G. R. No. L-19450. May 27, 1965 (Case Brief / Digest)

Title: People of the Philippines v. Simplicio Villanueva

Facts:

The case started when Simplicio Villanueva was charged with malicious mischief by the
Chief of Police of Alaminos, Laguna on September 4, 1959. Villanueva was initially
represented by counsel de oficio but later obtained counsel de parte. The City Attorney of
San Pablo, Ariston Fule, entered the case as the private prosecutor on behalf of the
complainant after receiving permission from the Secretary of Justice, albeit with the
condition that he would be on official leave when attending the trial and would not receive
payment for his services.

The defense objected to Fule’'s appearance, citing a precedent (Aquino vs. Blanco) that
officials such as Fule could not engage in private law practice. The Justice of the Peace
Court (JP Court) dismissed this objection, asserting the legality of Fule’s appearance. The
defense’s subsequent “Motion to Inhibit Fiscal Fule from Acting as Private Prosecutor” was
also dismissed by the JP Court, which emphasized that Fule’s participation did not
constitute private law practice. This decision was appealed to the Court of First Instance
(CFI) of Laguna, which ruled in favor of Fule’s right to represent the complainant as an
agent or friend and not in a professional capacity. This ruling was then appealed to the
Supreme Court.

Issues:

1. Whether City Attorney Ariston D. Fule’s appearance as a private prosecutor constituted
an engagement in private law practice in violation of legal restrictions.

2. Whether Fule’s isolated appearance as a private prosecutor falls within the meaning and
contemplation of the Rules regarding the prohibition against private practice by certain
officials.

Court’s Decision:

The Supreme Court dismissed the appeal, concluding that Fule’s appearance did not
constitute private law practice. The Court defined practice as a frequent or customary
action, indicating habitual exercise rather than isolated occurrences. It was highlighted that
Fule’s solitary appearance as a private prosecutor for a relative, with permission from his
immediate superior, did not constitute the active and continued practice of the legal
profession nor was it an offer of professional services to the public for compensation. The
initial approval given by the Secretary of Justice, alongside the characterization of Fule’s
representation as that of an agent or friend, further distanced the action from constituting
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private legal practice.

Doctrine:

The appearance of an official as counsel in an isolated case does not constitute the private
practice of law as prohibited by rules, especially when such appearance is infrequent and
carried out with official permission, without compensation, and in a non-professional
capacity as an agent or friend.

Class Notes:

- Definition of legal practice: Legal practice involves frequent or customary participation in
legal matters, offering professional services to the public for compensation.

- Prohibition on private practice: Certain officials, as per the Rules of Court, are prohibited
from engaging in private law practice, which includes continuous and habitual legal
practice.

- Exception for isolated appearances: An isolated appearance by an official in a legal
proceeding, especially with official permission and without compensation, does not
generally constitute the private practice of law.

- Role of permission by superiors: Permission granted by an immediate superior (e.g., The
Secretary of Justice) serves to legitimize the participation of an official in legal proceedings
outside their official duties, under certain conditions.

Historical Background:

This case provides insight into the limitations of legal practice by government officials in the
Philippines and establishes criteria for what constitutes engaging in private practice. It
underscores the judicial system’s efforts to clarify the boundaries of legal participation by
public officials while safequarding the principles of justice and fairness.
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