G.R. No. L-6298. March 30, 1954 (Case Brief / Digest)

Title: Maturan vs. Gulles

Facts:

The case centers on a dispute over the right of legal redemption concerning a piece of rural
land in Leyte, Philippines. Domingo Angub originally owned a larger parcel of land, which,
upon his death in 1932, was divided among his six children, including Perfecta and Heraclio
Angub. Their respective portions, each less than one hectare and contiguous to each other,
eventually passed on to their heirs. Perfecta’s land went to her children, Concepcion and
Felicidad Maturan, while Heraclio’s portion was inherited by his children and later sold to
Arcadio Gulles for P100 on January 29, 1952. Upon learning of this sale, the Maturans,
asserting their right to legal redemption under Article 1621 of the New Civil Code, sought to
repurchase the property. Gulles refused, prompting the Maturans to initiate legal action
against Gulles and Godofredo Escobidal, alleging that Gulles was merely a proxy for
Escobidal.

The case reached the Court of First Instance of Leyte, which dismissed the Maturans’ claim
based on their failure to demonstrate that their land and the disputed property were not
separated by physical barriers (brooks, drains, ravines, roads, etc.) as outlined in Article
1621 of the New Civil Code. The Maturans appealed to the Philippine Supreme Court,
challenging the lower court’s application of the law and its demand for them to prove the
absence of barriers.

Issues:

1. Whether the Maturans, as owners of adjoining land, have the right to legally redeem the
parcel sold to Gulles under Article 1621 of the New Civil Code.

2. Whether the Maturans are obligated to prove that no physical barriers separate their land
from the land sought to be redeemed.

Court’s Decision:

The Supreme Court overturned the lower court’s decision, siding with the Maturans. It
clarified that once the contiguity of the two parcels of land was established, the burden of
proof shifted to the defendant to demonstrate the existence of any physical barriers that
would negate the contiguity and, by extension, the right to redemption. The Supreme Court
ruled that the Maturans had satisfactorily established their right to redeem the land under
Article 1621, which grants owners of adjoining rural lands (of not more than one hectare)
the right of redemption when such land is sold to another who owns rural land.
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Doctrine:

The decision reinforced the doctrine concerning the right of legal redemption as stipulated
in Article 1621 of the New Civil Code. It emphasized that owners of rural lands adjoining a
sold parcel have the right to redeem said land, and the requirement to prove the absence of
physical barriers that negate such contiguity lies with the one challenging the redemption
right.

Class Notes:

- Legal Redemption: A prerogative by which adjoining landowners have the priority to buy a
piece of land when it’s sold, to prevent strangers from acquiring it, under specific conditions
set out in the law.

- Article 1621, New Civil Code: Establishes the conditions under which the right of legal
redemption is applicable, emphasizing rural lands not exceeding one hectare and ownership
status of the buyer.

- Burden of Proof: In the context of legal redemption, once contiguity is established, the
burden shifts to the challenger to demonstrate the presence of barriers that would
disqualify the claim.

Historical Background:

This case highlights the significance of agrarian concerns in the Philippines, reflecting the
socio-economic emphasis on land ownership and use. The New Civil Code provisions on
legal redemption aim to consolidate land ownership and protect the rights of small
landowners, a critical aspect in a primarily agrarian society transitioning towards
modernization during the mid-20th century.
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