G.R. No. 212598. September 29, 2021 (Case Brief / Digest)

Title: Gaw Chin Ty, et al. vs. Antonio Gaw Chua

Facts:

In this case, a parcel of land covered by Transfer Certificate of Title (TCT) No. 420866 was
originally purchased by spouses Gaw Chin Ty and Chua Giok See. By custom, the property
was registered in the name of their first-born son, Antonio Gaw Chua (respondent), to
symbolize trust for the family’s estate. To safeguard the interests of the other children, the
original owner’s duplicate copy of TCT No. 420866 was entrusted to their second son,
Vicente Gaw Chua (petitioner).

Antonio, claiming to have lost the original owner’s duplicate of the title, petitioned the
Regional Trial Court (RTC) for the issuance of a new/reconstituted owner’s duplicate, which
was granted, leading to the RD issuing a new owner’s duplicate in his name. In response,
the other family members filed a Notice of Adverse Claim, which was inscribed on the title.
Later, Antonio filed a complaint against Vicente for physical injury, which ultimately led to
failed barangay conciliation that touched upon the land dispute.

Subsequently, Antonio petitioned for the cancellation of the adverse claim on the title which
led to unsuccessful court-annexed mediation. In parallel, Antonio filed a criminal complaint
against Vicente. Petitioners then contested by filing a petition to annul the newly
reconstituted owner’s duplicate of TCT No. 420866. They argued that the original was in
their possession and there was no loss to justify reconstitution. Although initially decided in
favor of the petitioners by the RTC, the Court of Appeals (CA) reversed this decision on the
grounds of failure to comply with a condition precedent for filing the case, specifically the
requirement under Article 151 of the Family Code to make earnest efforts toward a family
compromise before litigation.

Issues:
The Supreme Court identified two interrelated main issues in the petition for review:

I. Whether the petition to annul the new owner’s duplicate of TCT No. 420866 should be
dismissed due to failure to allege or comply with a condition precedent (earnest efforts
toward a family compromise under Article 151 of the Family Code) before filing the petition.

II. Whether the validity of the new/owner’s duplicate of TCT co-existing with an extant
previous owner’s duplicate of the same title can be the subject of a family compromise.

Court’s Decision:
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Upon reviewing the case, the Supreme Court determined that the validity of a reconstituted
title is not subject to compromise and decided in favor of the petitioners. The Court ruled
that a title reconstituted based on the false premise that the original was lost or destroyed is
null and void and that the RTC where the original petition was granted never acquired
jurisdiction over the matter. The Supreme Court reinstated the RTC decision that declared
the reconstituted owner’s duplicate certificate null and void, stating that the fact that the
original owner’s duplicate title was not lost or destroyed had been established in the RTC
proceedings.

Doctrine:

The case elucidates the doctrine that the validity of a reconstituted title is not subject to
compromise if the supposed loss or destruction of the original title is false. A court does not
acquire jurisdiction to issue a new owner’s duplicate certificate if the original one is neither
lost nor destroyed. The Supreme Court affirmed that the need to comply with Article 151 of
the Family Code by making earnest efforts toward a family compromise before litigation is
not a precondition in instances where the validity of the original title is not subject to
compromise itself due to its bearing on the Torrens system and public interest.

Historical Background:

The case reflects the significance of the Torrens system of land registration in the
Philippines, which aims to provide a reliable and incontrovertible record of land ownership.
The system is founded on the principle that once a title is registered, the owner can rest
assured of its inviolability. Filipino-Chinese families, traditionally practice “trust”
registration, where property is registered under one family member’s name but is held in
trust for the whole family. This practice led to the dispute in the case, highlighting the
complexities of melding cultural practices with the unyielding nature of property law.
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