G.R. No. 29204. December 29, 1928 (Case Brief / Digest)

Title: Zapanta et al. vs. Posadas, Jr. et al.

Facts: Father Braulio Pineda, who died in January 1925, left a will instituting his sister Irene
Pineda as the sole heiress. During his lifetime, Father Pineda made several donations to six
plaintiffs—Rufina Zapanta and others—by public instruments, with conditions for the
recipients to provide him an annual payment of rice or money. These donations were
accepted by the plaintiffs during Father Pineda’s lifetime. The plaintiffs later filed separate
cases against the Collector of Internal Revenue and his deputy, demanding a refund for the
inheritance tax paid under protest on the donated properties, pursuant to section 1536 of
the Administrative Code as amended. At trial, the court determined that the donations were
inter vivos, not subject to inheritance tax, and ordered a refund to the plaintiffs. The
defendants then appealed to the Supreme Court of the Philippines.

Procedural Posture: Each plaintiff filed a distinct legal action before the trial court, which
ruled in their favor. The collective issues were brought to the Philippine Supreme Court
through an appeal filed by the defendants, challenging the trial court’s decision exempting
the donations from the inheritance tax.

Issues: The Supreme Court was tasked to determine whether the donations made by Father
Braulio Pineda to the plaintiffs were to be considered inter vivos or mortis causa, the latter
being taxable under the law.

Court’s Decision: The Court affirmed the decision of the trial court, holding that the
donations were inter vivos rather than mortis causa. It delineated the characteristics of each
type of donation and anchored its decision on factors such as the expressed terms of
acceptance during the donor’s lifetime and the irrevocability of the donations based on the
donor’s will alone. Additionally, the Court found that the donations did not qualify as
advances on inheritance or legacy under the law. The Court’s decision was based on
interpreting the legal characteristics of the donations and their fulfillment conditions.

Doctrine: The Supreme Court clarified the distinction between donations mortis causa and
inter vivos. It established that a donation inter vivos takes effect immediately upon the
donor’s expressed terms of acceptance during their lifetime and is irrevocable based solely
on the donor’s will. In contrast, a donation mortis causa is subject to inheritance tax and is
characterized by the acquisition of property determined by the donor’s death and its
revocability at the donor’s discretion.

Class Notes:
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- Definitions:

- Donations inter vivos: A gift made during the donor’s lifetime, taking immediate effect,
and irrevocable by the donor’s sole will.

- Donations mortis causa: A gift made in contemplation of imminent death, similar to a
testamentary disposition, and revocable.

- Critical Statutory Provisions:

- Administrative Code, Sec. 1536: outlines what transmits are subject to inheritance tax.

- Legal Application:

- For a donation to be considered inter vivos, the key elements are immediate effect upon
acceptance and irrevocability by the donor’s sole will.

- For a donation to be considered mortis causa, it must be dependent on the donor’s death
and must be freely revocable by the donor.

Historical Background: The Zapanta case deals with an assessment of legal obligations
concerning inheritance tax during the early 20th century Philippines. It demonstrates the
application of inheritance tax laws at the time and the distinction between inter vivos and
mortis causa transactions. The case also reflects the legal contestation around tax liability,
which is a common aspect of estate and tax law historically and contemporarily, with
implications for the distribution of wealth following a person’s death.
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