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Title: Cojuangco-Suntay v. Suntay III: Annulling Probate on the Grounds of Extrinsic Fraud
and Lack of Due Process

Facts:
Federico C. Suntay, prior to his death, was involved in a contentious estate dispute reflected
in a series of  legal  challenges surrounding his Last Will  and Testament.  Federico was
married to Cristina Aguinaldo-Suntay, and they had a son, Emilio, who predeceased them.
Federico later adopted Emilio Suntay III and Nenita Suntay Tañedo, respondents in this
case.

Emilio, during his lifetime, married Isabel Cojuangco-Suntay, and they had three children:
Margarita Guadalupe, Emilio Jr., and Isabel (petitioners). Following the judicial nullification
of their marriage and subsequent animosity, Federico alienated from them, alleging that
they were estranged for over 30 years.

After Cristina’s death, Federico failed to settle her estate which led Isabel to file a Petition
for Issuance of Letters of Administration in 1995. Federico opposed the petition and sought
the administration of Cristina’s estate either for himself or Emilio III.

Federico executed a First  Will  in  1997 and filed for  probate,  which he later  revoked.
Following intense litigation in the Administration Case, he executed a Second Will in 1999
disinheriting petitioners and Margarita, citing maltreatment and abandonment. This Second
Will  was  probated  in  La  Trinidad,  Benguet,  a  deliberate  tactical  move  since  Federico
actually resided in Baguio City.

The probate proceedings resulted in the RTC’s decision to admit the Second Will, and the
Letters Testamentary were subsequently transferred to Nenita. Petitioners discovered these
developments only in 2002, after the judgements had become final. This prompted them to
file a Petition for Annulment of Judgement in the CA, which was eventually denied, leading
to the present petition.

Issues:
1. Whether petitioners were deprived of due process.
2. Whether the deliberate omission of petitioners’ addresses and failure to serve them notice
of the probate proceedings constituted extrinsic fraud.
3. Whether the petition for annulment of judgment is barred by laches and prescription.
4. Whether the RTC Decisions may be annulled on the grounds of a lack of due process and
extrinsic fraud.



G.R. No. 251350. August 02, 2023 (Case Brief / Digest)

© 2024 - batas.org | 2

Court’s Decision:
The  Supreme  Court  granted  the  petition,  annulling  the  RTC’s  Decisions.  It  held  that
Federico’s  deliberate acts  and omissions,  including the failure to state the petitioner’s
addresses and the failure to serve them with notices of the hearing, constituted extrinsic
fraud.  This  prevented the petitioners from participating in court  proceedings and fully
presenting their case.

Doctrine:
The case established that deliberate actions taken to prevent a party from participating in
legal proceedings and asserting their rights amount to extrinsic fraud. It further reinforced
the principle that all heirs must be notified of probate proceedings to afford them due
process and the opportunity to protect their interests.

Historical Background:
The case reflects the enduring legal and personal complexities that can arise during probate
proceedings  in  Philippine  courts,  especially  within  influential  families  with  significant
assets.

Class Notes:
Full text citation: “Extrinsic fraud has been defined as ‘any fraudulent act of the prevailing
party in litigation committed outside of the trial of the case, where the defeated party is
prevented from fully exhibiting his side by fraud or deception practiced on him by his
opponent.'”

Application scenario one: If a party in a probate case conceals the death of an heir to
prevent the heir’s family from asserting their rights to inheritance, this would likely be
considered extrinsic fraud similar to the deliberate omissions in the case at hand.

Application scenario two: Should a testator deliberately file probate in a distant jurisdiction
with the knowledge that heirs reside elsewhere and cannot feasibly attend the proceedings,
this might also be considered as extrinsic fraud if it can be established that the action was
taken to disenfranchise the heirs.

The broader legal implications of this decision are significant in safeguarding the rights of
heirs  and  ensuring  that  due  process  is  not  circumvented  through  strategic  legal
maneuvering or misrepresentation. The Court’s rigorous analysis of the requirements for
serving notice emphasizes the judicial system’s commitment to fairness and transparency,
particularly in matters as sensitive as the distribution of an estate.


