G.R. No. 219506. June 23, 2021 (Case Brief / Digest)

### Title:
Municipality of San Mateo, Isabela v. Smart Communications, Inc.: A Legal Scrutiny on
Regulatory Fees for Telecommunication Towers

### Facts:

The Municipality of San Mateo, Isabela enacted Ordinance No. 2005-491 in June 2005 to
impose annual antenna/tower fees on operations of telecommunication sites within its
jurisdiction, invoking its power under the Local Government Code of 1991 (LGC). The
ordinance, following a public hearing, established fees for different types of antennas and
relay stations; notably, a fee of Php200,000.00 per year for tower sites. Notices of
assessment were subsequently issued to affected businesses, including Smart
Communications, Inc. (SCI). Following SCI’s failure to comply with the fee requirements,
they contested the ordinance’s validity through a petition before the Regional Trial Court
(RTC) of Cauayan City, Isabela. Despite an initial dismissal due to procedural issues, the
petition was eventually heard by a different RTC branch, which ruled the ordinance null and
void, stating it was excessive without sufficient breakdown of its computation. This decision
was upheld by the Court of Appeals (CA), propelling the Municipality of San Mateo to
elevate the matter to the Supreme Court.

### Issues:

1. Whether the CA erred in entertaining SCI’s appeal given their alleged failure to exhaust
administrative remedies.

2. Whether the CA was correct in deeming Municipal Ordinance No. 2005-491 as unjust,
excessive, and confiscatory.

### Court’s Decision:

The Supreme Court reversed the CA’s decision, upholding the validity of the ordinance. The
Court clarified that the fees imposed were regulatory, not taxes, thus not necessitating
adherence to administrative remedy procedures outlined in Section 187 of the LGC for tax
ordinances. Regarding the ordinance’s purported unreasonableness, the Court highlighted
the failure of SCI to substantiate claims that the fees were unjust, excessive, or scientifically
arbitrary, thus preserving the ordinance’s presumption of validity.

### Doctrine:

The Supreme Court’s decision reiterates two critical legal doctrines:

1. *Doctrine of Presumption of Validity**: Legislative enactments, including municipal
ordinances, are presumed constitutional unless proven otherwise.
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2. ¥*Distinction between Taxes and Fees**: The nature of an imposition (tax vs. fee) is
determined by its primary purpose (revenue generation vs. regulation).

### Class Notes:

- **Presumption of Validity**: All laws are considered valid unless incontrovertibly proven
unconstitutional.

- **Local Government Taxation Power**: Under the Local Government Code, local
government units (LGUs) have the authority to levy taxes, fees, or charges within their
jurisdiction, subject to constitutional and statutory limitations.

- ¥*Regulatory Fees vs. Taxes**: The primary purpose (regulatory or revenue-generating)
dictates the nature of an imposition by an LGU. Regulatory fees are primarily for control
and regulation, not revenue.

- **Burden of Proof in Challenging Legality**: The onus to establish the invalidity of a law or
ordinance lies with the party challenging it.

### Historical Background:

This case underscores the autonomy of LGUs in the Philippines to generate revenue through
local ordinances, within the bounds of the law. It reinforces the constitutional and statutory
framework governing local taxation and regulation, emphasizing the balance between local
governance autonomy and the rights of businesses operating within their jurisdiction.
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