G.R. No. 101083. July 30, 1993 (Case Brief / Digest)

Title: Oposa vs Factoran: Upholding Intergenerational Responsibility and Environmental
Justice

Facts:

The case, initiated by minors Juan Antonio, Anna Rosario, and Jose Alfonso Oposa, along
with other minors and represented by their parents, against the Secretary of the
Department of Environment and Natural Resources (DENR), Fulgencio S. Factoran, Jr., and
the Honorable Eriberto U. Rosario, Presiding Judge of the RTC, Makati, Branch 66, emerged
from grave concerns over the rapid deforestation and environmental degradation in the
Philippines. Filed on behalf of themselves and future generations, the plaintiffs sought to
cancel all existing Timber License Agreements (TLAs) in the country to prevent further
environmental depletion.

The petitioners contended that the remaining forest cover in the Philippines had critically
diminished over the years due to unchecked issuance and renewal of TLAs, leading to dire
environmental and ecological consequences. They argued that such actions contravene the
Filipinos’ constitutional right to a balanced and healthful ecology and the state’s obligation
to protect such rights for present and future generations.

The Regional Trial Court (RTC) of Makati dismissed the case on grounds that the complaints
lacked a cause of action against the respondent and touched upon a political question
beyond judicial review. The RTC further reasoned that granting the reliefs sought would
violate the established principle of non-impairment of contracts.

Issues:

1. Whether the petitioners, including minors represented by their parents, possess the legal
standing to file the case.

2. Whether the complaint embodied sufficient allegations to establish a cause of action.

3. Whether the case presents a justiciable controversy or involves a political question.

4. Whether the demanded remedies encroach upon the non-impairment clause of the
Constitution.

Court’s Decision:

The Supreme Court, in its landmark decision, reversed the RTC’s order, granting the
petitioners’ claims. The Court recognized the legal standing of the petitioners, including
minors advocating not only for their generation but for future ones, based on the concept of
intergenerational responsibility. It determined that the complaint adequately stated a cause
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of action grounded on the constitutional right to a balanced and healthful ecology, thereby
surpassing the political question doctrine. Furthermore, it clarified that Timber License
Agreements (TLAs) are not contracts protected by the non-impairment clause and can thus
be revoked or revised in the interest of public welfare and environmental preservation.

Doctrine:

The Supreme Court underscored the doctrine of intergenerational responsibility concerning
environmental protection. It asserted that the constitutional right to a balanced and
healthful ecology is fundamental and self-executing, warranting protection and
advancement by the State. The decision also reiterated that TLAs are not inviolable
contracts but rather privileges that the State may modify or rescind in accordance with
public interest.

Class Notes:

- Legal Standing: Individuals, including minors represented by their parents, can file legal
actions to enforce environmental rights, emphasizing intergenerational responsibility.

- Cause of Action: Environmental cases can establish a cause of action based on the
constitutional right to a balanced and healthful ecology.

- Political Question Doctrine: Environmental protection cases transcend political questions,
making them justiciable and subject to judicial review.

- Non-impairment Clause: State-imposed contracts, like TLAs, are subject to review and
cancellation if contrary to public welfare and environmental preservation norms.

Historical Background:

The Oposa vs. Factoran case is a milestone in Philippine environmental law, setting a global
precedent for recognizing intergenerational justice and the legal enforcement of
environmental rights. Amidst escalating environmental degradation in the late 20th century,
this decision galvanized environmental advocacy, influencing both national policy and
international legal frameworks towards greater accountability and proactive measures for
environmental protection and sustainability.
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