G.R. No. 107303. February 23, 1995 (Case Brief / Digest)

Title: Onate and Econ Holdings Corporation vs. Hon. Zeus C. Abrogar and Sun Life
Assurance Company of Canada

Facts:

This case revolves around the dispute between the petitioners, Emmanuel C. Onate, and
Econ Holdings Corporation (collectively “Econ”), and the respondent, Sun Life Assurance
Company of Canada (“Sun Life”). The contention began with a financial transaction where
Onate, implicating Econ and another company named Brunner Development Corporation
(“Brunner”), had dealings with Sun Life leading to a supposed investment mishandling.

Before the Regional Trial Court (“RTC”) of Makati, under Branch 150 presided by Judge
Zeus C. Abrogar, could acquire jurisdiction over the defendants (Onate and Econ), several
preemptive legal actions were taken by Sun Life, including the issuance and implementation
of a writ of attachment on the petitioners’ assets. This happened despite the fact that the
service of summons had not yet been executed on the defendants, which is a vital process in
vesting the court with jurisdiction over the case and the parties involved.

The procedural journey to the Supreme Court began when Emmanuel C. Onate and Econ,
along with Brunner Development Corporation, challenged the RTC’s decision through
petitions for certiorari. They contested the validity of attaching their properties and the
examination of bank accounts prior to the court obtaining jurisdiction over them via service
of summons. The Supreme Court’s Second Division initially sided with the RTC but was later
referred to the en banc due to conflicting jurisprudence.

Issues:

1. Whether the attachment of the petitioner’s properties and garnishment of accounts prior
to the court acquiring jurisdiction via service of summons is valid.

2. Whether the subsequent service of summons on petitioners cured the invalidity of the
pre-jurisdiction attachment.

3. The legality of the examination of the bank books and records in connection with the
attachment.

Court’s Decision:

The Supreme Court en banc revisited and overturned its previous ruling by deciding in favor
of the petitioners. The Court reaffirmed that the attachment of properties and the
garnishment of accounts before obtaining jurisdiction over the person through service of
summons is void. It was emphasized that this initial misstep could not be rectified by the
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subsequent service of summons. Furthermore, the Court ruled that the examination of bank
records ordered by the lower court was unjustified as it was tied to the invalidly issued writ
of attachment. Consequently, the Supreme Court directed the respondent judge to issue an
alias writ of attachment (following procedural correctness), lift the invalid attachment, and
ensure proper compliance moving forward.

Doctrine:

The Court reiterated the doctrine that the validity of the proceedings for attachment is
heavily reliant on the proper acquisition of jurisdiction over the persons involved, primarily
through the service of summons. It highlighted the procedural necessity that the court must
first obtain jurisdiction over the defendant before any attachment of property or
garnishment can be deemed valid.

Class Notes:

1. Jurisdiction Over the Person: Critical for the enactment of any court orders, including
writs of attachment.

2. Writ of Attachment: A provisional remedy that allows a plaintiff to secure a defendant’s
assets pending the outcome of the case. Must follow correct procedural steps, including
obtaining jurisdiction, for it to be considered valid.

3. Service of Summons: Essential step in obtaining jurisdiction over a defendant, without
which any prejudgment action (like attachment) is invalid.

4. Alias Writ of Attachment: Issued as a corrective measure when the initial writ is deemed
invalid due to procedural errors.

Historical Background:

This case highlights the importance of procedural correctness in the judicial system,
especially concerning provisional remedies like attachment. It underscores the judiciary’s
commitment to upholding the rule of law and affirming due process rights, emphasizing that
the ends do not justify the means if fundamental legal procedures are bypassed or
mishandled.
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