Attorney-General  NAME OF STATE ATTORNEY-GENERAL

State Parliament House

ADDRESS

STATE

Dear Attorney General,

As you would be aware, in 2004 Australia’s largest export woodchipping company Gunns Ltd issued a $6.8 million civil lawsuit against 17 individuals and 3 organizations in relation to the campaign to protect Tasmania’s old growth forests. Many of these campaigners and organisations have been integral to previous successes in the Tasmanian forest campaign, such as halting logging and woodchipping in the Tarkine Rainforest Corridor and parts of the Styx Valley. Thousands of Australians have also been part of this national effort to protect Tasmania’s old growth forests.

This long-running and expensive action, now known as the Gunns20 case, will finally come to trial in February 2010 after successive versions of the writ were rejected by the courts, and cases against most defendants have been dropped.

This landmark case is setting precedents for the future and may have a dramatic effect on the ability of individuals, community and environmental groups to exercise freedom of expression. The scale of the law suit (the number of defendants involved and the amounts of damages being sought) is unprecedented and may inimidate other individuals who have ever thought to raise their voice in public debate.

I am extremely concerned about the impact that cases such as this one may have on the ability and willingness of individuals and community groups to act for the public good. The community's right to participate in public debate, without the threat of unfair legal action, must be encouraged and protected. Fair and valid freedom of speech and the right to peaceful protest are the cornerstones of our democracy.

The phenomenon of litigation against public participation became such an issue of concern in the USA over the past decade that many individual states have introduced laws seeking to protect the community’s ability to engage in public debate. 

I urge you to support the introduction of Australian laws which protect participation in public debate, and discourage law suits which can stifle free speech.
Yours sincerely

