G.R. No. 127783. June 05, 1998 (Case Brief / Digest)

### Title:
Salandanan et al. vs. Court of Appeals et al.: A Case of Laches in Philippine Estate
Proceedings

### Facts:

This case traces its origins to September 14, 1955, when Edilberta Pandinco initiated a
petition for the testamentary settlement of Vicenta Alviar’s estate in the Court of First
Instance (now Regional Trial Court or RTC) of Binan, Laguna, under Special Proceeding No.
4749. Vicenta Alviar’s will elucidated her heirs—two living children and multiple
grandchildren from a deceased child, Gadiosa Pandinco. Following the will’s probate on July
8, 1957, a project of partition was proposed, signed by all heirs, and subsequently approved
by the court on August 29, 1960.

Years later, on September 17, 1966, the court validated the transfer of shares from the
petitioners to their co-heir, Elvira Pandinco. However, controversy arose when, on August
18, 1995, petitioners motioned to reopen the case and annul the partition and share
transfers, claiming unawareness of the agreement and transactions. The Regional Trial
Court of Binan (Branch XXV) denied this motion on December 19, 1995, citing estoppel by
laches.

The petitioners elevated the matter to the Court of Appeals via a certiorari petition, arguing
the probate court’s orders were issued contrary to law or with grave abuse of discretion.
However, on December 27, 1996, the appellate court dismissed the petition, emphasizing
the petitioners’ failure to timely challenge the decree of distribution through an appeal.

Ultimately, the petitioners brought their grievance to the Philippine Supreme Court, seeking
nullification of the Court of Appeal’s decision and contesting the probate court’s orders, but
to no avail.

### [ssues:

1. Whether the petitioners were rightful in challenging the orders of the probate court
despite the considerable lapse of time.

2. The applicability of laches in barring the petitioners’ motion to reopen the case and set
aside the partition and sale transactions.

### Court’s Decision:
The Supreme Court denied the petition, holding firm on the principle that judgments of
courts must achieve finality at a fixed time by law. The Court found:
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- The project of partition and subsequent orders had become final due to the absence of an
appeal by the petitioners.

- The reopening of probate proceedings and questioning of Sale to Elvira Pandinco, decades
after their finalization, were inadmissible.

- The inordinate delay and inaction by the petitioners constituted laches, presuming
abandonment of their right or acceptance of the assailed orders’ validity.

### Doctrine:
The central doctrine reinforced in this case is “Vigilantibus, non dormientibus, jura
subveniunt” (The laws serve the vigilant, not those who sleep on their rights). The principle
of laches was applied, stressing the importance of timely actions to assert rights and
challenge judicial orders to prevent the injustice that may arise from overturning long-
settled matters.

### Class Notes:

- *Key Elements**: In estate proceedings, timely appeals against probate court orders are
essential to avoid finality that bars later challenges.

- *Doctrine of Laches**: Demonstrates the fatal impact of delay in contesting judicial
decisions, emphasizing the need for diligence in asserting legal rights.

- **Legal Principle**: Judgments and orders become final at some defined point, securing
legal stability and finality (“interest rei publicae ut finis sit litum”).

- **Application**: The case illustrates the process and consequences of contesting estate
partitions and transfers, serving as a cautionary example of laches in estate law.

- **Relevant Citations**: “A final decree of distribution...vests title...in the distributees. If
the decree is erroneous, it should be corrected by opportune appeal” (Vda. De Kilayko vs.
Tengco).

### Historical Background:

This case is set within the broader context of Philippine jurisprudence regarding estate
settlement, shedding light on the procedural and substantive aspects of dealing with wills,
partitions, and the transfer of shares among heirs. It underscores the evolution of the
probate process and the importance of timely legal interventions in the sphere of
inheritance law.
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