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THE six-year legal battle between Gunns and its critics has finally ended, with the timber company agreeing to settle with the last four of the so-called "Gunns20". 
Company secretary Wayne Chapman said Gunns had accepted an offer of settlement from the remaining four defendants in the proceedings, which are estimated to have cost it $2.8 million.

The settlement ends a bitter legal stoush that started in 2004 as an action for damages against 20 people and organisations that had protested against or criticised Gunns' operations, particularly its logging of native forests.

Mr Chapman said the decision -- made days before the case was to go to trial -- was a "commercial" one to "avoid the need for a lengthy and expensive court case".

"The settlement involves the payment of a total of $155,088 towards the legal costs of the defendants, and has the effect of disposing of all remaining claims," he said.
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The decision appears to be the latest attempt by Gunns to improve its environmental image as it tries to secure a joint venture partner and financiers for its controversial Tasmanian pulp mill.

Potential partners, including the Swedish firm Sodra, have sought improvements to the $2.5 billion project and prompted Gunns to seek "clean, green" certification from the Forest Stewardship Council.

As well as shifting the mill to 100 per cent plantation feed-stock, Gunns has in recent months reached out to its opponents, with chairman John Gay even holding secret talks with Greens senator Bob Brown.

The charm offensive appears to be meeting resistance, with Senator Brown describing the Gunns20 backdown as "a humiliating defeat" for the company.

One of the four last defendants, Lou Geraghty, said the settlement was a victory for small communities fighting the logging of native forests.

"We have won," she said. "We were a small community in Lucaston being sued by Gunns -- this sends a message to them to think twice before going into another community to trash it."

Proceedings against the other 16 defendants have also been settled out of court.

