G.R. No. 84831. June 20, 2001 (Case Brief / Digest)

### Title:
Abejaron v. Nabasa and the Court of Appeals (2000)

### Facts:

Pacencio Abejaron, represented by his attorney-in-fact Alejandro Abejaron, filed a petition
for review on certiorari against Felix Nabasa and the Court of Appeals. The dispute arose
from a 118-square meter portion of land in General Santos City, where Abejaron’s family
had lived since 1945. Nabasa was issued a title for the entire lot, including Abejaron’s
portion, in 1974, which led to a series of legal battles. After being consumed by procedural
tangles across various legal fora, the case reached the Supreme Court.

Abejaron’s claim was based on his and his family’s long-standing possession and
improvements made on the land since 1945. On the other hand, Nabasa claimed residence
since 1945 and secured free patent in 1974. The trial court decided in favor of Abejaron,
ordering Nabasa to reconvey the disputed portion. However, the Court of Appeals reversed
this decision, highlighting that reconveyance requires proof of actual fraud; a matter
Abejaron failed to substantiate.

### Issues:

1. Whether actual fraud was committed by Nabasa in procuring the title in his name.

2. Whether Abejaron forcibly entered Lot 1 from Lot 2 and transferred his house as alleged
by Nabasa.

3. Whether Abejaron has a clear right over the property due to long-term possession under a
claim of ownership.

### Court’s Decision:

The Supreme Court affirmed the Court of Appeals’ decision, denying Abejaron’s petition for
review on certiorari. The Court held that an action for reconveyance based on fraud
requires clear and convincing evidence of both the petitioner’s title to the property and the
fact of fraud. Abejaron did not claim ownership of the disputed land but asserted a right
stemming from long-term possession. The Court reiterated that the possession of public
land does not automatically confer ownership or the right to seek reconveyance without
substantive proof of possession and occupation under the requirements of the Public Land
Act, as amended by R.A. No. 1942, and further by P.D. No. 1073.

### Doctrine:
The Court reiterated the doctrine that for an action for reconveyance based on fraud to
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prosper, clear and convincing evidence of the petitioner’s title to the property and the fact
of fraud are essential. Moreover, it reaffirmed that actual physical possession and claim of
ownership over public land do not automatically convert public land to private ownership
without meeting the conditions prescribed by law.

### Class Notes:

- **Legal Basis for Reconveyance**: An action for reconveyance requires proving actual
fraud and legal ownership of the disputed property. Without ownership, a petitioner cannot
maintain an action for reconveyance.

- **Possession of Public Lands**: Simply possessing or improving public land does not
confer ownership rights or legal standing for reconveyance actions. Legal acquisition
processes and compliance with the Public Land Act conditions are crucial.

- ¥Public Land Act & Amendments**: Comprehend the requirements under Sec. 48(b) of
the Public Land Act, especially the amendments introduced by R.A. 1942 and P.D. No. 1073,
delineating the cut-off for possession starting June 12, 1945, or earlier, to claim ownership
over public land.

### Historical Background:

The case underlines the complexities surrounding land ownership disputes in the
Philippines, especially involving lands initially considered part of the public domain. The
resolution of such disputes has evolved through various legal amendments to the Public
Land Act, reflecting the government’s efforts to regulate land distribution and recognize
rightful ownership claims based on long-term possession and improvement.
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