
G.R. No. 147406. July 14, 2008 (Case Brief / Digest)

© 2024 - batas.org | 1

### Title:
**Figueroa v. People of the Philippines: A Study on Jurisdiction and Estoppel by Laches in
Philippine Law**

### Facts:
This case originated when an information for reckless imprudence resulting in homicide was
filed on July 8, 1994, against Venancio Figueroa before the Regional Trial Court (RTC) of
Bulacan, Branch 18, under Criminal Case No. 2235-M-94. The charge was related to an
incident  that  occurred  on  January  16,  1994,  where  Figueroa,  driving  a  bus,  hit  and
consequently caused the death of one Rodolfo Lopez.

After trial, the RTC convicted Figueroa as charged on August 19, 1998. Dissatisfied with the
verdict, Figueroa appealed to the Court of Appeals (CA), and it was during this appellate
stage that he contested the RTC’s jurisdiction over the case for the first time. However, the
CA upheld the conviction, modifying the penalties and damages awarded. Figueroa then
escalated the matter to the Supreme Court (SC), raising issues primarily centered on the
trial court’s jurisdiction, his conviction based on his alleged recklessness, and whether he
was  estopped  by  laches  from  questioning  the  RTC’s  jurisdiction  due  to  his  active
participation in the trial.

### Issues:
1. Whether failure to contest jurisdiction at the trial court level and active participation in
the proceedings estop a litigant from invoking the court’s lack of jurisdiction through the
principle of laches, as outlined in “Tijam v. Sibonghanoy.”
2.  Whether  Figueroa’s  admission  of  the  difficulty  in  stopping  the  bus  constitutes
incriminating evidence sufficient for conviction.
3.  Whether  the  Court  of  Appeals  erred  in  applying  specific  provisions  of  the  Land
Transportation and Traffic Code related to speed limits without supporting evidence from
the prosecution.
4. Whether the CA’s conviction of Figueroa for homicide through reckless imprudence with
a violation of the Land Transportation and Traffic Code is justified without specific proof
from the prosecution and without allegations in the information filed.
5. Whether the uncontroverted testimony of a defense witness that the victim unexpectedly
crossed the road is sufficient for acquittal.

### Court’s Decision:
The Supreme Court granted Figueroa’s petition for review on certiorari, focusing majorly on
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the issue of jurisdiction and the application of estoppel by laches. The SC clarified that the
jurisdiction of a court over the subject matter of a case is conferred by law and cannot be
waived by the parties or lost through estoppel, except under exceptional circumstances
similar to those in “Tijam v. Sibonghanoy.” The SC noted that at the time of filing the
information, jurisdiction over the offense, based on the imposable penalty, rightly belonged
to  the  Municipal  Trial  Courts  (MTCs)  pursuant  to  amendments  in  jurisdictional  laws
(Republic  Act  No.  7691  amending  Batas  Pambansa  Blg.  129).  The  SC concluded  that
Figueroa was not estopped by laches from questioning the RTC’s jurisdiction because he
raised the issue reasonably promptly on appeal. Consequently, the SC dismissed Criminal
Case No. 2235-M-94 without prejudice, thus not delving into the substantive aspects of the
other issues raised.

### Doctrine:
The Supreme Court reiterated that jurisdiction over the subject matter is determined by law
and not by the consent of the parties or by estoppel except in extraordinary circumstances.
Moreover, a party is not barred from challenging a court’s jurisdiction over a case if the
challenge  is  made at  the  earliest  opportunity,  such  as  in  an  appeal,  and  there  is  no
considerable delay that would merit the application of laches.

### Class Notes:
– **Jurisdiction**: Determined by law, not consent or estoppel; can be challenged at any
stage unless barred by exceptional circumstances like estoppel by laches.
– **Estoppel by Laches**: Applies extraordinarily when a party, after participating fully and
without objection in the proceedings, raises the issue of jurisdiction only after receiving an
adverse decision; failure or neglect to assert a right within a reasonable and unexplained
length of time.
– **Subject Matter Jurisdiction**: The authority given to a court to hear certain types of
cases, as defined by the Constitution or statute.

### Historical Background:
This case reflects the evolving interpretation of jurisdictional challenges within Philippine
jurisprudence. The principle of estoppel by laches in questioning jurisdiction, as solidified in
“Tijam v. Sibonghanoy,” was critically analyzed. It underscores the Philippine legal system’s
adherence to procedural fairness while ensuring that jurisdictional laws are interpreted
consistently with legislative intent and public policy considerations.


