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**Title:** Agueda de Vera-Cruz et al. vs. Sabina Miguel

**Facts:**
The petitioners, Agueda de Vera-Cruz and the Dela Cruz family, are registered owners of a
parcel of land (Lot 7035-A-8-B-5) in San Mateo, Isabela, acquired through a series of legal
transactions and inheritance from the original homesteader, Angel Madrid. After Madrid’s
death, his estate was partitioned, and the lot in question eventually sold to the Dela Cruz
family. Various legal battles ensued, first to secure the family’s ownership against squatters
and then against the government’s attempt at reversion. Despite these actions affirming
their ownership, and not directly involving respondent Sabina Miguel, the Dela Cruzes filed
a case in 1987 for Recovery of Possession with Damages against Miguel, who allegedly
occupied a portion of their land since 1946 without their consent or legal right.

**Procedural Posture:**
The trial initially led to a summary judgment directing Miguel to vacate the premises, which
was later set aside by the Court of Appeals in favor of a full trial. The trial court then
reaffirmed the Dela Cruzes’ ownership and ordered Miguel to vacate. Upon appeal, the
Court of Appeals reversed this decision, instead applying the doctrine of laches due to the
petitioners’ prolonged inaction and directed the Dela Cruzes to segregate and convey the
occupied portion to Miguel.  The petitioners brought the matter to the Supreme Court
through a Petition for Review on Certiorari, challenging the appellate court’s application of
laches and its deviation from the principle of indefeasibility of a Torrens Title.

**Issues:**
1.  Whether a Torrens Title’s  indefeasibility  can be negated by prescription or adverse
possession.
2. Whether the doctrine of laches applied in this case due to the petitioners’ failure to
reclaim the land from Miguel for an extended period.

**Court’s Decision:**
The Supreme Court granted the petition,  reversing the Court of  Appeals’  decision and
reinstating the trial court’s judgment. It held that while a Torrens Title is indefeasible and
cannot be acquired by prescription or adverse possession, the equitable doctrine of laches
could, in exceptional circumstances, operate against a registered landowner. However, in
this instance, the doctrine was improperly applied as the Dela Cruzes had actively protected
their ownership rights against various claims over the years. The Court emphasized that
mere tolerance of Miguel’s presence did not equate to an abandonment of their ownership
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rights, thereby negating the application of laches.

**Doctrine:**
The doctrine of laches cannot be applied to defeat the rights of registered landowners who
have shown due diligence in asserting and protecting their  ownership against  adverse
claims, affirming the principle of indefeasibility of a Torrens Title.

**Class Notes:**
– **Torrens Title Indefeasibility:** A principle that a title issued under the Torrens system
cannot be altered, modified, or cancelled except in cases provided by law.
– **Laches:** An equitable defense that bars a claim by a party who has negligently and
unreasonably delayed in asserting it, to the detriment of another party.
– **Accion Publiciana:** The legal remedy to recover the right to possess when possession
has been lost for more than one year but less than thirty years.
– **Doctrine of Laches in property cases:** Although a Torrens Title is indefeasible, equity
may,  in  rare  instances,  prevent  a  registered  landowner  from asserting  rights  if  such
assertion is deemed inequitable due to unreasonable delay (laches).

**Historical Background:**
The context  of  this  case reflects  the complexities  and challenges associated with land
ownership and registration under the Torrens system in the Philippines, highlighting the
tension between statutory indefeasibility  of  title  and equitable doctrines like laches.  It
underscores the importance of vigilance and timely action by landowners in protecting their
property rights amidst changing circumstances and conflicting claims.


