G.R. NO. 154407. February 14, 2005 (Case Brief / Digest)

### Title:
**Ma. Cristina G. Cortez-Estrada vs. Heirs of Domingo Samut and Director of Lands**

### Facts:

The case revolves around a dispute over ownership and possession of two parcels of land in
Libertad, Echague, Isabela. Emiliano Cortez filed a Free Patent Application for these lands
in 1953, which was approved, leading to the issuance of Original Certificate of Title No.
P-9148. However, Domingo Samut, claiming to have been in possession of the lands since
World War II and having introduced improvements, filed a Protest with the Bureau of Lands
alleging fraud in the acquisition by Cortez. The investigation recommended canceling
Cortez’s patent and title due to misrepresentation and violation of the Public Land Law.
After Emiliano’s passing, the title was transferred to his widow, Antonia Cortez, who later
died, leaving the property to their heirs, including the petitioner Ma. Cristina Cortez-
Estrada.

When the State sought reversion of the land to the public domain on grounds of fraudulent
acquisition by Cortez, Cristina Cortez-Estrada filed a counterclaim seeking injunction
against the Samuts and Chito Singson, who allegedly bought a part of the land from the
Samuts. The RTC and CA denied her plea for injunctive relief, leading to this petition for
review to the Supreme Court.

### Issues:

1. Whether the Court of Appeals erred in dismissing the petition for certiorari on procedural
grounds.

2. Whether the Court of Appeals improperly determined issues of possession and ownership.
3. Whether the petitioner’s plea for the issuance of a writ of preliminary injunction was
wrongfully denied.

4. Whether the respondents should be enjoined from selling or disposing of the disputed
properties.

### Court’s Decision:

The Supreme Court held the petition to be partly meritorious. It affirmed the decision of the
CA with modifications, stressing procedural infractions by the petitioner. On the merits, the
Court ruled that the issuance of a preliminary injunction to change the status quo of
possession was not warranted as the petitioner’s right to the land was not clear and
unmistakable. However, the Court partially granted the plea to enjoin respondents from
selling or disposing of the property, ensuring that the status quo is maintained until
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ownership is determined.

### Doctrine:

The case reiterates the doctrine that a writ of preliminary injunction is a provisional remedy
to maintain the last actual, peaceful, and uncontested status preceding the controversy. The
issuance of such a writ requires the applicant’s right to be clear and unmistakable.
Additionally, the Supreme Court highlighted the principle that only the owner of the
property has the authority to dispose of it.

### Class Notes:

1. ¥Preliminary Injunction**: A provisional remedy to preserve the status quo until merits
can be heard. Requirements include a clear and unmistakable right being threatened;
substantial and material invasion of that right; and urgent need to prevent serious damage.
2. *Writ of Certiorari**: Challenges decisions on grounds of jurisdictional overreach or
grave abuse of discretion. Requires adherence to procedural requirements, including
material dates and submission of pertinent documents.

3. **Doctrine of Status Quo**: The condition existing before the litigation must be
maintained, preventing any party from gaining a positional advantage pre-resolution of the
primary issue, which, in this case, is ownership.

### Historical Background:

This legal battle reflects the complex issues surrounding land ownership and the issuance of
titles in the Philippines, especially concerning lands claimed based on long-term possession
versus those officially recognized through titles. It underscores the Philippine legal system'’s
grappling with cases of alleged misrepresentation in acquiring land titles and the challenges
in rectifying such issues post-issuance.
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