G.R. No. L-23959. November 29, 1971 (Case Brief / Digest)

**Title: Philippine Association of Free Labor Unions (PAFLU) v. Binalbagan Isabela Sugar
Company**

**Facts:**

This case revolves around labor disputes and subsequent claims for attorney’s fees in Case
No. 72-ULP-Iloilo at the Court of Industrial Relations (CIR). The labor union PAFLU, along
with its members Enrique Entila and Victoriano Tenazas, initiated the case against their
employer, Binalbagan-Isabela Sugar Co. The Court of Industrial Relations, through its
decision on March 29, 1961, ordered the reinstatement with backwages of Entila and
Tenazas, a decision that became final.

Subsequently, various parties filed claims for attorney’s fees from the awarded backwages:
1. Cipriano Cid & Associates filed a notice for 30% of the total backwages on October 18,
1963.

2. Attorney Atanacio Pacis filed for a reasonable amount on November 22, 1963.

3. Entila and Tenazas, the complainants, expressed no objection to a 25% attorney’s fee
from their backwages on December 3, 1963.

4. Quintin Muning, who is not a lawyer, also filed a “Petition for Award of Services
Rendered” claiming 20% of the backwages, which was opposed by Cipriano Cid &
Associates on the grounds that Muning is not a lawyer.

The CIR’s order on May 12, 1964, apportioned 25% of the backwages for attorney’s fees:
- Cipriano Cid & Associates: 10%

- Quintin Muning: 10%

- Attorney Atanacio Pacis: 5%

Muning’s award was contested, leading to motions and a petition for review by PAFLU,
Entila, and Tenazas before the Supreme Court.

Resolutions and motions ensued:

- Muning moved to dismiss the petition for being late, which the Supreme Court overruled
on January 20, 1965.

- The motion for reconsideration was treated as Muning’s substantive response.

**Issues:**

1. Can a non-lawyer recover attorney’s fees for legal services rendered?

2. Does the union have the standing to appeal an award of attorney’s fees deductible from
its members’ backpay?
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3. Allegations of illegal practice of law by Muning and others were also raised but not
addressed in the initial proceedings.

**Court’s Decision:**

1. *Non-lawyer Recovering Attorney’s Fees:**

- The Supreme Court ruled that Quintin Muning, who is not a licensed attorney, cannot
recover attorney’s fees.

- This decision was grounded in legal ethics (Canon 34 of Legal Ethics), public policy, and
statutory provisions mandating that only licensed attorneys may receive compensation for
legal services (Section 24, Rule 138 of the Rules of Court).

- The Court cited precedent and legal standards, including the principle enunciated in
*Amalgamated Laborers’ Association vs. Court of Industrial Relations*, reiterating that non-
lawyers cannot establish an attorney-client relationship and hence cannot claim attorney’s
fees.

2. **Standing of the Union:**

- The Supreme Court held that the union (PAFLU) had the right to appeal the award of
attorney’s fees.

- The rationale was PAFLU’s representation of its members in industrial disputes and its
statutory right to institute actions for members’ welfare. This standing is fortified under
Section 6, Republic Act 875, allowing aggrieved parties to appeal CIR orders.

3. *¥lllegal Practice of Law:**

- Although raised, the issue of Muning’s alleged habitual practice of law and similar conduct
by others was not investigated by the CIR. The Supreme Court suggested that corrective
action be taken by the CIR if those allegations were pursued formally.

**Doctrine:**

- ¥*Non-Lawyer Representation and Compensation:**

- Non-lawyers are not entitled to recover attorney’s fees. Representation and argumentation
in court necessitate an attorney-client relationship, which can only be established if the
representative is a qualified lawyer. Non-lawyers representing clients in quasi-judicial
bodies or courts are not entitled to compensation for such services.

- **Union Standing in Appeals:**
- Labor unions can appeal on behalf of their members regarding decisions that affect
member compensation, including awards of attorney’s fees, under Section 6 of Republic Act
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875.

**Class Notes:**

1. **Elements of Attorney-Client Relationship:** An attorney-client relationship entails
compensation and representation duties confined to licensed legal practitioners.

2. **Public Policy on Legal Representation:** Legal representation is entrusted to members
of the bar to uphold legal ethics and judicial accountability.

3. *¥*Appeal Rights of Unions:** Unions may represent and appeal on behalf of their
members in industrial disputes, emphasizing their role in protecting members’ economic
interests.

4. **Canon 34 of Legal Ethics:** Condemns agreements for division of attorney’s fees with
non-lawyers as immoral and unethical.

**Historical Background:**

- This case highlights the historical context of labor disputes in the Philippines and the
practice of non-lawyers engaging in legal representation. It underscores the evolution of
legal ethics enforcement and judicial policy to maintain professional standards within legal
practice, reflecting broader trends in professional regulation that align with American
jurisdictions.
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