G.R. No. L-36731. January 27, 1983 (Case Brief / Digest)

### Title:
**Vicente Godinez, et al. v. Fong Pak Luen, et al.**

### Facts:

The appellants, children and heirs of Jose Godinez, sought to recover a parcel of land their
father sold to Fong Pak Luen, an alien, which they contended was void ab initio due to
constitutional and Civil Code prohibitions. Following the sale, the property was
subsequently passed to another alien, Kwan Pun Ming, and then to Trinidad S. Navata, a
Filipino citizen. The court of first instance dismissed their complaint, leading to the appeal.

The procedural journey began with the filing of the complaint in the Court of First Instance
of Sulu on September 30, 1966. Various pleadings by the parties followed, with the notable
defenses including the assertion of prescription by defendant Navata and the argument that
since the property was acquired by Jose Godinez, his sole ownership allowed for its
disposition. The trial court eventually dismissed the complaint, citing prescription. This
dismissal, after a failed reconsideration, led the plaintiffs to appeal, with the case being
elevated directly to the Supreme Court due to the purely legal questions involved.

### Issues:

1. Whether the heirs of a person who illegally sold a parcel of land to an alien can recover
the property when it is now owned by a Filipino citizen who is legally qualified to own such
property.

2. Whether the doctrine of prescription can be invoked to defend a contract prohibited by
the Constitution.

3. Whether the heirs’ action to recover the property has been barred by laches or inaction
over an unreasonable period.

### Court’s Decision:

The Supreme Court denied the appeal and affirmed the trial court’s orders. The Court
emphasized that while the original sale to an alien was constitutionally prohibited, the
property’s subsequent acquisition by a Filipino citizen nullified the basis for the heirs’
recovery claim. Cases cited, such as Vasquez v. Li Seng Giap and Herrera v. Luy Kim Guan,
supported this position, affirming that the transfer of land to qualified Filipino citizens
effectively legitimized the ownership over the contested properties despite the initial
unconstitutional sale. The Court also underscored the principle that rights must be
exercised timely, hinting at the application of laches against the appellants due to their
failure to act sooner.
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### Doctrine:

This case reiterated the principle that a sale of land to aliens prohibited by the constitution
cannot be cured by prescription. However, if such property subsequently comes into the
possession of a qualified Filipino citizen, the constitutional prohibition ceases to apply,
thereby legitimizing the Filipino citizen’s ownership. Additionally, it highlighted the stand
on laches - that is, the failure to assert one’s rights over an unreasonable length of time can
lead to the loss of those rights.

### Class Notes:

- **Void Contracts**: Sales to aliens in violation of the constitution are void ab initio and
cannot be validated by prescription.

- **Pari Delicto Rule**: Parties in equal fault over an illegal agreement cannot seek relief
from the judiciary to assert their rights over such agreements.

- **Doctrine of Laches**: Failure to assert one’s rights in a timely manner can result in the
loss of the ability to enforce those rights.

- **Property Law**: The constitutional prohibition on aliens owning land does not apply
when the property ends up with a qualified Filipino citizen.

### Historical Background:

When the plaintiffs’ father transferred the property in 1941 to an alien, it was a clear
contravention of the 1935 Philippine Constitution’s restrictions on land ownership by non-
Filipinos. This case highlighted the evolving interpretation and efficacy of legal tenets
aiming to conserve land ownership for Filipinos, reflecting a post-colonial ethos to
safeguard national resources. Over time, the judicial system has grappled with reconciling
these constitutional imperatives with changing social and legal landscapes, ultimately
seeking to ensure that the overarching goal of preserving land for Filipinos is achieved,
even as individual cases present complex legal predicaments.

© 2024 - batas.org | 2



