G.R. No. 108017. April 03, 1995 (Case Brief / Digest)

Title: Maria Benita A. Dulay, et al. vs. The Court of Appeals, et al.

Facts:

On December 7, 1988, an altercation occurred between Benigno Torzuela, a security guard,
and Atty. Napoleon Dulay, which resulted in Torzuela fatally shooting Dulay at the “Big
Bang Sa Alabang” carnival in Alabang Village, Muntinlupa. Following this incident, Maria
Benita A. Dulay, the widow of the deceased, on behalf of herself and her minor children,
filed a civil action for damages on February 8, 1989, against Torzuela and his alleged
employers, Safeguard Investigation and Security Co., Inc. (“SAFEGUARD”) and Superguard
Security Corp. (“SUPERGUARD”). The complaint was premised on the claim that Torzuela’s
act of shooting was due to the concurring negligence of Torzuela and his employers.

SUPERGUARD filed a Motion to Dismiss based on the argument that the complaint did not
state a valid cause of action, asserting that Torzuela’s act was beyond their control and
scope of duties, and that the liability for such deliberate action rests on Torzuela under
criminal law, not as a quasi-delict. SAFEGUARD sought exclusion as a defendant, denying
that Torzuela was their employee. Conversely, the petitioners argued based on Article 2180
of the New Civil Code, emphasizing employers’ liability for damages caused by their
employees acting within the scope of their assigned tasks.

The Regional Trial Court (RTC) dismissed the civil case, aligning with the arguments of
SUPERGUARD and SAFEGUARD. The Court of Appeals affirmed this dismissal, prompting
the Dulays to file for reconsideration, which was denied, leading to the elevation of the case
to the Supreme Court via a petition for certiorari.

Issues:

1. Whether acts that are intentional and voluntary, in addition to acts committed with
negligence, are covered under Article 2176 of the New Civil Code pertaining to quasi-
delicts.

2. Whether an employer’s liability for the acts of their employee, as provided under Article
2180 of the New Civil Code, is applicable in this case.

3. Whether the civil complaint against SAFEGUARD and SUPERGUARD sulfficiently states a
cause of action permitting it to proceed independently of the criminal action against
Torzuela.

Court’s Decision:
The Supreme Court reversed the Court of Appeals’ decision, clarifying that Article 2176 of
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the New Civil Code indeed covers not only acts committed with negligence but also those
which are voluntary and intentional. It emphasized that an employer’s liability under Article
2180 is direct and immediate, not contingent upon the negligence of the employee or the
outcome of any criminal action against the employee. Moreover, the Court held that the
allegations in the civil complaint were sufficient to constitute a cause of action against the
defendants, thereby allowing the case to proceed to trial on the merits.

Doctrine:

1. Article 2176 of the New Civil Code pertains to obligations arising from both acts of
negligence and voluntary, intentional acts, expanding the concept of quasi-delicts.

2. Article 2180 establishes direct and immediate liability on the part of employers for
damages caused by their employees acting within the scope of their assigned tasks, this
liability exists independently of the employee’s own liability for fault or negligence.

Class Notes:

- Quasi-delicts under Article 2176 include both negligent and intentional actions.

- Employers’ liability under Article 2180 is direct and not subsidiary; it is independent of the
employee’s civil liability under criminal law.

- Filing an independent civil action before the presentation of evidence in criminal
proceedings is permissible, and in some cases, preferable.

- Article 33 of the New Civil Code allows for an independent civil action in cases of physical
injuries, which encompasses consummated, frustrated, and attempted homicide.

- The existence of a cause of action in a civil complaint is determined by the allegations
stating the basis of the claim, not by the potential defenses or ambiguities.

Historical Background:

The ruling in this case underscores the Philippine legal system’s approach to employer
liability in instances where employees commit intentional or negligent acts resulting in
harm to others. It broadens the interpretation of quasi-delicts to include intentional acts,
aligning with the principle of providing remedies to victims of wrongful acts, and
reaffirming the responsibility of employers in supervising their employees’ actions within
the scope of their employment. This case emphasizes the importance of civil liability as a
means to seek reparation independently of criminal proceedings, enriching the
jurisprudence on the intersection of employment law and torts.
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