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The origins of modern corporate treasury 

management 
 
 
Definition of the concept of treasury management 

 
Defining the "treasurer" concept is a tricky job since dictionary definitions are often 
obsolete, incomplete or out of touch with the reality of modern corporate finance and 
economics. Furthermore, it is a word unknown in some languages, which cannot be 
translated. For once in financial matters, it is of Latin rather than Anglo-Saxon origin. 
The term comes from the Latin regions and southern Europe (Provencal Thezauraria, 
Spanish, Italian Tesoreria – thesaurye, thresaurie - French trésorerie, "treasure 
house"). The Académie Française's definition, probably one of the oldest, dates from 
1835. A trésorier (treasurer), a masculine noun with a feminine form (trésorerie or 
treasury), is a person who manages the finances of a company, an association, etc. 
Synonyms are Chancellor of the Exchequer or quaestor. The "treasury" is also the 
place where public funds are kept and administered – government funds. It means 
the resources from which the expenditure of a public or private enterprise is met. We 
can even find some very ancient quotes in French such as "Sachant bien que par 
vous ne seront meprisez (mes talens), combien qu’ils soyent provenus d’une bien 
pauvre thesorerie” [knowing that you will not disdain my talents, especially as they 
have come from such a scant treasury] (Quotation from the writings of PALISSY).  
 
Sadly no dictionary, not even a modern one, gives a full definition of the function of 
"corporate treasurer" as it has evolved, especially over the last few years. It is 
regrettable that no major dictionary has been able to adapt to the reality of a function 
that is now well recognised, even if not (very) well-known. Fortunately, Wikipedia 
gives a fuller definition for those interested in it. Better still, to a certain extent it 
reflects the evolution of the treasurer’s function.  

 

Origins of the treasury function 
 
If you ask yourself how far back the treasury function goes – and particularly the 
corporate (non-financial) treasurer’s function – you will be hard put to pinpoint a 
specific moment in time. The origin of the modern treasury function is in the public 
(state) treasury and the concept of "treasure" (with the implication of "public 
treasure/funds)". We can find traces of these concepts in ancient Egypt with the 
"treasurer", or "Imy-ro khetenet" in Egyptian (12th dynasty in the reign of Sesostris III, 
for those amongst us interested in Egyptology), meaning "Master of the Seal". He 
was also the highest judge in the land, after the king and his vizier in the ancient 
Egypt of the Pharaohs. Sadly, this is not, or is no longer, really how things work in 
modern corporations. This Egyptian treasurer controlled the chamber containing the 
gold and silver and was Master of the Seal (highly secret duties and appellations in 
reality). In particular, he controlled all the reserves (that is a concept that we 
treasurers can recognise) and the stores (another concept our wives would 
recognise) of products other than food products, which were controlled by the vizier. 
He was helped by "assistants", by "substitutes" and by "Keepers of the Seal". Here 
again, there is nothing new. Like us, he needed a team of helpers. The 
“Iykherneferet" was also a role considered as that of treasurer and "Master of 
Secrets". This was a function that was at the same time mysterious, important, little-
known and entrusted to persons of high worth. Here again, surely nothing has 
changed in modern corporate treasury practice? Nevertheless, this was always 
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essentially a government function linked to the public “treasure" and to the 
government. 
 
We find this concept time and again throughout history. But it is in the Middle Ages 
that the concept starts to emerge more clearly. In the 13th century, the office of 
treasurer was introduced in France. He administered the royal finances. We would 
hazard a guess that similar functions also existed in England, Spain and Italy. In 
France, Philip the Fair was to transfer the Templars’ wealth to the Louvre Palace in 
1295. Treasurers were also called “Messieurs des Finances" or "Mr. Finances" – a 
happy expression that can still be used today. The Templars invented a number of 
things, particularly the travellers cheque. They were inventors of genius who 
understood the importance of having someone in charge of financial and treasury 
management (in short, their Order's cash). The Templars were the "modern" bankers 
of their day. They funded several governments and were suppressed because they 
became too powerful. The Templars were a sort of Central Bank or European 
Investment Bank before their time, an IMF of the Middle Ages, the ancestor of 
modern supranational bodies. The Templars contributed to shaping modern finance 
and banking, and also the treasurer's function. For example, they invented a way of 
encrypting messages to be sent to their other offices throughout Europe, to avoid 
thievery on their long voyages. The "travellers cheque" was born. The SWIFT 
message of ancient times originated in that age. 
 
The corporate treasurer, a concept widely overlooked in modern economic 
history 
   
This function has clearly all too often been overlooked or passed over unsuspected 
by historians. However, it has evolved enormously. Its evolution is the product of a 
number of factors, such as professionalism, organisational changes, corporate 
mergers and the internationalisation of trade and industry, technical and legal 
innovation and, finally, the creativity of the people in charge of treasury management 
over the centuries. The origin of modern treasury management as we know it today, 
however, is to be found in Europe in the 1970s, in the specific economic 
circumstances of that time, which probably had a big effect. For once, Europe was 
not lagging behind the USA, which is often in the forefront in financial matters. Some 
historians assert that thirty years ago most people were unable to give an 
explanation of what treasury management involved. Sadly, that would still seem to be 
true today. At that time, it was not even considered as being a separate job in its own 
right. That has well and truly changed. However, there is no hard and fast, prescribed 
career or academic path preparing people specifically for the treasury function. 
Things have been changing of late, but the subject is not well covered by faculties 
and universities in general. The treasury function has started to grow in 
professionalism at the speed of light, especially in the last five or six years. 
Nevertheless, it is a function that has received little recognition in business and 
economic history.  
 
We can certainly find evidence of “treasury functions” in various historical writings, 
particularly in the USA in the 1900s. For example The New England Textile Company 
mentioned the “treasurer”; The Baltimore & Ohio and the Mobile & Ohio railroads 
referred to the “treasurer’s accounts”; the GE company in 1899 reported “treasury, 
accounting, collection and credit departments” together with a list of treasurers; the 
US Steel Corporation in 1904 reported “treasurer and secretary” and the Union 
Typewriter Company referred to a “treasury report”, as did Otis Elevator in 1906. At 
roughly the same time in Britain we find a “treasurer of the British Municipal 
Government”.  
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The modern treasury concept and the treasury function proper appear in the 1950s, 
although they were already in existence in some companies such as BP or ICI twenty 
years earlier. Later, in the 1970s, the idea of "cash management" appeared. People 
then talked of "group treasurer". Today, cash management is only a small part of the 
job, as can be seen from the space accorded to it in treasury textbooks. 
 
Treasurer Associations 
 
It was also in those years that the first treasurer associations appeared. Although 
recent and young, they have made a big contribution to developing and promoting 
the treasurer’s job. Let us give them the recognition that they deserve. The oldest of 
them is AFTE in France, which celebrated 35 years of existence at the end of 2011. 
The British ACT followed shortly after, along with FTA in Australia, SIT in the USA 
and OPWZ in Austria. Then other countries also developed their own association 
structure, such as AFP in the USA (1980), TMAC in Canada (1982), DACT in the 
Netherlands (1996), ATEL in Luxembourg (1994), ATEB in Belgium (1991), IACT in 
Ireland (1986), etc. Later still, these banded together under the banner of the IGTA 
(International Group of Treasury Associations) or more recently in the form of the 
EACT in Europe.   
 
The EACT is also additional proof of internationalisation and the need to group 
together to ensure that the corporate treasurers’ function and their technical and legal 
resources move forward. The legislative and tax environment has now become so 
important and has such a big effect on the treasury function that a real counterweight 
was needed to safeguard the interests of corporate treasurers in the European 
Union. EACT is a lobbying body which looks after the treasury management 
profession, amongst other tasks. 
 
 
 
Definition of the treasury function 
 
A more modern definition of the treasurer’s function would involve saying that 
treasurers in non-financial businesses are responsible for monitoring and managing 
the corporation's cash and near-cash to best effect (or its borrowings and other 
liabilities), for raising new capital if needed, for raising funds through bank loans or 
via the capital markets and for maintaining excellent relations with its banking 
partners, stakeholders and other investors. Treasurers have set duties, which 
depend on defined policies and procedures. They are responsible for the proper 
management of financial risks (sometimes even for managing all group risks – ERM). 
These may include interest-rate, foreign exchange, credit, counterparty, 
commodities, equity risk, etc. They may even sometimes include insurance or 
external pension fund risks. 
 
 
Generation X 
 
It is still a very young and new function. In sociology, we would speak of generation 
X. This gives us a glimpse of the developments in the years to come – technology, 
globalisation, the advent of new alternative techniques for funding 
(disintermediation), for payment ("e-payment" and "e-globalisation") and powerful IT 
tools to improve productivity, efficiency and security.  
The definition of the treasurer’s function will need to be changed time and time again 
since it is constantly developing and has not reached maturity. 
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A major objective will be to have this profession achieve greater recognition as being 
essential in the finance departments of modern multinationals, and to place 
treasurers closer to CFOs, which is where they should be in view of their role and 
skills. Market volatility is certainly not going to abate, and we have been thrown in at 
the deep end of a new era, a new order, a new dimension, where things will never be 
the same again. New regulations, new technologies, an interconnection and 
correlation between markets, economies and continents – these will force the 
treasury function to evolve, making it more essential than ever in the future, and 
particularly more and more specific. The long crisis that we are going through is 
perhaps, in this respect, a fantastic opportunity for corporate treasurers. 
 
 
François Masquelier, 
Chairman ATEL  
 

 
 


