G.R. No. 173292. September 01, 2010 (Case Brief / Digest)

Title: Memoracion Z. Cruz (Represented by Edgardo Z. Cruz) vs. Oswaldo Z. Cruz

Facts:

Memoracion Z. Cruz commenced an action against her son, Oswaldo Z. Cruz, in the
Regional Trial Court (RTC) of Manila on October 18, 1993, for “Annulment of Sale,
Reconveyance and Damages.” She claimed ownership of a parcel of land registered under
her name, which was later transferred under Oswaldo and his wife’s names through an
allegedly fraudulent deed dated February 12, 1973. After failing to resolve the matter at the
barangay level, she proceeded to court. During the trial, after presenting her evidence,
Memoracion Z. Cruz passed away on October 30, 1996. Her counsel informed the court of
her death in January 1997, prompting Oswaldo to file a Motion to Dismiss based on the
ground that the reconveyance action was personal and did not survive Memoracion’s death,
which was granted by the RTC.

Subsequent efforts by Memoracion’s heir, Edgardo Z. Cruz, to continue the case, including a
Motion for Reconsideration and Notice of Appeal, encountered procedural and judicial
hindrances. Ultimately, the Court of Appeals affirmed the RTC’s Order with modifications,
deleting the direction for prosecution in proper estate proceedings, upon which a petition
for review was filed with the Supreme Court.

Issues:

1. Whether Memoracion Z. Cruz’s Petition for Annulment of Deed of Sale, Reconveyance,
and Damages is a purely personal action which did not survive her death.

2. Whether the Court of Appeals erred in affirming with modification the RTC Order
dismissing the Petition for Annulment of Deed of Sale, Reconveyance, and Damages.

Court’s Decision:

The Supreme Court found the appeal meritorious, reversing the Court of Appeals’ decision
and remanding the case to the RTC for further proceedings. The Court clarified that the
action for annulment of sale and reconveyance involves property rights, which survive the
death of the petitioner. It further stipulated that upon the death of a party during pending
litigation, the proper legal representatives or heirs should be allowed to substitute for the
deceased in accordance with the Rules of Civil Procedure, which was not correctly followed
in the initial proceedings. Therefore, the dismissal of the case by the RTC was found
erroneous.

Doctrine:
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The criterion for determining whether an action survives the death of a petitioner focuses
on the nature of the action and the damage sued for: actions affecting primarily property
and property rights survive the death, while those principally impacting the person do not.
The rights to the succession are transmitted from the moment of the decedent’s death, and
heirs become absolute owners subject to the decedent’s rights and obligations.

Class Notes:

1. Property and Property Rights Action Survivability: An action for the annulment of sale
and reconveyance affecting property and property rights is survivable and can be continued
by the legal representatives or heirs upon the death of the original party.

2. Substitution of Deceased Party: Upon the death of a litigant, the counsel must inform the
court, and the court shall allow substitution by the legal representatives or heirs, without
necessarily appointing an executor or administrator (Sec. 16, Rule 3 of the 1997 Revised
Rules of Civil Procedure).

Historical Background:

At the heart of the legal challenge is the dispute over property rights between family
members, exemplifying the complexities and sensitivities involved in inheritance and
property conveyance. The case underscores the importance of clear legal documentation
and representation, as well as the procedural intricacies in civil litigation, particularly when
it involves the substitution of parties due to death. The Supreme Court’s emphasis on the
survivability of actions concerning property rights reflects broader legal principles around
ownership, succession, and the continuity of legal claims beyond an individual’s death.
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