling roses and switches. In 1889, the business was 
incorporated as a private company known as the General Electric Company Ltd. 

So, not only did this pair of entrepreneurs create the first known UK electrical 
wholesale enterprise, but laid the foundations for an electrical empire which was a 
dominating force throughout the industry for decades to come.

The need for local availability and swift supply of electrical products and equipment 
grew apace. Industries of all kinds began to use electricity in their factories, mines 
and shipyards. Electrical contractors and retailers emerged to service the needs of 
industry, commerce and domestic markets.

One vital link was missing from the supply chain. A merchant was needed who 
could buy in quantity from the manufacturer, house the goods and make them 
available locally, over the counter, or for delivery to the customer. Interest in this 
role came from a wide variety of professions and trades. Electrical engineers, 
electricians, engineers, distributors of gas tubing, mantles and glassware saw 
profitable opportunities in a new and exciting industry. They took up the challenge 
with enthusiasm. So, the electrical wholesaler was born. 

introduction

(Left) Gustav Binswanger (later Gustav Byng),
(Right) Hugo Hirsch (later Sir Hugo Hirst)

Original logo for the General Electric 
Company, circa 1889
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It was February 1914. A European arms race fuelled fears of impending war. 
Typically, British politicians were divided on how to stop the race developing into a 
catastrophic European conflict. 

On 4 February 1914, unfazed by the approaching conflict, five men of vision  
sat down in the office of the British Electrical Equipment Co Ltd in Norfolk 
Street, Strand, london, to discuss the formation of an ‘electrical wholesale 
Protection Society’.

This was against a background of a fast growing electrical industry and the 
widespread emergence of electrical wholesalers (‘factors’) to service the needs 
of contractors and retailers as well as large and small users and the consumer. 
Competition between these companies was fierce (as it was with manufacturers 
who were dealing direct with trade, commerce and industry). What the wholesale 
trade lacked was unity and foresight.

Manufacturers had already formed powerful trade associations to further their 
interests and enforce their trading conditions on the industry as a whole. In 1901, 
electrical contractors had formed the ECA to represent their vital industry sector.

It had become apparent to leaders of a number of prominent electrical wholesaling 
companies that something had to be done to unite their diverse fellow distributors 
and to form an association strong enough to fight the corner for their members in 
the face of the dictates of the authoritarian manufacturing organisations. 

The enlightened men who put themselves forward to set up this association were:

f. Sumner-Smith ................................. b.e.e.co ltd
Mr. feld (sic) ........................................feld brothers
r.w. Smith .......................................... drake & Gorham
A.G. Beaver .........................................Sun Electric Co 
a.f. leslie ............................................. (asst. to Mr S-Smith,  acting hon. Sec.)

the seeds are soWn

The first meeting of the EWF took place 
in London in February 1914 and was 
attended by four companies. One of 
these was the Sun Electric Company 
which went through a number of 
takeovers becoming ITT Distributors and 
Senate and now Rexel.

“Our industry has 
changed beyond 
recognition over 
the last 100 years. 
Since our attendance 
at the inaugural 

meeting of the EWF, Rexel businesses 
have always played a part in helping 
to shape the electrical distribution 
market, whether serving on the board 
or participating in events. It gives us 
a forum to discuss our experiences, 
debate legislative and economic 
issues, and to share the responsibility 
of educating our staff and customers 
about energy efficient, sustainable 
product solutions and alternative 
energy sources, to create a brighter 
future for everyone.”

John hogan

Chief Executive Officer
rexel UK ltd.
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The aim of this new body was ‘to protect the interests of bona fide electrical 
wholesalers from any action or dispute between themselves, manufacturers  
and retailers.’ It would generally encourage and promote the interests of all bona 
fide wholesalers.

The Objects and Regulations were drawn up and agreed upon. The pressing task 
was to build up membership.

The Federation was to be managed by a committee, consisting of a Chairman,  
Vice-Chairman and eleven elected members. They would have the power to  
co-opt up to six members. (In this, the first year of the First World War, a  
committee member later apologised for his absence, as he had been called up to 
serve his country!)

the mission

Extract of original objectives

The minutes of the first 
meeting of the Federation, 
with Mr. Sumner-Smith in 

the chair. The first entry 
reads: “At a Preliminary 

Committee Meeting 
in connection with the 

formation of a Wholesale 
Protection Society...”
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EWF Presidential Chain of Office with 
engraved links for each of the EWF Presidents

after considerable discussion, the historic decision was 
made that the title of the new organisation should be  
The electrical wholesalers’ federation. 
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Following a mailing to prospective members, by May 1914, 25 companies had  
agreed to join and a General Meeting was called for 9th June, to take place in  
London. Rather loftily one might think, it had been agreed by the founding 
committee (all London based) that ‘there should be no distinction between London 
and country firms’.

In April, 1916, the design of an EWF badge was approved and supplies of an electro 
(precursor of the logo) were issued to members - free of charge - to use as an 
imprint on their letter-headings. 

In the meantime, the horrendous war continued unabated and wholesalers 
experienced difficulties in obtaining goods against a background of restricted 
supplies and the priority given to armament manufacture.

However, the committee continued actively to promote the interests of the  
new Federation. 

In 1917, the EWF leadership congratulated themselves on the recognition of the 
association by the industry ‘as a responsible organised body representing strong 
interests in the electrical trade’. 

the search for  
neW members

Early federation members  
Top (L-R): Mr. F.C. Barnett, Mr. G.O. Donovan, Mr. H.H. Berry

Bottom (L-R): Mr. J. Altman, Mr. S. Rose, Mr. W. Donovan

The electro (above) was 
provided free to members to 
enable them to create an imprint 
of the EWF marque
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Membership at this stage remained a disappointing twenty-five, nine of these being 
in London. However, more companies were soon to join in Scotland, the North 
East, Leeds, Liverpool, Salford, Sheffield, Nottingham, Midlands and South Wales.  
The Committee asked for the wholehearted support of existing members to 
recruit new entrants so that the Federation could be seen to represent a large 
proportion of the electrical wholesale trade.

A group of wholesalers in Newcastle had considered setting up their own association 
but, after earnest deliberation, decided to join the EWF.  They exerted a powerful 
influence on the Federation, providing a number of Presidents over the years and 
encouraging the formation of Sections in Scotland and the North.

In April 1918, anticipating the end of hostilities against Germany, fears were 
expressed that, post-war, manufacturers might attempt to cut out wholesalers. 
This resulted in the improbable suggestion that the Federation should consider 
setting up its own factory to manufacture accessories. The idea faded into oblivion. 
However, the proposal that collective buying should be discussed took fifty years 
to be re-examined. 

Extract from the original Register 
of Members showing company 
details, date of election and 
annual subscription

Sloan Electric Company of London was one of the 
first companies to join the newly formed Federation. 
It was elected as a member in 1915 and paid an 
annual subscription of £30! This company is now 
part of Edmundson Electrical Ltd a major supporter 
of the EDA. 

As with many things in life, the 
more you put into something 
the more you derive from it.  
Edmundson Electrical is heavily 
involved in all aspects of 
the EDA from the Board of 

Management to Training, Forums, Networking 
Events and the EUEW. Our participation in these 
activities has brought major benefits to our 
business and employees over the many years of 
our continuous membership of the EWF and 
the EDA.”

Gordon Love
Managing director

edmundson electrical
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By 1920, the consolidation process was well on the way. The Federation’s  
advertising campaign had been effective. Most manufacturers and their associations 
recognised the organisation as a legitimate industry body. In addition, the ECA was 
keen to co-operate with it.

It was in the same year that it was agreed to give ‘substantial support annually’ to 
the then Electrical Trades Benevolent Institution. This close involvement with what 
became the EIBA (now Electrical Industries Charity) continues to this day.

consolidation and 
recognition

In 1920, it was agreed to give ‘substantial support annually’ to the then Electrical Trades 
Benevolent Institution, later EIBA, then EEIBA and now Electrical Industries Charity. This 
strong support continues to this day.

“From the 1920’s to the present day, the EDA has been 
closely associated with the Electrical Industries Charity, in all its 
incarnations. We are grateful for the unfailing support of EDA 
members who have given so generously over 10 decades, allowing 
the charity to continue its work supporting all people in the 
electrical industries through life’s challenges.”

Pauline cooke

Executive Group HR Manager, RWE Npower plc,
President, electrical industries charity

By 1920, other electrical industry organisations recognised the EWF as a legitimate body and one of these 
was the ECA which was very keen to co-operate with the young Association. 

“I am delighted to see the EDA celebrating their centenary as they play such an 
important role in the electrical industry’s supply chain, effectively providing a bridge 
between the innovative products provided by manufacturers, and the contractors that 
constantly strive to provide innovative solutions for clients and consumers alike.” 

Steve Bratt
Chief Executive Officer

electrical contractors’ association (eca)
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were invited to the annual dinner for the first time. 

Chief Executive Officer, Prysmian Group UK
President of BCA 

& Chair of Approved Cables Initiative

In 1922, for the first time, the EWF invited representatives of the electrical press, 

and, in the case of some, a positive self-denying sacrifice for the benefit of their 

of the electricity industry. The EWF played a leading role in fighting to ensure that 

sweetness and light within the Federation ranks. In 1928, George Beaver headed a 
prominent group of founder members in a move away from the Federation. They 

of ELMA, which today has evolved to the LIA. In 

dinner. Discussions with LIA continue today and the 

of EDA’s lighting training modules. 

Alasdair McRury
Managing Director European Operations

Holophane Europe Ltd
President of the LIA



An important group in the early history of 

the Federation was the Cable Manufacturer’s 

Association (CMA), forerunner of the British Cable 

Association (BCA) and in 1922 representatives 

were invited to the annual dinner for the first time. 

“the british cables association 

(bca), as representative of UK 

cable manufacturers, would like 

to congratulate the electrical 

Distributors’ association on 

reaching its centenary this year. 

Having been connected with the eDa for almost 

100 years, the bca recognises and values its 

hard work for, and dedication to, the electrical 

wholesale distribution industry.  We have always 

had an excellent working relationship with 

eDa’s member companies and the staff, and 

we thoroughly enjoy meeting them all socially. 

We look forward to our long and established 

relationship, as both the bca and approved 

cables initiative (aci) continuing,” 

Paul atkinson

Chief Executive Officer, Prysmian Group UK
President of BCA  

& Chair of Approved Cables Initiative

early meetings took place with the cable Makers association and the tungsten 
lamp association (forerunner of elMa). in the latter case, complicated discount 
structures and the intransigent attitude of the dominant manufacturers in this 
sector did not make for easy negotiation and were a constant source of aggravation 
for many years to come.

In 1922, for the first time, the EWF invited representatives of the electrical press, 
cMa, elMa and the eca to their annual Dinner, traditionally held in london after 
the agM. the numbers attending this event grew dramatically over the years and it 
became one of the highlights of the industry calendar.

at the agM, the president, H. bowden-How spoke somewhat emotionally of 
the transition of competitive wholesalers “from adversaries to members of an 
association in which we could sit around one common table for friendly conference 
and, in the case of some, a positive self-denying sacrifice for the benefit of their 
confreres and the trade in general”. a rousing sentiment, indeed!

Membership had grown to 75 by 1925, and the subject of the eligibility of associate 
Members raised its head again, only to fade into the mists of time.

the enactment of the electricity (supply) act in 1926 was a milestone in the history 
of the electricity industry. The EWF played a leading role in fighting to ensure that 
preferential terms given to municipal authorities did not exceed contractors’ 
quantity terms. close contact was maintained with kindred trade associations on 
this issue, and with both Houses of Parliament.

Despite bowden-How’s sanguine statement a few years previously, all was not 
sweetness and light within the Federation ranks. In 1928, George Beaver headed a 
prominent group of founder members in a move away from the Federation. They 
were unhappy with the lack of a constructive policy to deal with the constantly 
debated issue of price cutting. they formed a rival organisation, the electrical 
Merchants and Manufacturers association (e.M.M.a.). it was four years before they 
decided to wind up this body and return to the fold, the issue of price cutting 
unresolved. beaver was welcomed back and immediately re-elected to council, on 
which he served loyally for many years. He became a wartime President in 1941 
and 1942.

negotiations 
commence

Early in its history, the EWF held meetings with 

the Tungsten Lamp Association, the forerunner 

of ELMA, which today has evolved to the LIA. In 
1922 representatives were invited to their annual 

dinner. Discussions with LIA continue today and the 
Association has helped considerably in the creation 

of EDA’s lighting training modules. 

“like the switch and the 

light bulb, which have been 

inextricably linked for over 

100 years, the lia and eDa 

collaboration will be even more 

important in this new digital 

age. congratulations to the eDa as it celebrates 

its 100 year anniversary.” 

Alasdair McRury
Managing Director European Operations

Holophane Europe Ltd
President of the LIA
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In 1931, the Scottish Section invited Council and senior representatives of the CMA 
and ELMA to attend a meeting at Turnberry. The gathering was so successful that it 
became an annual function, involving the Scottish Section, Council and manufacturer 
guests. Its value and popularity has grown over the years. It has become a privilege 
of membership and another important landmark in the industry diary.

birth of the 
scottish function

Scottish Function, Turnberry,1951 Scottish Function,1964

In 1931, the Scottish Section invited the EWF Council and senior representatives of the CMA (now BCA) and 
ELMA (now LIA) to attend a meeting at Turnberry.  This hugely successful gathering, known as the Scottish 
Function, is now an important diary date in the annual electrical industry calendar. 

“I feel honoured to Chair the Scottish Section in the EDA’s Centenary Year. The 
Scottish Function traditionally has given the Scottish Members the opportunity to 
invite senior industry figures to a networking event that I know has helped develop 
many fantastic relationships over the years.” 

Gary Mason  

edmundson electrical ltd  

chairman – eda Scottish Section, 2014
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The Electricity Fair Trade Council was formed in 1933, helping to regularise the 
discount structure to the Supply Industry and, eventually, removing the much 
discussed threat to the status of the wholesaler.

The EWF has, throughout its existence, guided its members through the cyclical ebb 
and flow of the economy. The worldwide Great Depression of the thirties was the 
longest period of downturn ever experienced and its effects even outweigh those 
of the current recession. Attendance at meetings increased, no doubt because of 
the uncertain conditions of the times. Federation support for the EIBA was also 
greater than before in response to the growing demand for assistance.

‘The Boot’ the highly coveted trophy awarded to the 
participant who has made a noteworthy contribution to 
‘The Walk’, one of the highlights of the Scottish Function

The Men’s Golf Trophy, as well as  
the Ladies’, is fiercely contested at the 

Scottish Function. 
This EWF Trophy was first won jointly in 

1952 by J.S. Bunting and W.H. Swain.
Last Name on the trophy S.T. Bull 2005.  
A new trophy was introduced in 2006 

to take account of the new name of the 
Association and because there was no 

more room for engraving.
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The outbreak of the Second World War had an immediate effect on the 
Federation. The offices were moved out of central London to the calmer waters of  
Henley-on-Thames. The President, W.R. Gledson, a Territorial Officer, was 
immediately called up for service and his Vice President took over. However, it is 
recorded that Captain Gledson, in a gesture of true dedication, tore himself away 
from his fight with the Führer in order to attend the 1940 AGM. This was held in 
London, despite the hazardous conditions prevailing.

By this time, the Director and Assistant Director, two ex-Presidents, were  
fully occupied in dealing with the multiplicity of controls introduced by the  
wartime government.

The Federation was called upon to advise members on the administration of 
Purchase Tax, steel control prices and many other bureaucratic restrictions. It was 
acknowledged that wholesalers proved themselves invaluable to the government as 
a pivotal point in this tax collection task.

Between 7th September 1940 and 21st May 1941 there were major air raids on 
sixteen British cities. It was inevitable that many electrical wholesalers would suffer 
in these actions. More than twenty of them sustained damage to their premises 
during this phase of the Blitz, a number of buildings being completely destroyed.

Setting a long-lasting precedent, 1942 saw the introduction of a sliding  
subscription scale, according to turnover. This principle, although much re-jigged  
and inflation-proofed, has stood the test of time.

the second  
World War

Captain W.R. Gledson
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Sunco’s Tottenham Court Road branch before and after bombing

It was recorded that this period of the war ‘brought out the best amongst the 
membership’. On many occasions they came to the rescue of their fellows, lending 
them stock and, in some incidents, use of their warehouse space. 

In the case of Beaver’s company, Sunco, his Tottenham Court Road premises  
were devastated by a bomb landing in the road outside, taking out the entire 
frontage. The day after the explosion, the trade counter was functioning at the rear 
of the building.
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By the end of the war in 1945, membership had risen to 150. The Federation office 
returned to London and the staff were faced with the onerous task of dealing with 
the deregulation of the abundance of government controls. This was a complicated 
and detailed procedure and kept the Federation executives busy guiding members 
through its intricacies. Unusually, government departments recognised the valuable 
part that the EWF had played in this lengthy exercise.

Another important facet of Federation activities was created at this time, the 
exchange between members of statistical information. Hesitation over disclosure 
of confidential commercial information was prevalent and the procedure went 
through many changes in detail over the years. However, the practice has survived 
and flourishes to this day.

The electrical power industry in the United Kingdom was nationalised by the 
Electrical Industry Act 1947, when over 600 electric power companies were merged 
into twelve Area Boards. This raised fears amongst members that terms offered by 
manufacturers to this new and powerful body (as well as the National Coal Board, 
created in 1946) might preclude wholesalers from supplying them. However, this 
apprehension proved unfounded.

By 1949, the central administration was beginning to settle down after the disruption 
of the previous volatile years. Members, too, were recovering themselves and taking 
a fresh interest in Federation affairs. A record attendance had been registered at the 
1947 AGM and growth continued in the years ahead.

the second  
World War ends
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In January of that year, a significant event occurred, the publication of the first 
edition of “Electrical Wholesaler“. This quarterly publication was created and edited 
completely ‘in-house’ by the Director and his staff. It contained information on 
Federation activities and articles of interest. The journal was issued free to members 
and executives of allied associations, and it was available to non-members on 
subscription. Manufacturers were eager to advertise in the magazine, which proved 
to be a prestigious and profitable publicity tool for the Federation.
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The Fifties heralded many changes throughout the industry.

The growth of national wholesalers had commenced, a process which was to have 
a dramatic impact on the wholesale sector, the membership and income of the 
Federation. More on that subject later.

Suggestions from some sections that they should hold alternative gatherings to the 
well-established and popular Scottish Function did not find favour and were firmly 
rejected. This was, and is, a unique gathering and is sacrosanct! As has already been 
mentioned, the idea of publishing a Federation catalogue was also dismissed.

At this time, minutes of meetings were recorded in great detail. It was clear  
that personal and commercial rivalries surfaced frequently, as might be expected. 
A range of issues occupied the discussions: Membership criteria, association of 
members with contracting and retailing companies, manufacturers’ terms to large 
users, chain stores and electricity boards. Cable and lighting matters dominated the 
debates. The commodity committees and the Director were kept busy dealing with 
a variety of members’ concerns.

1950’s

The President, Mr JWE Rutherford, being congratulated on winning one 
of the golfing competitions as a runner-up – Gleneagles, 1950

WK Rennie, Scottish Section President speaking at Gleneagles, 1950

Scottish Function, Gleneagles, 1950

18.



abolition of resale Price Maintenance (rPM)

The Restrictive Trade Practices Act 1956 made it illegal for manufacturers to act in 
collusion jointly to maintain resale prices for their products to consumers.

This parliamentary enactment caused great confusion and trepidation throughout 
the whole industry and in the wider UK commercial world. Its consequences 
completely transformed the structure of retail trading and, amongst other things, 
seriously affected wholesaler involvement in the domestic appliance market.

The harmful consequences of the legislation required consultation and co-operation 
between all kindred trade associations. 

The Annual General meeting of 1956 was a lively and momentous one. The main 
topic was the cumulative effect of the abolition of RPM on trading in the high street. 
Multiple retailers of domestic appliances were becoming a serious threat to their 
smaller competitors and the wholesalers who supplied them. 

Closer to home, the opening in March 1961 of a Grandways store in Leeds was 
a warning to the industry of the threat posed by the abolition of Resale Price 
Maintenance. This event was referred to as “the first fully fledged serve-yourself 
discount store to open in this country”. It openly challenged the policy of RPM. (The 
Grandways chain sold everything from food to televisions. The group grew rapidly. 
The last site to open was Giant Grandways in 1990.)

It was also reported that a large Scottish grocery group was selling electrical 
appliances to the public on a cash and carry basis.

A telegram was sent to BEAMA, urgently requesting that this practice should be 
halted to protect the interests of wholesalers and their retail customers.

Extract from British Restrictive Trace Practices Act of 1956
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The European Union of Electrical Wholesalers (EUEW), was founded in Paris 
in 1955 on the initiative of the French, German, Dutch and Belgian wholesaler 
organisations. The formation of this body took place prior to the Treaty of Rome 
which was signed in 1957, creating the European Economic Community (EEC). 

In 1957, the EUEW invited the EWF to join its ranks. Members’ reaction to this was 
mixed. Being an island race, we do not participate in continental activities without 
great deliberation and debate. Vigorous discussion continued until 1960, when a 
number of leading members convinced the doubters that the invitation should be 
accepted. The EWF went on to play a prominent part in Union affairs.

Four EUEW Presidents have come from the UK over the years:

norman Sellers caselco ltd & reay electrical - 1967-1969

Gordon J. yardley newey & eyre -1981-1983

bryan barkes beMco - 1991-1993

Simon barkes beMco - 2003-2005

Original minutes from Annual General Meeting, 24th March 1960, showing the decision to join the EUEW

EUEW Conference 2000, Chester. 
EUEW Chairman, Jose Menendez 
(France) with Bob and Pauline 
Fawcett and Nigel and Pam Ellis 
plus another guest

eWf and euroPe

The EWF (now EDA) joined the EUEW shortly after its 
foundation in the late 1950’s and plays an active role in 
meetings and activities. It has hosted the EUEW’s annual 
conference on five occasions and has provided four presidents.

 “The long-term partnership with the 
EWF and EDA has been fundamental 
to the work of the European Union of 
Electrical Wholesalers. On behalf of the 
EUEW we congratulate you on your 
centenary year.”

Jens anderson

President eUew – 2013-2015
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Striking a different note, the Chairman of the Federation’s EIBA (now Electrical 
Industries Charity) committee, suggested that members should follow the lead of 
his company and introduce a staff deduction scheme of one penny per pound of 
net wages per week in aid of the charity. This idea was received well and a number 
of members set up the scheme in their companies.

This was the year in which the giant General Electric Company merged with Radio 
and Allied Industries. In 1963, Arnold (later Lord) Weinstock became Managing 
Director. He embarked on a programme of rejuvenation within GEC. In a drive for 
efficiency, he made cut-backs and implemented mergers injecting new growth into 
the company. 

(In the late 1960’s, he was to revolutionise the industry as GEC acquired Associated 
Electrical Industries (AEI) in 1967, which encompassed Metropolitan-Vickers, British 
Thomson-Houston (BTH), Edison Swan, Siemens Brothers, Hotpoint, W.T. Henley 
and Birlec. He also returned the company to its eighty-year old wholesaling roots 
by acquiring Walsall Conduits Ltd.

All this had a lasting effect on the British manufacturing industry and the 
electrical wholesaler.

Lord Arnold Weinstock
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All this had a lasting effect on the British manufacturing industry and the  
electrical wholesaler.

1960’s

Lord Arnold Weinstock
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The Federation chose Harrogate as the venue for its 50th Anniversary celebration 
conference. The memorable event was very well supported by the membership 
and was highly successful.

A revised subscription scale was devised, which took this state of affairs into account.

1964
the golden Jubilee year
of the eWf
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Striking a more practical note, the Inter-firm Comparison was up and running, as was 
the Sales Index. They functioned well and were a valuable addition to Federation 
statistical services. A new “Electrical Wholesaler” journal was conceived by the 
Publicity Committee and a publisher was appointed.

In this year of festivity, a more serious situation occupied the thoughts of Council. 
Over recent years, the pace of takeovers and mergers had grown apace. Many 
individual members had been acquired by the expanding national groups. This had 
reduced the number of independent members to such an extent that subscription 
income was falling. Something had to be done - and quickly.

23.



eWf 
catalogue 
launch

24.



A supporter of the EUEW returned from a General Assembly enthusiastically 
reporting on his conversations with officials about their standard catalogue. 
He quoted this discussion as one of the benefits of membership of the Union. 
Agreement was reached rapidly to go ahead with an EWF project, and a production 
team was formed from the membership ranks. A 224 page volume was planned. 
The publication would allow members to have a customised cover and a  
dedicated section to their own specification. The detailed and lengthy task of 
preparation commenced.

The Resale Prices Act 1966 consolidated its 1956 predecessor and, when passed, 
considered all resale price agreements to be against public interest unless proven 
otherwise. This threw the industry into even more confusion over its pricing policies. 
Despite the legislation, some manufacturers proposed to maintain RPM.

the start of the 
eWf catalogue
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In May 1965, the United Kingdom hosted the EUEW General Assembly for the first 
time, despite the lack of enthusiasm displayed by many members.

The EDA has hosted the annual EUEW Conference in the UK five times: 

• 1965 London

• 1974 Gleneagles

• 1988 Eastbourne

• 2000 Chester

• 2011 Edinburgh

the eueW in the uK

Conference photographs extracted from 
Electrical Wholesaler Magazine from July 1965

Extract from Electrical Wholesaler Magazine from July 1965
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Adding to a busy programme of activity, it was agreed to concentrate more effort 
on education and training. An apprenticeship scheme was introduced. This involved 
releasing staff to college and the award of a certificate.

aPPrenticeshiPs

Apprentices get hands-on product 
knowledge training as part of the 

EWF apprenticeship scheme

Extract from Electrical 
Wholesaler Magazine 1965
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A prophetic discussion took place in 1968. The suggestion that the Federation 
should involve itself in group purchasing had been mooted many times over the 
years. It was clearly an impractical proposition. However, it was suggested that, 
“There might be merit in individual members getting together privately to form 
their own buying groups.” It was known that very big groups could get additional 
discounts which gave them advantage.

A busy and productive decade was rounded off by a successful conference, involving 
manufacturers and industry allies.

In 1969, the Computer Application Committee announced an exciting and  
ground-breaking achievement. Coding of products was virtually complete, and had  
been accepted by the trade and incorporated in the Price Reporter Service. The 
first member would ‘go live’ with his sales ledger programme in the near future.
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The issue of national groups came to a head in October 1969. This was sparked 
off by the formation of the first consortium, created by a number of family-owned 
members who were anxious to retain control of their companies against the current 
background of takeovers by national organisations.

A Special General Meeting was called, ‘To consider and, if thought fit, to alter the 
subscription structure from 01/01/70, due to the continuing trend of grouping by 
members’. The decrease in subscription income caused by this development had 
created a budgetary crisis. 

Consultation with larger members had brought about agreement to raise the top 
level of the subscription scale on condition that the increase was spread over all 
subscription categories.

It was pointed out that, if group membership was sought by consortia, they would 
be restricted to one vote. If members wanted individual votes they would have to 
pay individual subscriptions. A telling point.

After much discussion, the increase was agreed.

financial crisis 
concentrates minds
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The Seventies found the Federation wrestling with change. Membership had 
decreased, and additional takeovers would further reduce the numbers. The feeling 
was that the limit of subscriptions had been reached. Income from other sources 
had to be sought.

A variety of initiatives was examined. The catalogue continued to be a valuable 
source of funds, the publisher of “Electrical Wholesaler” was persuaded to pay 
a royalty, as was the Conference organiser. A Group Insurance Scheme also 
contributed to the pot.

On the practical front, members were faced with the challenge of decimalisation, 
metrication and the colour coding of cables. The commodity codes being  
well-established, a number of companies were going ahead with their  
computer programmes.

Commercially, the supply of electrical goods to cash and carry outlets was causing 
concern. It was made clear that it was now illegal to do more than express 
disapproval to manufacturers.

At this time, it became apparent that drastic measures had to be taken at the centre 
if the Federation was to survive. 

A new Director and Secretary were engaged and immediately set about 
administrative re-organisation. New premises were found, staff reductions were 
made, but pay and conditions were improved for those who were retained. Within 
a year, efficient control of office management and expenses reduced costs and 
produced a welcome surplus of funds. 

1970’s
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An Editorial & Publicity Committee was formed in 1973. One of its priorities  
was to oversee the editorial content of “Electrical Wholesaler”, the official journal  
of the EWF.  This was a challenging task, as the quality of editors varied over the  
years. One, a somewhat eccentric individual had many lapses in journalistic quality and 
accuracy. A Scotsman, he relished attending the Scottish Function. On one occasion, 
onlookers watched with fascination and horror as his energetic performance of a 
reel caused his trousers to descend slowly beyond the level of decency.

Another occupant of the editorial chair set out to be a hard-hitting and challenging 
journalist, frequently attacking industry bodies with whom the Federation was 
aiming to foster closer relations. Anticipating the likely reaction of the committee, 
he would invariably arrive at a meeting armed with the drafts of two leading articles 
in the certain knowledge that his first, the controversial one, would be rejected 
out of hand, only to be replaced by the second. Meetings with him tended to be 
interesting and lively ones.
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Additional Income was provided by the publication of the Year Book, containing 
details of members and their branches, kindred organisations, articles of topical 
interest and, of course, advertising. This prestigious and practical publication remains 
a key industry reference document.

32.

On 31 March 1974, Purchase Tax, introduced at the beginning of the Second World 
War, was replaced by Value Added Tax. VAT was originally a French idea, started 
in the 1950’s. The tax was established in the UK when it joined the European 
Economic Community. 

In the early days it was at a relatively low level of no more than 10%, with the 
exception of petrol and – briefly – electrical appliances. These were deemed to 
be luxuries in the days before Britain struck North Sea oil. They were subject to a 
25% rate. Naturally, this was not welcome news in the domestic appliance business. 
However, in Margaret Thatcher’s first term in office, the luxury rate was scrapped 
and merged into a higher standard rate of 15%, (In 1978, VAT relief on bad debts 
was granted.)

 A major problem faced by the industry in the 1970’s was inflation. This began in late 
1972 and did not end until the early 1980’s. It averaged 13pc and hit 25pc in 1975. 
This created nightmares for anyone involved in buying and selling.
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War, was replaced by Value Added Tax. VAT was originally a French idea, started 
in the 1950’s. The tax was established in the UK when it joined the European 
Economic Community. 

In the early days it was at a relatively low level of no more than 10%, with the 
exception of petrol and – briefly – electrical appliances. These were deemed to 
be luxuries in the days before Britain struck North Sea oil. They were subject to a 
25% rate. Naturally, this was not welcome news in the domestic appliance business. 
However, in Margaret Thatcher’s first term in office, the luxury rate was scrapped 
and merged into a higher standard rate of 15%, (In 1978, VAT relief on bad debts 
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 A major problem faced by the industry in the 1970’s was inflation. This began in late 
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This created nightmares for anyone involved in buying and selling.

tax and inflation
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At this time, another new subscription structure was introduced to account for 
inflation. The top turnover level was set at £270 million plus.

The growth of purchasing groups threw up a number of anomalies and hindered 
their recognition within the Federation structure. Non-Federation members within 
a consortium posed a problem and meetings were held at this time with the CEOs 
of those organisations. After much discussion, it was agreed that consortia would be 
offered a form of membership if they had 100% membership of the EWF.

Texas Homecare was established in 1972. It revolutionised the UK retail market, with 
the introduction of the ‘DIY shed’. The growth of this ground-breaking method of 
trading developed rapidly and wholesalers regarded with trepidation the prospect 
of losing valuable small contractor business to these large warehouse outlets. 
At the same time, the growth of the ‘corner shop wholesaler’ was also causing 
concern. However, over the years, the membership survived this competition and 
wholesalers’ trade counters still remain busy, professional and productive outlets.

Product Knowledge Workbooks were introduced for staff training in 1978.  
The setting up costs were paid and an advance grant towards production costs was 
made by the DITB. Business Education Council courses in Distribution were put on 
a par with other qualifications in business education in order to broaden the appeal 
of distribution as a career.

It was recorded that the 1979 EWF conference was a great success. More than 500 
delegates attended and the introduction of manufacturers’ discussion booths had 
worked well. 

“BEAMA and the EDA 
have been working 
together for many decades. 
Recent examples include 
providing detailed input 
to the technical accuracy 

of EDA training modules and continuing 
the tradition of exchanging views through 
senior BEAMA members meeting with the 
EDA Board to discuss issues, hot topics and 
future opportunities. This parallels the close 
relationships between EDA’s members and 
BEAMA’s manufacturers who work closely 
together to provide outstanding products 
and service to their common customers.”

rodney Turtle

President

british electrotechnical and allied 

Manufacturers’ association (beaMa)
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When the EWF was founded in the early part of the 20th century, one of the first 
battles to be fought was with the dominant lamp manufacturers. Lamps formed 
an important and competitive part of the wholesaler’s turnover and this grew 
throughout the ensuing decades of market development.

Following the Monopolies Commission’s second report in 1967, lamp manufacturers 
abandoned recommended retail prices and turned to net trade pricing. From this 
base, a variety of discounts was offered. The traditional high street electrical retailer 
suffered in the consequent battlefield situation. Non-traditional outlets, capable of 
high volume sales, squeezed their market share. From cash and carry operations, the 
business moved into the supermarket and DIY warehouse shelves. 

The UK manufacturing base was declining and importation from the United States, 
Europe and China was on the increase. At the same time, technological advances 
were being made in the design of low energy consumption lamps. The result was 
the introduction of the compact fluorescent lamp (CFL), a revolutionary light 
source which took some time to be accepted, but which is now commonplace in 
its infinite varieties. 

All this market activity, coupled with the movement of much electrical manufacturing 
from the UK, naturally concerned the electrical wholesaler and led to much intense 
discussion with suppliers.

the industry 
changes and the 
federation’s role  
is Questioned
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In March 1983, despite the on-going recession, more than 550 industry delegates 
attended the EWF Conference, “Progress with Profit”. This event was staged at the 
Kensington Exhibition Centre. Once more, the large manufacturers’ booths area 
effectively encouraged manufacturers and Federation delegates to mingle at the 
opening reception and during pauses in the programme.

Conscious of the need to promote the Federation to prospective members and the 
industry in general, a publicity document was published in 1983. Betty Boothroyd, 
MP (soon to become Speaker in the House of Commons) agreed to head the 
presentation ceremony. This was held on board the Thames riverboat ‘Nautica’, 
providing an opportunity for EWF members, the press and industry guests to 
socialise whilst gently cruising down the river. This was to be the precursor of the 
EDA’s Summer Event which was introduced for the first time in July 2000.

Despite all this activity, it became clear that the Federation needed to make changes 
in its objectives and organisation. A Policy Guidance Committee was formed to 
examine all aspects of the Association’s activities. The resignation of a major group 
member in 1986 further concentrated minds. (Another national group was to 
follow it later.)

The 1987 conference plans were set aside and economies introduced. 

During this period, the Standard Catalogue and the Year Book continued to provide 
funds for the depleted Federation coffers. Later, technology was to overtake its 
function and publication ceased.

1980’s

The first of the Association’s Summer Events was 
held on 12th July 2000. The EDA sailed up the 
Thames to Henley’s Temple Island with an assorted 
crew of wholesalers, manufacturers and the trade 
press. Once there, they mingled amicably in  
idyllic surroundings. 
(It is reassuring to note that, so far, not one guest has 
been lost overboard during EDA river cruises.)
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1990’s
time for change

During the early 1990’s, the subject of Manufacturer Affiliation had been raised. 
(This option had been considered during the first meetings of the EWF Committee 
in 1914!) A discussion document was produced and the idea was floated round 
the Sections, but was not received with great enthusiasm by all members. Despite 
this, consideration of the proposal continued. The entire industry had gone through 
many changes during the previous three decades. Ownership of both wholesalers 
and manufacturers had shifted towards the United States and Europe. 

Amalgamation of large companies had taken place in all sectors . Many historic 
names had vanished. Communications and IT technology had accelerated beyond 
every expectation.

The pace of life had quickened immeasurably and pressures increased.

All this contributed to the urgent need for the EWF to move into the 21st Century 
presenting a new, revitalized image.

By the late Nineties, a great deal of consultation having taken place, Council was 
ready to make a move towards this fresh start. A discussion document, “Blueprint 
for Change” was well received by the sections and was unanimously adopted at 
the AGM.

The two large wholesale groups who had left the fold in previous years had agreed 
to return in the light of the proposed transformation. Another hitherto hesitant 
national group was also expressing interest in the new body.

So, the scene was set for breaking the mould. The aim to modernise, streamline and 
strengthen the 85 year-old Federation was to result in a re-named, reorganised and 
comprehensively representative organisation.
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The electrical distributors association is born

The ‘New Look’ Board of Management of the EDA met on 22 June 1998. This small 
group of former Councillors, reinforced by fresh minds, would be responsible for 
seeing through the programme of radical changes that had been so carefully drawn 
up after much consultation, thought and discussion. 

Council and the Sections were to be replaced by the Board of Management. Minutes 
of Board Meetings would be brief and succinct and communication with members 
would be by quarterly reports rather than minutes.

Individual Board members assumed responsibility for Forums, Manufacturer 
Affiliation, Market Development, Events, Learning and Development, Catalogue, 
Communications, Finance and European Liaison. Learning and Development, in 
particular, would provide a foundation on which to build a stronger, better-qualified 
layer of potential management and attract young people to enter the industry.

Communications with members would be brought into the 21st century by more 
frequent use of fax and e-mail. A website was planned.

In early 1998, the EDA moved to offices in Tunbridge Wells, Kent.

Manufacturer Affiliation would be launched in 1999. A document outlining the scheme 
had already been prepared. The press were reacting to these changes with interest.

A new Sales Index was planned and support for this was growing amongst the 
membership. (Following its introduction, it was expected to represent 95% of 
members’ turnover by January, 2000.)

The good news was that the 1999 Catalogue achieved a record print order and 
made a significant contribution to the funds and the EUEW General Assembly, 
hosted by the UK in Chester, was considered to be, “the best yet”.

In the meantime, members were coping with the challenges presented by deflation, 
the continuing recession and pressure on margins. Keeping pace with the speed of 
technological advances in product development, communications and computer 
technology also tested their skills.

1998 
the eda is born

The new logo for the EDA
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MeMberS of The eda

neW century
fresh start
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The re-constructed Association entered the 21st century full of energy and 
enthusiasm. The planned changes went ahead swiftly. The first manufacturers to be 
approached all agreed to become Affiliated Members and others who had been 
approached were showing interest in joining the scheme. Communications in all 
directions were lively.

In its early days of change, one of the most valuable electrical industry documents 
was published, the EDA Key Contact Directory. This gives contact details of members 
of the EDA Board of Management, key executives of all EDA member companies, 
affiliated manufacturers and service suppliers. It combines with the EDA Year Book 
in providing important, much used publications.

affiliaTed MeMberS of The eda
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The new EDA website went live on schedule and has proved to be a valuable 
communications tool. Within a year of its inception, it was achieving 10,000 hits 
a month. The website provides a comprehensive access point not only to the 
Association’s services, but links to members, affiliate members and industry allies. 
Keeping up with modern techniques, the EDA even ‘tweets’ on Twitter. 

A further advance in regular publicity was introduced, when “Electrical Wholesaler” 
journal offered to include a regular EDA column in its monthly publication.

Despite difficult trading conditions, the years that followed saw the Association 
energetically putting into place the building blocks of its new structure.

An important service introduced under the new regime was the EDA Business 
Support Helpline. EDA members and Affiliates can use the Helpline to get free 
advice, guidance and information on a variety of complex subjects vital to running a 
business, from Tax, Employment and Health & Safety matters, to Commercial Legal 
matters. This valuable professional service is freely available to members at the end 
of a telephone line.

One of the basic changes made at the time of the transformation from the  
EWF to the EDA was the creation of Regional Forums. These are led by  
Facilitators, working with the Training & Marketing Manager at HQ. They organise 
events which would provide opportunities for members not only to meet together, 
but to receive presentations by industry figures on topics of current importance to 
the membership.

eda services

Well-attended EDA Business 
Forums bring together industry 
supply chain partners to learn 
about new technology, legislation 
and training initiatives and offer 
great opportunities for networking
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Apart from growing the membership, a prime task was to set up the EDA Learning 
and Development Portfolio. This aimed to provide members and affiliates with tools 
for the development of their staff. 

The Apprenticeship Scheme combines literacy and numeracy with technical 
knowledge and provides an opportunity for young people to look to the future 
armed with recognised qualifications. Product Knowledge courses, recognised 
by City & Guilds, introduce staff to the products they will be handling. These are 
supported by work book modules, over 1300 being successfully completed annually.      

All this is designed to improve the quality of service given to the customer as well as 
encourage young people not only to enter, but stay within a vibrant, forward-looking 
electrical industry. 

The importance of this training feature in the Association’s range of services is 
emphasised by the historic Annual Dinner being re-titled ‘The Annual Awards 
Dinner’. At this event outstanding students receive their awards certificates in front 
of an audience of more than 500 members and guests. 

Product KnoWledge 
and aPPrenticeshiPs

Chris Palmer, Rexel UK
Past Chairman of EDA Learning & 
Development Working Group
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What has been achieved during this century of service to the electrical industry?

First of all, the electrical wholesalers’ trade association has survived, despite the 
many challenges it has faced over the years. Others, such as the Radio Wholesalers 
Federation, succumbed to fierce competition and sank without trace.

The original objective of protecting and furthering wholesalers’ interests has 
widened into shaping an organisation which exerts a more positive influence within 
the industry.

Membership has grown rapidly and dramatically since the transition to the EDA, 
bonding national groups, consortia and individual members. Today, over 100 
companies are members of the EDA, including the three large national groups, three 
buying groups and several independent wholesalers. These businesses combined 
operate from 1560 outlets throughout the UK and their turnover exceeds  
£4 billion annually.

The involvement of its suppliers in membership and in the events and services it 
offers has proved to be a unifying element which has transformed its role and image.

The modernisation of its structure has sharpened and focused the conduct of 
and reduced the frequency of meetings. Communication with members and the 
industry has improved immeasurably, using the variety of resources now available. 
The exchange of statistical information has thrived.

Companies now have the educational tools available to encourage young people to 
make a worthwhile and satisfying career in the industry.

In short, the Electrical Distributors Association, which now accounts for around 
85% of its industry sector and includes the biggest names in the industry, provides 
a vital link with kindred bodies, the trade press and the industry charity. All are 
connected by this alliance of commercial competitors, large, medium and small, who 
set aside their rivalries and combine to influence the environment in which they 
conduct their business.

looKing bacK at a 
century of service
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EDA Board of Management, March 2014

back row, left to right: 

Tom Jones, Lockwell Electrical, Vice Chairman;  Terry Yallop, CEF;  Margaret Fitzsimons, Incoming EDA Director;   
Simon Barkes, BEMCO, President and Chairman of the Board;  Ray Evans, Outgoing EDA Director,  Ray Smith, Edmundson Electrical

front row, left to right: 

Martin Whitby, Rexel;  David Schofield, Stearn Electrical Ltd;  Chris Gibson, Rexel UK;  Bob Robertson, R&B Star

not pictured - Geoff Kerly, Kew Electrical and Andrew Johnson, Lincs Electrical, who were elected to their Board positions at that meeting
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eWf Presidents
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A celebration of the men that lead the EWF and EDA for its first 100 years.
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The EDA would like to acknowledge the enormous 
contribution to this Centenary Book made by  
Mike Beswetherick. The literary world’s loss is the 
electrical wholesaling industry’s gain!
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