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GM Freeze   
Minutes of Annual General Meeting  
 
 

Wednesday 3 November, 10am – 12noon 
Via Zoom online meeting. 
 
 
 

 

Members attending:  Charlotte Bickler, Organic Research Centre 

Kierra Box, Friends of the Earth  

Kate McEvoy, Real Seeds 

Eva Novotny, Scientists for Global Responsibility 

Helena Paul, EcoNexus 

Louise Payton, Soil Association 

Bruce Pearce, Garden Organic (Treasurer)  

Carole Shorney, South East Essex Organic Gardeners 

Ricarda Steinbrecher, Scientists for Global Responsibility and EcoNexus 

  

Supporters attending:   Janet Cotter 

    Odilia Kirst   

Mal Mitchell 

Ruth Youngs 

       

In attendance:   Honor Eldridge (Chair) 

    Liz O’Neill, 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The recording will not be published or shared and will be destroyed after use.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 each introduced themselves with brief details of their 
involvement with GM Freeze. 

 
  

2. Apologies and notification of any other business  
Apologies were received from supporters Grace Onions, Sue Paskins and Ursula Stubbings. No 
other business was proposed.  

 
 
3. Approval of the Minutes of the AGM held on 19 November 2020 

The minutes were approved as an accurate record of last year’s AGM. 
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4. Annual Report and questions from the floor (Honor Eldridge, Chair)  
Honor presented a report on activity for the year April 2020 to March 2021. This included work 
against each of GM Freeze’s 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 this year focused on resisting political efforts to remove key GM safeguards, including 
work on the Agriculture Bill in August 2020 and Defra’s Consultation on the Regulation of 
Genetic Technologies. Much of this work was completed in partnership with Beyond GM as part 
of our Safeguarding Agroecology project funded by the Farming the Future Collective.  

 

• 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. 

With the end of the Brexit transition period on 31 December 2020 we analysed key 
developments, met with Government officials and worked to highlight the importance of GM 
food labels. 

 

• We will change the NARRATIVE and win public support by effectively presenting the 
evidence-based case against GM across a range of channels and audiences. 

We gained strong media coverage this year and launched our We’ve Been Framed project. 
Funded by the Network for Social Change, the project aims to improve our impact by changing 
the way that we – and others – talk about GM in food and farming. 

 

• 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. 

In 2019/20 we received funding from the Esmée Fairbairn Foundation to explore the feasibility 
of creating a new coalition to campaign on GM regulation. We completed that project this year 
and concluded that the complexities of different organisations’ positions, resources and ways of 
working meant a formal coalition was not the right way to go.  

 

• We will IMPROVE our own effectiveness as an organisation. 

We started the financial year – in April 2020 – with an appeal for funds, needing to raise 
£25,000 to avoid closure. Thanks to members and supporters we raised over £30,000 and 
started making plans for the future. GM Freeze suffered less disruption from COVID 19 than 
many organisations as our staff team already worked partly from home but we did make 
adjustments and regularly review risk management procedures. Last year’s AGM was held 
under temporary legal arrangements but accepted a resolution to amend our Articles of 
Association so all GM Freeze meetings can now be held online or in person with equal status. 
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Discussion followed on the reasons why we decided against creating a new formal coalition to 
campaign on GM regulation. This is partly a reflection of the life cycle of the issue as 
campaigning to defend existing regulations is very different from campaigning for something 
new. In addition, discussion with large charities and NGOs indicated that none are ready to put 
their weight behind such a coalition, for a variety of reasons.  

 
 
5. Treasurer’s Report (Bruce Pearce, Treasurer) 

 
Bruce presented figures from the 2020/21 accounts. The financial contribution from individuals 
(through supporter fees and donations) was very high this year – more than triple that received 
in 2019/20 – and provided 56% of total income. Grants were still very important at 36% and 
income from membership feels provided only 8% of total income. As in the past, our greatest 
cost was staffing. Overall, we made a small surplus and ended the financial year in a 
substantially better financial position compared with the same time last year. 
 
There were no questions on the accounts and the meeting thanked Bruce for many years of 
service as he is standing down from the GM Freeze Management Committee and his role as 
treasurer. 
 
 

6. Recent events and plans for the future (Liz O’Neill, Director) 
 
Liz brought the meeting up to date on key events since April 2021, focusing on four key areas: 
 

• Plans to dismantle GM safeguards 

On 29 September George Eustice announced plans to allow field trials of gene-edited GMO 
plants to go ahead without consent if they “could have been produced through traditional 
breeding”. This was linked to the Department for Environment, Food & Rural Affairs (Defra)’s 
own consultation but did not reflect the findings of the consultation which revealed that the 
majority of submissions were opposed to any such deregulation.   

 

• GM Freeze’s response to deregulation plans 

We focused initially on media work and gained 22 pieces of coverage including the BBC News TV 
Channel. We have asked supporters to contact their MP and are now working on the fine detail 
of exactly how the Government will put its plans into place.  
 

• “Burnt toast” field trial 

In May and June, we led objections to Rothamsted Research’s application for consent to plant 
highly experimental GM wheat in an open field trial. 

 

• New income  

In June we were awarded £60,000 (spread over two years) by the Esmée Fairbairn Foundation, 
for work focusing on regulation. This is hugely important and gives GM Freeze a future but it 
does not cover all of our costs so other fundraising continues.  
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Discussion covered potential high-profile supporters, the need to try and re-gain the scientific 
“high ground” and the position of the devolved Governments. It was noted that there is an 
opportunity to get Welsh Assembly Members and Members of the Scottish Parliament more 
involved in the issue. The meeting also discussed the importance of public positioning and 
approaches to media interviews.  
 
 

7. Election of the Management Committee        
Kierra Box, representing Friends of the Earth and Louise Payton, representing the Soil 
Association both stood down from the Management Committee in rotation. Both were duly 
nominated for re-election and, there being more places available than candidates standing, 
were elected unopposed.   
 
 

8. Any other AGM business (please inform the Chair in advance)  
No other business was discussed. 
 
 
 Close of formal business 

 

9. Messaging dos and don’ts 
Liz shared some key points that will feature in the new messaging guide that will be published 
soon as the result of GM Freeze’s We’ve Been Framed project: 
 

• Call out rebranding. Gene editing is GM with better PR. Useful terms to use (instead 
of gene editing) include genetic manipulation, plants (or animals) created in the lab 
or experimental GM techniques. 
 

• Name the problem with existing and planned GM crops, rather than using the terms 
favoured by the GM industry. Try saying weedkiller-linked crops (rather than 
herbicide tolerant crops), crops that kill insects (rather than Bt crops) or abuse-
tolerant (rather than disease resistant) animals. 
 

• Emphasise the need for protection. Try using the terms safety net, common-sense 
protections or sensible safeguards when you want to talk about regulation. 

The meeting then discussed metaphors, noting that gene editing itself is a very powerful 
metaphor that is so widely used that most people don’t even question it. Ideas were exchanged 
around three potentially useful metaphors that we could use instead: 
 

• Genetic modification as an injury or wound (rather than a cut/snip/edit) 

• Releasing GMOs as gambling  

• Regulation as a safety net 

 
The meeting closed with strong recognition that this work is ongoing and more detail will be 
shared with members and supporters in due course.  
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