G.R. No. 116909. February 25, 1999 (Case Brief / Digest)

**Title:** Ruiz et al. vs. The Court of Appeals and Garcia

*Facts:**

In 1977, a dispute arose within V. C. Ponce Co., Inc., a complication that led Pedro V.
Garcia, a businessman with substantial investments in the company, to employ Attys.
Vivencio M. Ruiz and Emilio D. Castellanes under a Contract of Retainership. This contract
ostensibly assigned 15% of Garcia’s shares in the company, among other benefits, to the
attorneys as compensation for dealing with Garcia’s legal battles related to the firm.

The petitioners, Ruiz and Castellanes, specifically undertook the prosecution of Garcia’s
rights in Civil Case Nos. 14297 and 17713, consolidated in Pasig, Rizal, and Civil Case No.
Pq-6596 in Pasay City. However, on July 22, 1982, Garcia terminated this agreement,
leading to the withdrawal of Ruiz and Castellanes from all relevant cases and the
acknowledgment of their attorney’s lien by the trial court.

In 1984, claiming unpaid compensation, Ruiz and Castellanes filed for collection and
specific performance in Makati City (Civil Case No. 6465), which faced dismissal after
Garcia’s death in 1990, based on the arguments that the case represented a pursuit of
monetary interest that abated with Garcia’s demise.

**Issues:**

1. Does the instant case for recovery of attorney’s professional fees abate with the death of
the defendant-client?

2. Should the court have taken judicial notice of a precedential decision presenting the case
as one for recovery of land or interest therein?

3. Was it correct to find that the case fundamentally sought to affirm the attorney-client
relation and, by extension, claim payment of professional fees?

**Court’s Decision:**

The Supreme Court affirmed the decision of the Court of Appeals, thereby holding that the
case did not survive Garcia’s death. It rooted its verdict in the nature of the action,
identifying it as a personal action predominantly pursuing a monetary claim - attorney’s
fees - which per the procedural laws at the time, does not survive the defendant’s death.
The Court underscored the inconsequential impact of including real property in the claim
towards changing the action’s fundamental nature, reiterating that an action for the
satisfaction of attorney’s fees, based on personal obligations, indeed perishes with the
defendant.

© 2024 - batas.org | 1



G.R. No. 116909. February 25, 1999 (Case Brief / Digest)

**Doctrine:**

The Court reiterated the doctrine delineating the survivability of actions post the
defendant’s death, distinguishing actions according to their essence - personal actions
versus real actions. It underscored that actions essentially aimed at recovering money or
satisfying personal obligations do not survive the defendant’s death, grounding this
distinction firmly within procedural jurisprudence.

**Class Notes:**

- **Actio in Personam vs. Actio in Rem:** The survivability of an action post a defendant’s
death is contingent on whether the action is personal (actio in personam) or real (actio in
rem). A personal action seeks redress against a person, primarily dealing with monetary
claims and personal duties, and does not survive the defendant’s death. In contrast, a real
action pertains to interests on properties and can survive such death.

- **Attorney’s Fees as a Monetary Claim:** Even when claims for attorney’s fees involve or
mention property interests, the fundamental nature of such claims as perceiving monetary
compensation means that they are treated as personal actions, which abate with the
defendant’s death.

- **Survivability of Actions (Rule 3, Section 21, 1964 Rules of Court):** Legal actions
oriented towards debt recovery, personal duty, or monetary interests, where the defendant
dies before final judgment, are dismissed and must be filed anew against the deceased’s
estate.

**Historical Background:**

The intricate delineation between actions that survive a defendant’s death and those that do
not originates in a broader legal tradition distinguishing between personal obligations and
real rights. This case illustrates the practical application of procedural rules governing such
distinctions and highlights the ever-evolving nuances of legal practice in managing attorney-
client agreements and the implications of a party’s demise on ongoing litigation. Through
‘Ruiz vs. The Court of Appeals and Garcia’, the Supreme Court reinforced existing doctrines
while clarifying the procedural outcomes influenced by the nature of the claim pursued.
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