B.M. No. 553. June 17, 1993 (Case Brief / Digest)

Title: Mauricio C. Ulep vs. The Legal Clinic, Inc.

Facts:

The case revolves around advertisements issued by The Legal Clinic, Inc. which offered
services related to secret marriages, divorce, annulment, visa acquisition, among others.
Mauricio C. Ulep, the petitioner, sought a directive from the Supreme Court for The Legal
Clinic, Inc. to cease issuing such adverts and to prohibit entities from advertising legal
services beyond those sanctioned by law, arguing the advertisements were unethical and
diminished the integrity of the legal profession. In response, The Legal Clinic, Inc.
(respondent) admitted to the publication of the advertisements, claiming it offered “legal
support services” through paralegals using modern technology and not the actual practice
of law, drawing a parallel with a United States Supreme Court decision (Bates vs. State Bar
of Arizona).

The Supreme Court took cognizance of the case due to its implications on the legal
profession and required various bar associations to submit their positions on the matter.
These submissions uniformly criticized the advertisements for either directly engaging in or
supporting the unlawful practice of law and for undermining the dignity of the legal
profession.

Issues:

1. Whether the services offered by The Legal Clinic, Inc., as advertised, constitute the
practice of law.

2. If so, whether such services, as advertised, are ethical and permissible under existing
laws and the Code of Professional Responsibility.

3. The propriety of legal service advertisements and the delineation between “legal
services” and “legal support services.”

Court’s Decision:

The Supreme Court affirmed that the services advertised by The Legal Clinic, Inc. amounted
to the practice of law. It characterized the practice of law as any activity that requires the
application of law, legal procedure, knowledge, training, and experience. The Court found
that the advertisements in question not only offered legal services directly but also misled
the public into believing that such services could circumvent Philippine law on marriage and
divorce. It pronounced that these actions violated ethical standards and were detrimental to
the trust and confidence reposed in the legal profession. Consequently, the Court prohibited
The Legal Clinic, Inc. from publishing similar advertisements and enjoined it from engaging
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in or supporting the unauthorized practice of law.

Doctrine:

The case reiterates the doctrine that the practice of law is not limited to representation in
court but includes legal advice and the preparation of legal documents, among other
services. It emphasizes that only those duly admitted to the bar and in good standing may
practice law and that advertisements of legal services must be dignified, truthful, and not
misleading.

Class Notes:

- Practice of law includes activities beyond court appearances, such as legal advice and
document preparation.

- Legal services ads must be ethical, not misleading, and uphold the profession’s dignity.

- The unauthorized practice of law by entities or individuals not admitted to the bar is
prohibited.

- Distinction between “legal services” (requiring bar admission) and “legal support services”
(auxiliary services not constituting legal practice).

Historical Background:

This case underscores the evolution of legal ethics concerning advertising and the
unauthorized practice of law, reflecting the continuous tension between professional
regulation and changing business practices. It highlights the Philippines Supreme Court’s
commitment to maintain the integrity and dignity of the legal profession against
commercialization trends, especially concerning legal services representation and
advertising.
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