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Title: Alfonso D. Gaviola Vs. People of the Philippines (G.R. No. 154475, March 31, 2006)

Facts: The legal dispute traces back to a quieting of title case filed by Elias Gaviola in 1954
against Eusebio Mejarito regarding a parcel of land in Leyte, identified as Cadastral Lot
1301. The trial court dismissed Elias’s complaint and declared Eusebio the lawful owner.
This  decision became final  and executory,  and Eusebio was placed in possession by a
sheriff’s order.

Eusebio  passed  away  and  was  succeeded  by  his  son  Cleto.  Elias  also  died  and  was
succeeded by his son Alfonso Gaviola. In 1985, Cleto filed a complaint against Alfonso and
others claiming they occupied part of the land adjudicated to his father (not Lot 1301). The
case was Civil Case No. B-0600. A Commissioner was appointed for land identification, and
the RTC ruled in favor of the defendants, declaring their lots distinct and separate from
Cleto’s father’s lot.

Cleto appealed, but the decision was affirmed by the CA. Subsequently, he filed a petition
with the Supreme Court, which was denied, making the CA judgment final.

In 1997, Alfonso and his companions were observed by Cleto’s nephew, harvesting coconuts
from Lot 1301. A criminal complaint for qualified theft was filed, and eventually, the RTC
convicted Alfonso, rejecting his claim that he harvested from his own land, Lot 1311. The CA
affirmed the conviction, and Alfonso petitioned the Supreme Court.

Issues:  The pivotal  legal  issues were:  (1)  whether the prosecution had proved beyond
reasonable doubt that Alfonso had intent to gain when instructing the coconuts to be taken;
and (2) whether Alfonso was liable for exemplary and liquidated damages.

Court’s Decision: The Supreme Court denied the petition for lack of merit. It held that intent
to  gain,  an  essential  element  of  theft,  was  evident  from Alfonso’s  unlawful  taking  of
coconuts from Lot 1301 owned by Cleto. The Court underscored Alfonso’s pretense of good
faith as insufficient to escape criminal liability, considering his explicit judicial admission
regarding the property boundaries in Civil  Case No. B-0600. The award for exemplary
damages  was  justified  due  to  the  qualified  nature  of  the  theft  and  the  existence  of
aggravating circumstances.

Doctrine:  The established doctrine from the case reaffirms the elements of  theft,  with
emphasis on intent to gain (animus furandi). It also echoes the principle that a pretense of
good faith or a mistaken claim of ownership does not negate the animus furandi if such
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claim is dishonest or a mere pretense.

Class Notes:
– Elements of theft include: taking of personal property, belonging to someone else, with
intent to gain, without the owner’s consent, and without violence or intimidation.
– Good faith claim of ownership must be honest and not a pretense.
– In criminal cases, exemplary damages may be imposed for aggravating circumstances.
– A judicial admission is binding unless shown to be made through palpable mistake or is
otherwise nonexistent.

Historical Background: Alfonso Gaviola’s case represents a decades-long dispute over land
title and possession that escalated into a criminal matter of qualified theft, reflecting the
complexities of property rights and inheritance in the Philippines. The legal controversies
highlight  the  dilemmas  faced  when  historical  land  claims  are  contested,  jurisdictions
overlapped, and judicial decisions prompt further disputes, indicative of the intricate and
often litigious nature of land ownership in the Philippines.


