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Title:
St. Mary’s Academy vs. Carpitano et al.

Facts:
This case revolves around a tragic incident that led to the death of Sherwin Carpitanos – a
conscientious student actively participating in an enrollment drive conducted by St. Mary’s
Academy.  The events  marched to  the  legal  forum when the  grieving parents,  William
Carpitanos and Lucia S. Carpitanos, sought damages for their devastating loss. They filed a
case on June 9, 1995, against James Daniel II (a minor), his parents James Daniel Sr. and
Guada Daniel, vehicle owner Vivencio Villanueva, and St. Mary’s Academy at the Regional
Trial Court (RTC) of Dipolog City.

On February 20, 1997, the RTC pinned the liability on St. Mary’s Academy to settle various
damages, grounding its judgment on the school’s alleged negligence of allowing a minor to
drive,  coupled with the lack of teacher supervision. The decision further held that the
liability of James Daniel II’s parents would be subsidiary – meaning they would only be liable
if St. Mary’s Academy was unable to pay.

St. Mary’s Academy appealed to the Court of Appeals (CA). On February 29, 2000, the CA
partly favored the petitioner by reducing actual damages but still held the school chiefly
accountable  for  the  incident.  The  CA  rejected  petitioner’s  subsequent  motion  for
reconsideration on May 22, 2000. Hence, this further appeal was made to the Supreme
Court.

Issues:
1) Did the Court of Appeals err in holding St. Mary’s Academy liable for damages due to
Sherwin Carpitanos’s death?
2) Did the Court of  Appeals err in affirming the award of  moral  damages against the
petitioner?

Court’s Decision:
The Supreme Court ruled in favor of St. Mary’s Academy, reversing the CA’s decision. The
Court scrutinized Articles 218 and 219 of the Family Code, highlighting the necessity of a
direct  link  between  the  negligent  act  or  omission  and  the  injury  sustained.  It  was
determined  that  the  respondents  couldn’t  substantiate  that  the  school’s  presumed
negligence  was  the  proximate  cause  of  the  accident.

It was revealed during proceedings that a mechanical defect – specifically, the detachment
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of the jeep’s steering wheel guide – and not the reckless driving of the minor, James Daniel
II, led to the fatal mishap. Given that the mechanical defect was the immediate cause and an
event outside of the school’s control, the Supreme Court absolved St. Mary’s Academy of
direct  responsibility  for  the  accident  and,  consequently,  from  paying  the  damages  –
including moral and death indemnity.

Doctrine:
The case underscored the principles regarding the legal concept of proximate cause in
negligence cases. It reiterated that negligence, to be the cause of an injury, must be the
proximate and not just a remote cause. For liability to attach, the negligence must be the
cause which, in a natural and continuous sequence, leads to the injury, and without which
the result would not have occurred.

Class Notes:
– The elements central to negligence cases are duty, breach, proximate cause, and damage.
– In this case, Articles 218 and 219 of the Family Code are critical, but these stipulations are
only valid if the negligent acts or omissions were indeed the proximate cause of the injury.
– Proximate cause is determined by a “cause, which, in natural and continuous sequence,
unbroken by any efficient intervening cause, produces the injury, and without which the
result would not have occurred.” (quote from the decision)
– Registered vehicle owners are responsible for damages to third parties caused by their
vehicles, affirmed by the legal doctrine of registered owner responsibility for vehicle-caused
damages.

Historical Background:
The incident in the case took place within the context of the Philippine legal system’s
understanding of torts and damages. The Family Code of the Philippines, which became
effective in 1988, greatly influences personal injury cases against institutions that exert
special parental authority, illuminating the extent to which they may be held liable for the
acts  or  omissions  of  minors  under  their  supervision.  This  case  became  a  significant
interpretation of said Code, particularly the application of the concepts of special parental
authority and proximate cause.


