GM Freeze
Minutes of Annual General Meeting
Thursday 19th November, 10am
Online via Zoom

Members attending:

Charlotte Bickler, Organic Research Centre
Carole Shorney, South East Essex Organic Gardeners
Eva Novotny, Scientists for Global Responsibility
Kierra Box, Friends of the Earth
Louise Payton, Soil Association
Ricarda Steinbrecher, Econexus

Supporters attending:

Tracy Worcester
Tessa Burrington
Ursula Stubbings

In attendance:

Honor Eldridge (Chair)
Bruce Pearce (Treasurer)
Liz O’Neill, GM Freeze
Vicky Hart, GM Freeze (minutes)

1. Welcome and introductions (Honor Eldridge, Chair)
Attendees were informed that the meeting was being recorded to assist with minute-taking. The
recording will not be published or shared and will be destroyed after use. Supporters and member
organisation representatives shared a brief introduction to their involvement with GM Freeze. It was
explained that the agenda would be slightly re-ordered to allow official business to be concluded more
effectively.

2. Apologies and notification of any other business
No apologies were received. No other business was proposed

3. Approval of the Minutes of the AGM held on 7 November 2019
The minutes were approved as an accurate record.

4. AGENDA ITEM 5: Treasurer’s Report (Bruce Pearce, Treasurer)
Bruce presented figures from the 2019/20 accounts. There is a continuing pattern of strong reliance on
grants from trusts and foundations and income from individuals remained notably higher than from
member organisation contributions. Bruce explained that expenditure this year was greater than total
income. In the short term, this loss was offset by surplus from previous years, when there was
significantly more in core grant income. GM Freeze ended the year in credit but in a worse financial
position than at the same time the year before.
There were no questions.
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5. AGENDA ITEM 4: Annual Report and questions from the floor (Honor Eldridge, Chair)
Honor presented a review of the year and ran through the highlights of the annual report. Work was
reported against our five strategic aims:
•

We will OPPOSE the cultivation, import, production and sale of GM crops, seed, animal feed and
food in the UK, by influencing policy and regulation of all forms of genetic engineering in food
and farming. Work in the year to April 2020 included objecting to GM field trials.

•

While GM is present in UK food and farming, we will campaign for greater TRANSPARENCY and
support people’s right to make informed choices about what they buy, use and eat. Work on our
project Protecting our food and our farms after Brexit included stalls at two summer festivals.
We also submitted evidence to the National Food Strategy and published a manifesto for the
December General Election.

•

We will change the NARRATIVE and win public support by effectively presenting the evidencebased case against GM across a range of channels and audiences. We picked up some highprofile media appearances in response to Prime Minister Boris Johnson’s comments about
“liberating” the UK from GM regulations. We also submitted evidence to the Nuffield Council on
Bioethics inquiry on genome editing in farmed animals.

•

We will provide an UMBRELLA to support and build the network of organisations, campaigners
and individuals that share our vision of a GM-free food and farming system. Work began on a
new project exploring the feasibility of creating a new coalition focused on the regulation of GM
in food and farming.

•

We will IMPROVE our own effectiveness as an organisation. The year to April 2020 was
challenging with the loss of vital core grant income. In March, the Management Committee
decided that we would have to close in the summer unless we could raise an additional £25,000.

There were no questions.

6. Update on the first half of 2020/21 (Liz O’Neill, Director)
Liz presented an update on the first half of the current financial year. At the start of the year, closure
plans were put on hold after an amazing response from members and supporters saw over £30,000
received through an emergency appeal. However, it was stressed that the funds were all given on a oneoff basis so the future of the organisation still needs to be considered very carefully.
Other updates were presented under 4 headings.
•

Fighting deregulation of gene edited GMOs: An amendment to the Agriculture Bill was tabled
(Amendment 275) that would lead to the de-regulation of newer genetic modification
techniques often referred to as gene editing. The amendment was problematic on many levels,
so GM Freeze got a lot of support to fight it. The amendment was withdrawn and no further
attempt made to push it, although the Government has committed to a consultation on the
regulation of gene editing “launching in the autumn”.

•

Collaborations: As an umbrella campaign, GM Freeze is very focused on working effectively with
others but that has come to the fore even more than usual in the first half of 2020/21. The
Regulation Coalition feasibility project has raised some difficult questions about the balance
between principled campaigning and pragmatic damage limitation. GM Freeze worked closely
with Beyond GM and GM Watch to fight Amendment 275 to the Agriculture Bill. We are also
working with Beyond GM on a new funded project.
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•

We’ve been framed: This new project aims to change the words, images and metaphors that we
use in order to change the terms of the public conversation about GM in food and farming. We
are working with a really engaged group of people and an expert in framing and storytelling and
will publish a messaging guide in January.

•

Adapting to a global pandemic: GM Freeze was better off going into the pandemic than many
as both staff members work from home a lot, even in normal times. New ways of working with
others have been learnt. A detailed risk assessment was developed and is updated and shared
with the Management Committee at every quarterly meeting. There is a long-term concern
about how income will be affected as many individuals will have less money in their pockets &
trusts and foundations may prioritise COVID response.

There were no questions.

7. Special resolutions (see Appendix 1 of agenda) to replace the twelfth Interpretation in clause 1
of the Articles of Association and to replace article 19
Article 1 (interpretations): The resolution was explained. Members voted unanimously in favour of the
change.
Article 19 (proceedings at general meetings): The resolution was explained. Members voted
unanimously in favour of the change.

8. Election of the Management Committee
Ricarda Steinbrecher (representing Econexus) stood down from the committee and re-stood for election.
Charlotte Bickler (Organic Research Centre) stood for election for the first time.
The GM Freeze articles of association state that the management committee should have between five
and ten representatives of member organisations. Kierra Box (representing FOE) and Louise Payton
(representing Soil Association) were both re-elected to the committee in 2019 so the total number of
nominations received did not exceed the number of vacancies.
Members unanimously voted to accept both nominations to the management committee.
It was noted that the elected Management Committee intended to co-opt Honor Eldridge and Bruce
Pearce to the committee, immediately after the close of formal business.
9. Any other AGM business
Tessa Burrington asked if GM Freeze is working with Testbiotech. Ricarda Steinbrecher explained that she
works very closely with colleagues in Europe and worldwide, including Testbiotech. Through Ricarda’s
role on the Management Committee these connections are shared and reflected in GM Freeze’s work
which is more directly focused on the UK.

Close of formal business

10. Discussion about the future of GM Freeze
A facilitated discussion allowed all present to consider the importance of regulation, the politics of
devolution, public opinion and visible protest in the UK Government’s approach GM food, crops and
animals. The discussion also considered the ethics of engaging with each of these potential levers for
change.
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