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PATRICK E. HIGGINBOTHAM, Circuit Judge:

Anthony G. Guidry appeals from the district court's order enforcing the settlement reached
by Guidry and defendantsHalliburton Geophysical Services, Inc., Edison Chouest Offshore, Inc., and
Gadlliano Marine Services. Guidry contendsthat the district court erred in finding that the settlement
agreement precluded any future claim for maintenance. We affirm.

l.

Anthony Guidry becameill in the course of performing his dutiesonthe R/V Sea Star during
the summer of 1990. Guidry'sillness was diagnosed as pneumonia and he remained in England for
treatment. Upon returning to the United States, Guidry's physicians found that his pneumonia had
been cured. Guidry later developed osteomyelitis, however, which his doctor attributed to the
pneumonia. On July 3, 1991, Guidry brought suit in United States District Court for the Eastern
Digtrict of Texas against Galiano Marine Service, his employer, Edison Chouest Offshore, Inc.,
owner of the vessal, and Halliburton Geophysical Services, Inc., charterer of the vessel. Guidry
sought personal injury damages as well as maintenance and cure under the Jones Act and generd
maritime law.

Thecasewent to trial on February 5, 1992. At the close of Guidry's case, Judge Parker urged

settlement. During ameeting in chambers, the parties reached an agreement in the presence of Judge



Parker. Thisdiscussion was not recorded. Guidry's counsel announced the terms of the settlement

inopen court on February 6. Counsel indicated that the parties had settled the seaworthiness claims,

with the defendants agreeing to pay Guidry $125,000. Guidry's counsel then spoke of the claims

reserved under the agreement. Hefirst stated that the " settlement does not in any manner affect the

Maintiff'srightsunder the general maritimelaw for maintenance and cure. Hisclaim for maintenance

and cure is totally unaffected by this settlement.” The following exchange then took place:
[Guidry's counsel]: And itisPlaintiff'sunderstanding that it isthe opinion of counsel for the
Defendant that insofar as this man's osteomyelitis of the chest area, that this—that future
payments will be paid either under the provisions—paid in accordance with—or paid under
the obligation of maintenance and cure—under the cure obligation or paid by the
hospitalization insurance.

The Court: As| understand it there is some question about whether payment to date have
been covered by hospitalization policy which may or may not remain in effect.

[Defense Counsel]: That istrue, Y our Honor.

The Court: Isthat right?

[Defense Counsel]: That istrue.

The Court: Because plaintiff is no longer an employee, and there may be a question

depending on the provisions of the policy, whether they continueto cover him. If they do not

continue to cover him, then his claim for cure for the osteomydlitis is unaffected by the

settlement, isthat afair statement?

[Defense Counsel]: That isafair statement, Y our Honor.

The Court: All right.
The district court dismissed the case without prejudice by reason of settlement on February 10,
retaining jurisdiction to reopen the action upon ashowing that the settlement had not been compl eted.

Guidry received fundsand closing papersfromdefendantsonMarch 10. Thereleasereserved
only Guidry's clam for cure. Guidry gquestioned the release's failure to reserve future claims for
maintenance and filed a motion to enforce the settlement on March 27. After a conference among
thedistrict court and counsel (also unrecorded), the court found that the settlement reserved Guidry's
cure clam but precluded any future claim for maintenance. The court ordered the settlement to be

enforced in accord with this finding. Guidry has appealed to this court.
.



The parties disagree on the appropriate standard of review. Guidry contendsthat the district
court'sinterpretation of the settlement agreement should bereviewed denovo. The defendantsargue
that we may reverse only if we find that the district court's reading is clearly erroneous. We agree
with defendants that the oral settlement's ambiguity makes clear error review proper.

A settlement agreement is contract. In re Raymark Indus., Inc., 831 F.2d 550, 553 (5th
Cir.1987). A district court'sinterpretation of an unambiguous contract is a question of law, subject
to denovoreview. LTV Educ. Systems, Inc. v. Bell, 862 F.2d 1168, 1172 (5th Cir.1989); Raymark,
831 F.2d at 553. Thisstandard appliesto all unambiguous contracts, oral aswell aswritten. FDIC
v. Mmahat, 960 F.2d 1325, 1328 (5th Cir.1992). Where an agreement is ambiguous, such that its
construction turns on a consideration of extrinsc evidence, the district court's interpretation is
reviewed for clear error. National Union Fire Ins. Co. v. Circle, Inc., 915 F.2d 986, 989 (5th
Cir.1990); Raymark, 831 F.2d at 553. The initial determination that the ambiguous nature of a
contract warrants the introduction of extrinsic evidence isitself aquestion of law. Circle, 915F.2d
at 989.

The district court apparently found the oral settlement ambiguous and relied on extrinsic
evidence to determine that future clams for maintenance were precluded. Guidry contends that the
oral settlement unambiguoudly reserves his claim for maintenance as well as cure. We disagree. It
istrue that the oral settlement contains one statement that clearly reserves both clams. SeeR. 2, p.
62 (" This settlement does not inany manner affect the Plaintiff'srightsunder the general maritimelaw
for maintenance and cure. His clam for maintenance and cure is totally unaffected by this
settlement."). But such a provision cannot be considered apart from the rest of the agreement. See,
e.g., Inre Continental Airlines Corp., 907 F.2d 1500, 1511 (5th Cir.1990) ("When interpreting a
settlement agreement a court should not read individua sections out of context to achieve aresult
not originally contemplated by the parties'). Rather, the statement reserving both claimsmust beread
together with the exchange between Judge Parker and counsel that immediately followed. Viewed
in this manner, the meaning of the settlement agreement is by no means clear.

After stating that the settlement reserved clams for both maintenance and cure, Guidry's



counsel announced that the parties had agreed that treatment for Guidry's osteomyelitis would be
covered by "the cure obligation or paid by the hospitalization insurance." Judge Parker at thistime
attempted to clarify this point in the agreement by offering what he believed to be a"fair statement”
of the matter: "If [the insurance policy provisions] do not continue to cover him, then his claim for
cure of the osteomyelitis is unaffected by the settlement.” This explanation received the assent of
defense counsel and the discussion concluded.

Defendants maintain that Judge Parker's comment either renders the oral settlement
ambiguous or establishes that the agreement reserves only the claim for cure. According to
defendants, the assertionthat Guidry's"clamfor cure... isunaffected by the settlement” indicatesthat
his clam for maintenance is affected, that is, precluded, by the settlement. Judge Parker's comment
in their view constitutes a correction of Guidry's counsel's mistaken prior statement reserving both
clams. But it is also possible to read Judge Parker's statement in a way that does not contradict
counsdl's prior reservation of clams for maintenance and cure. Since Judge Parker's comment
immediately followed a statement in which cure was the only claim mentioned, his omission of the
maintenance clam might not bear the freight defendants suggest. One could contend that Judge
Parker was not correcting counsel's prior misstatement, but was merely responding to the particular
issue raised by counsdl in the preceding statement. Moreover, one might argue that if Guidry's
counsel's assertion that the settlement reserved both maintenance and cure was atotal misstatement
of the agreed-upon terms, as defendants now claim, surely defense counsel or the court would have
corrected thiserror inamoredirect manner. Thesetwo plausibleinterpretationsof thetranscript lead
usto concludethat the oral settlement agreement isambiguous. It wastherefore appropriate for the
district court to use extrinsic evidence as an aid in determining the intent of the parties.

Defendants stress the presence and participation of Judge Parker during settlement
negotiations in contending that his reading of the agreement should not be di sturbed. We agree.
Where the interpretation of a settlement agreement turns on an evaluation of extrinsic evidence, a
district court'sfindings deserve great deference. Thisis especialy true in cases where the court has

been intimately involved in the process. See, e.g., Raymark, 831 F.2d at 553.



AFFIRMED.



