G.R. No. 171514. July 18, 2012 (Case Brief / Digest)

### Title:
**Republic of the Philippines vs. Domingo Espinosa: A Case of Land Registration and
Imperfect Title**

### Facts:

This case concerns a petition for review on certiorari from decisions by the Court of Appeals
(CA) regarding Domingo Espinosa’s application for land registration of a 5,525-square-
meter parcel in Consolacion, Cebu. The application, filed on March 3, 1999, with the
Municipal Trial Court (MTC), was supported by claims of purchase from his mother, Isabel
Espinosa, waivers from other heirs, over 30 years of ownership-like possession, and tax
payments. The Republic opposed, arguing insufficient proof of alienability, disposability, and
requisite possession duration. The MTC ruled in favor of Espinosa, a decision upheld by the
CA, despite the Republic’s assertion of procedural and evidentiary failures, particularly
regarding proof of the property’s status and the mandatory submission of the original
survey plan. The Republic’s motion for reconsideration was denied by the CA.

### Issues:

1. Does the blueprint of an advanced survey plan comply with the requirements under
Section 17 of P.D. No. 1529 for land registration?

2. Can a notation made by a surveyor serve as sufficient proof that the land is alienable and
disposable?

### Court’s Decision:

The Supreme Court reversed the CA and MTC’s decisions, identifying errors in the
application of relevant legal standards. The Court clarified that Domingo Espinosa’s claim
and supporting documents aligned more with Section 14(2) of P.D. No. 1529, concerning
acquisition by prescription, not Section 14(1) relating to Section 48(b) of the Public Land
Act for possession dating back to June 12, 1945. Given this, the Court found that:

- Espinosa failed to demonstrate Isabel’s possession traced back to June 12, 1945, as
required for an imperfect title.

- The property’s alleged alienable and disposable status was inadequately proven.

- Even under the prescription premise (Section 14(2)), Espinosa did not establish the
property as patrimonial, necessary for prescription against the State.

The Court deemed the lower courts misunderstood the application of legal provisions, citing
established jurisprudence on possession, the alienability and disposability of land, and
requirements for converting public domain lands to private ownership through prescription.
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### Doctrine:

For a piece of land to be considered for land registration under acquisitive prescription,
there must be an explicit declaration by the state that the land, classified as alienable and
disposable, has been officially reclassified as patrimonial. Without such designation, lands
remain inalienable and ownership through prescription cannot be established against the
State.

### Class Notes:

- ¥*Imperfect Title Registration:** Requires proof of possession dating back to a specific
historical date, defined by legislation (e.g., June 12, 1945), or completion of a statutory
period of possession before changes in said legislation.

- **Alienable and Disposable Land:** Demonstrating a land’s status requires official
classification and declaration by the state; surveyor notations or declarations are
insufficient.

- **Prescription vs. Registration:** Prescription against the State for public domain lands is
contingent upon an official state declaration converting the land to patrimonial, subject to
timelines established prior to application.

### Historical Background:

This case underscores evolving land law in the Philippines, particularly around the
acquisition of public lands. Changes in legislative requirements for land registration, from
direct historical possession to periods of prescription and the importance of official state
declarations in reclassifying lands, reflect shifting approaches to land ownership, utilization,
and registration, highlighting legal tensions between private claims and state sovereignty
over lands.
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