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**Title:** Victoriano T. Cuenco vs. Epifania Sarsosa Vda. de Barsobia and Pacita W. Vallar

### Facts:

The  case  originated  with  two  parcels  of  coconut  land  in  Barrio  Mancapagao,  Sagay,
Camiguin, Misamis Oriental, owned by Leocadia Balisado and later sold to Patricio Barsobia
and his wife Epifania Sarsosa. Following Patricio’s death, Epifania sold the northern half to
a Chinese national, Ong King Po, in 1936, who later sold it to Victoriano T. Cuenco, a
naturalized Filipino, in 1961. Epifania, claiming misunderstanding of the sale to Ong King
Po as merely evidencing a debt, reasserted ownership, and sold a portion to Pacita Vallar.
After a series of legal actions for possession and ownership, starting with a Forcible Entry
case dismissed for jurisdictional reasons, Cuenco escalated the matter to the Court of First
Instance of Misamis Oriental in 1966. The trial  court ruled against Cuenco, a decision
reversed by the Court of Appeals, prompting Epifania and Pacita to seek certiorari from the
Supreme Court.

### Issues:

1. The validity of the sale of the property from a Filipino citizen to a non-qualified foreign
national under the 1935 Constitution.
2. The rightful ownership of the land, considering the subsequent sale to a naturalized
Filipino citizen.
3. The effects of laches on the parties’ abilities to assert their claims to the property.
4. The appropriateness of damages and attorney’s fees awarded by the Court of Appeals.

### Court’s Decision:

1. The initial sale of the land by Epifania to Ong King Po was declared inexistent and void
from its inception due to constitutional prohibitions against land ownership by non-Filipino
citizens.
2. Victoriano T. Cuenco, being a naturalized Filipino citizen, was declared the rightful owner
as the property was no longer owned by a disqualified individual, aligning with public policy
objectives.
3. Epifania was barred from reclaiming the property due to laches, given her inaction over
26 years.
4.  The  Supreme  Court  modified  the  decision  of  the  Court  of  Appeals,  affirming  the
ownership rights of Cuenco but absolving Pacita Vallar from liability for damages, while
upholding the award of attorney’s fees and litigation expenses.
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### Doctrine:

The case reaffirms the constitutional policy restricting land ownership to Filipino citizens
and  entities  permitted  by  law,  while  illustrating  the  application  of  laches  in  property
disputes. It highlights the principle that a change in ownership to a constitutionally qualified
individual rectifies previous legal inconsistencies, disallowing claims based on prior illegal
transactions.

### Class Notes:

–  **Legal  Capacity  in  Land  Transactions:**  Under  the  1935  Philippine  Constitution,
agricultural lands could not be sold to non-Filipinos, reflecting a public policy of preserving
lands for Filipino citizens.
– **Doctrine of  Laches:** This case exemplifies laches as a defense,  defining it  as the
unreasonable delay in asserting a legal right, resulting in the presumption of abandonment
or waiver of said right.
– **Rights of a Naturalized Citizen:** The rights of naturalized Filipino citizens mirror those
of natural-born citizens, including land ownership, reinforcing the objective of national land
legislation.
– **Damages and Litigation Costs:** The assignment of liability for actual damages and
attorney’s fees hinges on direct involvement and fault in the legal dispute, as illustrated by
the exemption of Pacita Vallar from damages liability.

### Historical Background:

This  case  unfolds  against  the  backdrop  of  the  Philippines’  complex  history  with  land
ownership laws and policies aimed at  preserving national  land for Filipinos.  The 1935
Constitution, operative at the time of the initial sale, is a key legal pillar in this context,
reflecting the country’s response to historical challenges of foreign ownership and control
over local resources.


