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### Title
Yu Biao Sontua & Co. vs. Miguel J. Ossorio

### Facts
On March 13, 1920, in Manila, a fire broke out on the motor boat Alfonso, which spread to
the nearby steamer Y. Sontua, causing significant damages. Yu Biao Sontua & Co., the
owner of the steamer, sued Miguel J. Ossorio, owner and agent of Alfonso, for P67,400 in
damages, alleging negligence by Ossorio’s agents and employees led to the fire. Ossorio
denied liability, attributing the fire to a fortuitous event. The trial court favored the plaintiff,
ordering Ossorio to pay the claimed damages plus interest and costs. Ossorio appealed,
contesting the finding of negligence, his liability for his agents’ actions, and the damages
awarded.

### Issues
1. Whether the explosion and subsequent fire on the motor boat Alfonso was due to the
negligence of its crew.
2. Whether the defendant, as the owner and agent of the motor boat, is liable for the
negligence of his agents and employees.
3. Whether the damages awarded to the plaintiff were excessive.

### Court’s Decision
1. The Court found, based on extensive evidence, that the explosion and fire were a direct
result of negligence in handling and storing combustible materials on Alfonso, which spread
to the Y. Sontua.
2. It was affirmed that, under various laws, Ossorio as the owner and agent of Alfonso was
liable for the tortious acts of his agents and employees.
3. The Court modified the awarded damages to P54,486.70, factoring in only the direct costs
of  repair  and  the  demonstrable  loss  of  profit,  excluding  anticipated  maintenance  and
salaries deemed already included in the calculated net profit loss.

### Doctrine
The owner or agent of a vessel is liable for the tortious acts of his agents and employees.
This extends to damages caused by fire, provided it results from other than a natural or
excepted cause, under the guiding principles of the Code of Commerce and the Civil Code.

### Class Notes
– **Negligence**: Establishment of liability requires proof of negligence and a causal link
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between the act and the damage incurred.
– **Vicarious Liability**: In maritime law, owners and agents can be held liable for the
actions of their crew.
–  **Damages**:  Calculation  includes  direct  repair  costs  and  proven  loss  of  profit  but
excludes speculative or remote damages.
– **Relevant Statutes**: Code of Commerce (arts. 587, 613, 618) and Civil Code (arts. 1902,
1903, 1908) outline the liabilities and responsibilities concerning maritime operations and
torts.

### Historical Background
The  case  exemplifies  early  20th-century  maritime  law  practice  in  the  Philippines,
highlighting the legal expectations of vessel operation and maintenance. It also reflects the
broader principles of  negligence and vicarious liability within the context of  Philippine
commercial law, demonstrating the judiciary’s role in allocating economic risks associated
with business operations.


