G.R. No. 206005. April 12, 2023 (Case Brief / Digest)

# Case Title: Survivors of Agrichemicals in Gensan (SAGING), Inc. et al. vs. Standard Fruit
Company et al.

## Facts:

On October 10, 1998, Survivors of Agrichemicals in Gensan, Inc. (SAGING), initially Davao
Banana Plantation Workers Association of Tiburcia, Inc., and its members, filed a complaint
for damages against Standard Fruit Company, Standard Fruit and Steamship, Co., DOLE
Food Company, Inc., DOLE Fresh Fruit Company, Inc., Del Monte Fresh Produce N.A. Inc.,
and Del Monte Tropical Fruit Co. (referred to as the foreign corporations) with the Regional
Trial Court (RTC). They alleged that the foreign corporations negligently manufactured,
produced, and distributed dibromochloropropane (DBCP) containing products that caused
serious health issues including cancer and sterility among its members. The Court of
Appeals later dismissed the complaint due to improper service of summons.

On September 9, 2010, SAGING and its members refiled the complaint. They asserted their
exposure to DBCP in the 1970s and 1980s had resulted in severe harm, accusing the
corporations of failing to warn about the chemical’s hazardous effects and not informing of
safe usage procedures.

The trial court dismissed SAGING’s Complaint for lack of jurisdiction over the foreign
corporations due to improper service of summons and for failure to state a cause of action,
concluding SAGING was not the real party in interest. After its Motions for Reconsideration
were denied, SAGING filed a Petition for Review under Rule 45 with the Supreme Court.

## Issues:

1. Whether the summonses served on the foreign corporations were valid, allowing the trial
court to acquire jurisdiction over them.

2. Whether the Complaint sufficiently stated a cause of action.

3. Whether SAGING’s action had prescribed or was barred by laches.

## Court’s Decision:
The Supreme Court granted SAGING’s Petition. It held:

1. **On the service of summons**: The extraterritorial service of summons was presumed
valid. The Court ruled that the amendment allowing extraterritorial service for actions in
personam against foreign private juridical entities not registered in the Philippines or
without a resident agent retroactively applied to SAGING's case.
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2. **On the cause of action**: The Supreme Court found that the complaint was sufficiently
filed by SAGING alongside its members, concluding it adequately states a cause of action.
The non-inclusion of all members in the case title is a technical defect that can be corrected
through an amendment to the complaint.

3. **On prescription and laches**: The filing and re-filing of the complaint interrupted the
running of the prescriptive period, and the action was refiled within a reasonable
timeframe. There was no evidence of SAGING’s inaction or lack of interest that would bar
the complaint under the principle of laches.

## Doctrine:

The filing of an action interrupts the prescriptive period for its action. The interruption gives
rise to a fresh period for the filing of an action upon the finality of a judgment dismissing the
initial complaint without prejudice.

## Class Notes:

1. *Jurisdiction over Foreign Corporations**: Extraterritorial service, under certain
amended rules, enables Philippine courts to acquire jurisdiction over foreign corporations in
actions in personam when properly implemented.

2. ¥*Cause of Action**: A complaint sufficiently states a cause of action if it contains the
essential elements of a right in favor of the plaintiff, an obligation on the part of the
defendant, and an act or omission by the defendant violating such right.

3. ¥*Prescription and Interruption**: The initiation of a lawsuit interrupts the prescriptive
period for filing that action. This interruption erases any time that has elapsed and starts
the counting of a new prescriptive period upon the dismissal of the initial case.

4. **Technical Defects and Real Party in Interest**: Technical defects, such as the non-
inclusion of the real parties in interest in the title of a case, can be remedied by amending
the complaint, prioritizing substantive justice over procedural technicalities.

## Historical Background:

This case illustrates the application of procedural rules regarding the service of summons
on foreign entities and the doctrine of prescription and laches in the context of claims for
damages due to the exposure to harmful chemicals. It underscores the Philippine judiciary’s
approach to ensuring that cases are decided on their merits, rather than on technical
grounds, and the retroactive application of procedural rules to advance justice.
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