G.R. NO. 127198. May 16, 2005 (Case Brief / Digest)

### Title:
Land Bank of the Philippines vs. Hon. Eli G.C. Natividad and Jose R. Caguiat: A Case on Just
Compensation and Administrative Remedies in Agrarian Reform Context

### Facts:

The origins of this case stem from the acquisition of agricultural lands located in Arayat,
Pampanga, by the Philippine government under Presidential Decree No. 27 (PD 27) for
agrarian reform purposes. On May 14, 1993, Jose R. Caguiat, the owner of the lands in
question, represented by attorneys-in-fact, initiated a petition before the Regional Trial
Court (RTC) of San Fernando, Pampanga, seeking determination of just compensation. The
petition named the Department of Agrarian Reform (DAR) and the Land Bank of the
Philippines (Land Bank) as respondents. An amended petition later included the lands’
registered tenants as co-respondents.

After considering evidence presented by the parties, the RTC rendered a decision on July 5,
1996, favoring Caguiat, mandating DAR and Land Bank to compensate at P30.00 per square
meter, significantly higher than earlier valuations. DAR and Land Bank’s motions for
reconsideration were dismissed for being pro forma, lacking a notice of hearing, and hence
the decision became final and executory. Land Bank, attributing the oversight to counsel’s
workload and deeming it excusable negligence, filed for relief from judgment, which was
denied, precipitating this petition for review by the Supreme Court.

### [ssues:

1. Whether the failure to include a notice of hearing in the motion for reconsideration
constitutes excusable negligence.

2. Whether the direct filing of the petition for the determination of just compensation with
the RTC, bypassing DAR’s reconsideration process, was proper.

3. The determination of just compensation and the specific laws applicable thereto.

### Court’s Decision:

The Supreme Court upheld the RTC’s decisions, concluding that counsels’ workload and
resulting oversight did not qualify as excusable negligence. In addressing procedural rules,
the Court emphasized their role in ensuring an orderly and speedy administration of justice,
dismissing any relaxation of such rules without demonstrable merit or justifiable
circumstance.

The Court also found that Caguiat did indeed attempt to engage the DAR for a
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reconsideration in valuation, only to be met with silence, thus justifying the direct recourse
to the RTC. Moreover, the Court clarified the roles of administrative (DAR) and judicial
(RTC) bodies in agrarian reform matters, confirming that while preliminary valuation falls
within DAR’s purview, final determination of just compensation is inherently a judicial
function.

On the matter of just compensation, the Supreme Court reasoned that Republic Act No.
6657 (RA 6657), rather than PD 27 or Executive Order No. 228, should prevail given its
enactment prior to the resolution of this case, aligning with principles advocating for fair
and just compensation.

### Doctrine:

This case reiterates the principle that procedural rules are indispensable in the
administration of justice and must be adhered to except under meritorious circumstances. It
also emphasizes the judiciary’s ultimate authority in determining just compensation for land
acquired under agrarian reform, guided by RA 6657 over PD 27 or EO 228.

### Class Notes:

1. **Procedural Compliance**: Adherence to procedural rules, such as including a notice of
hearing in motions, is paramount, with excuses grounded in workload not deemed excusable
negligence.

2. **Administrative vs. Judicial Proceedings**: In agrarian reform, while DAR holds
preliminary jurisdiction over compensation valuation, ultimate authority rests with the
judicial courts to determine just compensation.

3. ¥*Just Compensation under RA 6657**: RA 6657, the Comprehensive Agrarian Reform
Law of 1988, provides the governing framework for determining just compensation for lands
acquired under agrarian reform, superseding PD 27 and EO 228 where applicable.

### Historical Background:

This case encapsulates the legal intricacies surrounding agrarian reform in the Philippines,
particularly the determination of just compensation for acquired lands. Initiated under PD
27 in 1972 and further encompassed by RA 6657 in 1988, the agrarian reform program
aimed to distribute land to tenant farmers to promote social justice and equitable
productivity. The transition of legal frameworks and the complexity of valuation and
compensation highlight the continuous evolution of agrarian reform policies and their
judicial interpretation.
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