G.R. No. 136021. February 22, 2000 (Case Brief / Digest)

### Title:
**Secuya et al. vs. Gerarda M. Vda. de Selma: A Case on the Action for Quieting of Title in
the Philippines**

### Facts:

The roots of this legal matter involve an intricate claim of ownership over a portion of land
denominated as Lot 5679 of the Talisay-Minglanilla Friar Lands Estate, leading to an action
for quieting of title filed before the Regional Trial Court (RTC) of Cebu City by the
petitioners, all surnamed Secuya, against respondent Gerarda M. vda. de Selma. The
narrative unfolds through a series of claims, deeds, and transactions that trace back to an
“Agreement of Partition” dated January 5, 1938, and several subsequent sales, eventually
culminating in litigation that ascended through the courts on claims of rightful ownership,
the validity of titles, and assertions of occupancy and possession.

The case journeyed through the legal system beginning with the filing of the complaint in
the RTC, leading to a decision against the Secuyas. Their subsequent appeal to the Court of
Appeals (CA) bore no fruit, with the appellate court affirming the RTC’s decision. The
persistence of the Secuyas saw the elevation of their case to the Supreme Court via a
Petition for Review, challenging both the factual findings and the jurisprudential
interpretations rendered by the lower courts.

Throughout this legal odyssey, the Secuyas and Selma filed various motions and petitions,
each articulating their rationale for claims and counterclaims, with court proceedings
weaving through the factual matrix to dissect the legality and validity of the ownership
claims over the disputed land parcel.

### Issues:

1. **Validity of the Agreement of Partition:** Whether the agreement dated January 5, 1938,
effectively transferred a one-third portion of Lot 5679 to Paciencia Sabellona and if this
agreement holds the weight of transferring property rights.

2. **Validity of the Deed of Confirmation of Sale in Favor of Petitioners:** Examining if the
ancillary documentation, specifically the Deed confirming the sale to Dalmacio Secuya and
subsequent inheritance claims by the petitioners, substantiate their ownership claim.

3. **Good Faith of Respondent Selma in Acquiring the Land:** The determination of whether
respondent Selma was a buyer in good faith, especially in light of the petitioners’ long-
standing possession and claim over the land prior to Selma’s acquisition.
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### Court’s Decision:

The Supreme Court upheld the decisions of the lower courts, concluding that the petitioners
failed to establish a bona fide claim of title to the disputed land. The main points of
contention were dissected as follows:

- **Agreement of Partition’s Nature:** The Court clarified that the so-called “Agreement of
Partition” was, in reality, an expression of an express trust rather than actual partition,
noting that there was no actual property to partition at the time and that the parties were
not co-owners.

- **Absence of Binding Sale to Dalmacio Secuya:** The Court underscored the absence of
definitive proof regarding the supposed sale of the disputed land to Dalmacio Secuya,
particularly noting the lack of a binding, public document evidencing such a transaction.

- **Selma’s Good Faith:** Detailing the trajectory of property deeds and ownership through
legal sales and transactions, the Court found no evidence to rebut Selma’s position as a
purchaser in good faith, especially given the title’s clear traceability and the lack of public
record of the petitioners’ claims that could affect Selma’s acquisition under the Torrens
system.

### Doctrine:

The case reiterated principles concerning the action for quieting of title, specifically
highlighting the requisite for claimants to demonstrate a substantive title or equitable claim
to the property in question and to establish the invalidity or inoperable nature of any
purported encumbrance or claim casting a cloud on such title.

### Class Notes:

- **Action for Quieting of Title:** Requires claimants to possess legal or equitable title and
to challenge a claim casting a cloud on this title.

- **Express Trust vs. Partition:** Differentiating between an express trust, which does not
require specific wording but a clear intention, and a partition, which involves co-owners
dividing property.

- **Good Faith in Property Acquisitions:** Highlights the protection afforded to buyers
under the Torrens system, except when the buyer has actual knowledge of facts that should
prompt further inquiry into the title’s validity.

- **Importance of Public Documentation:** For transactions affecting land ownership, the
necessity of public documents and registration to bind third parties and protect bona fide
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transactions under the law.

### Historical Background:

This case encapsulates a conflict that arose from a series of personal agreements, legal
transactions, and familial inheritances spanning decades, eventually necessitating judicial
intervention to discern the true ownership of a piece of land. It underscores the
complexities inherent in land disputes, particularly when informal agreements conflict with
formal legal titles and the rigors of property law in the Philippines.
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