G.R. No. L-4722. December 29, 1954 (Case Brief / Digest)

Title: Emilio Strebel v. Jose Figueras, et al.

Facts: Emilio Strebel, plaintiff-appellant, was a lessee of a lot situated on Santa Mesa,
Manila, wherein he subleased part of it to the Standard Vacuum Oil Company, leading to the
establishment of a Mobilgas Station operated by Eustaquio & Co., a partnership with Prime
Eustaquio. A series of events led Strebel to file a complaint against Jose Figueras, who was
acting Secretary of Labor and owned an adjacent lot, Felipe E. Jose, Director of Labor, and
Cornelio S. Ruperto, Assistant City Fiscal of Manila. Strebel claimed that Figueras, out of
spite and with the ambition to acquire the property for himself, used his political influence
to cause trouble for Strebel through several alleged acts, including the interference with the
drainage of Strebel’s property and the manipulation of legal actions against Strebel.
Strebel’s complaint highlighted the meddling in the employment affairs of his family
members and other actions which, according to him, caused mental anguish and hurt his
business reputation. The lower court dismissed Strebel’s complaint on the ground that the
facts did not constitute a cause of action, prompting Strebel’s appeal to the Supreme Court.

Issues:

1. Whether the acts regarding the drainage construction proposed by Figueras constituted a
violation of Strebel’s property rights.

2. Whether the transfer of Dr. Manuel Hernandez, initiated by Figueras, gave rise to a cause
of action in favor of Strebel.

3. Whether the filing of Criminal Case No. 11005 against Strebel for violation of labor laws
constituted malicious prosecution.

4. Whether press statements issued by defendants Jose and Ruperto, criticizing the
dismissal of Case No. 11005, were actionable.

5. Whether Strebel had a cause of action arising from the dismissal of criminal cases against
affiliates of Figueras.

6. Whether Figueras’ involvement in the filing of a criminal case for unjust vexation against
Strebel warranted a cause of action.

Court’s Decision:

The Court affirmed the dismissal of Strebel’s complaint, addressing each issue as follows:

1. The Court determined that the drainage proposal, although motivated by Figueras’
personal interest, did not violate Strebel’s property rights as no actual construction took
place due to Strebel’s opposition.

2. On the transfer of Dr. Hernandez, the Court held that Strebel had no cause of action as
any claim would need to be brought forth by Hernandez, not Strebel.
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3. With regards to the alleged malicious prosecution, the Court found there was no basis as
no order was made indicating that the prosecution was malicious.

4. Concerning the press statements, the Court found that they were not actionable as they
constituted fair comment on a matter of public record.

5. The Court dismissed the claim related to criminal cases against Figueras’ affiliates as
Strebel had no particular interest in these cases.

6. Lastly, the Court found that Strebel had no cause of action for the filing of unjust
vexation, as no improper conduct was alleged against Jose and Ruperto, and Figueras could
not be held liable without evidence of malicious prosecution.

Doctrine: The Supreme Court in this case reiterated the doctrine that moral damages are
only recoverable in criminal or tort cases if they result in physical injuries, or in cases of
malicious prosecution, which was not sufficiently demonstrated here.

Historical Background: This case reflects the intricate relationship between political
influence and legal proceedings during the period in Philippine history. The era was
characterized by a remedial framework, emanating from the Spanish Penal Code and
evolving through the American colonial period into the locally crafted Revised Penal Code.
The conduct alleged against Figueras and his involvement with Strebel’s legal troubles
exemplify the challenges between property rights, political interference, and administration
of justice during this time. The Supreme Court’s decision demonstrates the application of
existing legal standards and doctrines to curb potential abuses stemming from alleged
political and personal vendettas.
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