G.R. No. 161434. March 03, 2004 (Case Brief / Digest)

Title: Tecson vs. COMELEC, Poe, and Fornier (2004): A Landmark Case on Philippine
Presidential Candidate Eligibility

Facts:

The consolidated case primarily challenges the eligibility of Ronald Allan Kelly Poe (a.k.a.
Fernando Poe, Jr. or FPJ]) to run for the presidency of the Republic of the Philippines in the
May 2004 elections, emphasizing a crucial constitutional query: Is FP] a natural-born
Filipino citizen?

On 31 December 2003, FPJ filed his certificate of candidacy, claiming natural-born
Philippine citizenship. Victorino X. Fornier initiated a petition (SPA No. 04-003) before the
COMELEC, arguing FPJ’s ineligibility on grounds that his parents were foreigners,
rendering him non-natural-born. Fornier posited that FP]’s father was Spanish and his
mother, American; hence, FP], an alleged illegitimate child, could not inherit Filipino
citizenship from a purportedly Filipino father.

The COMELEC’s Fact-Finding Division heard the case on 19 January 2004. Fornier
presented various documents to challenge FP]J’s eligibility, while FP] countered with
evidence supporting his Filipino lineage. The COMELEC dismissed the petition for lack of
merit on 23 January 2004. Fornier’s subsequent motion for reconsideration was denied by
the COMELEC en banc on 06 February 2004, prompting the escalation to the Supreme
Court.

Issues:

1. Jurisdiction to review the COMELEC’s decision on FP]’s disqualification case.

2. Determination of FP]’s eligibility as a natural-born Filipino citizen in the context of his
paternal ancestry and circumstances of birth.

3. Interpretation of laws and the constitution regarding citizenship, with emphasis on the
legitimacy of birth affecting citizenship transmission.

Court’s Decision:

The Supreme Court held that it had jurisdiction over the case, citing its authority to review
decisions of the COMELEC. While it recognized G.R. No. 161824 (Fornier vs. COMELEC and
Poe) based on Rule 64 in relation to Rule 65 of the Revised Rules of Civil Procedure due to
its direct challenge on COMELEC’s ruling on FPJ’s disqualification case, it dismissed G.R.
No. 161434 and G.R. No. 161634 for lack of jurisdiction and prematurity, underlining that
the Supreme Court’s jurisdiction as an electoral tribunal pertains to a post-election
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scenario.

Resolving FPJ’s citizenship, the Court found that FPJ is a natural-born Filipino, recognizing
entitlement to Philippine citizenship from his paternal lineage traced to a Filipino father,
Lorenzo Pou, born around 1870, who likely became a Filipino citizen by virtue of the Treaty
of Paris and the Philippine Bill of 1902. The alleged illegitimacy of FPJ did not negate his
claim to natural-born citizenship since the 1935 Constitution did not distinguish between
legitimate and illegitimate children concerning the transmission of citizenship.

Doctrine:

The Supreme Court reiterated the principle that a person’s eligibility for public office,
specifically the presidency, hinges on the constitutional requirement of being a natural-born
citizen of the Philippines. It emphasized that the determination of citizenship for electoral
qualification should not be strictly bound by the provisions of civil law on legitimacy, as
political law governs such determinations.

Class Notes:

- Citizenship may be acquired by jus sanguinis (right of blood), which emphasizes descent or
parentage, rather than jus soli (right of soil).

- The Philippine legal system recognizes natural-born citizens as those who are citizens
from birth without having to perform any act to acquire or perfect their Philippine
citizenship.

- The determination of natural-born citizenship for eligibility to office does not distinguish
between legitimate and illegitimate children.

Historical Background:

This case reflects the Philippines’ nuanced legal considerations on citizenship, eligibility to
the presidency, and the intersection of family and constitutional law. It underscores the
enduring impact of the nation’s colonial history and the evolution of laws from the Spanish
Colonial Code to contemporary times, upon which citizenship issues are adjudicated. This
decision also symbolizes the Philippine Supreme Court’s pivotal role in clarifying and
upholding constitutional mandates relating to the highest elected positions in the country.
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