G.R. No. 194239. June 16, 2015 (Case Brief / Digest)

### Title:
West Tower Condominium Corporation et al. vs. First Philippine Industrial Corporation,
First Gen Corporation et al.

### Facts:

In 1969, First Philippine Industrial Corporation (FPIC) began operating two major pipelines:
the White Oil Pipeline (WOPL) and the Black Oil Pipeline (BOPL). These systems catered to
a substantial portion of the petroleum needs of Metro Manila and nearby provinces. The
pipelines, composed of heavy-duty steel and buried deep below ground, were designed with
substantial safety margins.

Around May 2010, residents of the West Tower Condominium in Makati City began
detecting a gasoline odor. By July 10, 2010, a fuel leak was confirmed in the basement.
Initial attempts to control the leakage were unfruitful, leading to a significant spike in the
leakage rate. Consequently, the City of Makati ordered the shut-down of the condominium’s
sump pit, leading to the evacuation of its residents on July 23, 2010.

FPIC initially denied responsibility for the leak. This necessitated the installation of a
treatment plant and attracted investigations, including one by the University of the
Philippines-National Institute of Geological Sciences (UP-NIGS), which confirmed the source
of the leak as the WOPL on October 28, 2010. A day later, FPIC admitted the leak’s origin
but attributed it to external construction activities.

Subsequently, the West Tower Condominium Corporation, representing the residents of
West Tower, the Barangay Bangkal community, and other entities, filed for a Writ of
Kalikasan on November 15, 2010. The petition sought to halt FPIC’s operations, validate the
pipeline’s integrity, and address environmental remediation.

The Supreme Court issued a Writ of Kalikasan and a Temporary Environmental Protection
Order (TEPO) on November 19, 2010, which stopped FPIC’s operations and mandated
structural integrity checks and environmental protections. In their returns, FPIC and its
directors requested the dismissal of the petition due to lack of legal capacity and the
asserted necessity of sustained petroleum supply.

On further developments, FPIC moved for pipeline realignment, and compliance reports
were submitted indicating efforts of structural checks and preventive measures.

The case was remanded to the Court of Appeals (CA) for additional hearings and findings. In

© 2024 - batas.org | 1



G.R. No. 194239. June 16, 2015 (Case Brief / Digest)

its December 21, 2012 report, the CA supported FPIC’s continued infrastructural checks
and recommended FPIC’s compliance with government directives. This led to further
exchanges among the parties, the DOE, and the Supreme Court for final adjudication on
resuming pipeline operations.

### Issues:

1. **Petitioner’s Legal Capacity**: Whether the petitioners, particularly West Tower
Corporation, had the legal capacity to represent the residents and other concerned entities.
2. **Issuance of a Permanent Environmental Protection Order (PEPO)**: Whether the TEPO
should be converted into a permanent order.

3. ¥*Requirement for a Trust Fund**: Whether a special trust fund should be initiated to
address potential future environmental contingencies.

4. **Liability of Directors and Officers**: Whether FPIC, FGC, and their respective directors
and officers can be held liable for damages and environmental violations.

### Court’s Decision:

1. **Petitioners as Real Parties-in-Interest**:

- The residents and condominium corporation of West Tower, along with residents of
Barangay Bangkal, were validated as real parties-in-interest due to their direct impact from
the pipeline leak.

- Juridical entities such as the Catholic Bishops’ Conference and other organizations which
joined the petition were allowed representation rights as recognized by the rules governing
petitions for writs of kalikasan.

2. **Propriety of Converting TEPO to PEPO**:

- The Court agreed with the CA’s recommendation that a certification from the Department
of Energy (DOE) is required to confirm the WOPL'’s structural integrity. The DOE, in
collaboration with other bodies like UP-NIGS, affirmed that appropriate measures and
continuous monitoring will be enforced before lifting the prohibition on FPIC’s operations.

3. ¥*Creation of a Special Trust Fund**:

- The Court denied the petitioners’ request for a special trust fund, reasoning it fell outside
permissible environmental restoration measures under the Rules of Procedure for
Environmental Cases. The trust fund appeared more as a claim for damages, which was not
allowable within the scope of the writ of kalikasan.

4. **Liability of FPIC, FGC, and Their Directors**:
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- The Court concurred with the CA that the directors of FPIC and FGC are not liable under
the writ’s framework, adhering to the rules restraining awards of damages in petitions for
writs of kalikasan. Any potential personal liability would be addressed under the pending
civil and criminal cases in appropriate forums.

### Doctrine:

**Writ of Kalikasan**: Confirms its role as a special legal remedy addressing environmental
harm with specified standing rules allowing affected stakeholders and authorized juridical
entities to initiate petitions.

**Precautionary Principle**: Reinforces the necessity of balancing commercial utility and
environmental safety, emphasizing the importance of rigorous inspection and certification
efforts by technically competent bodies such as the DOE in adjudicating environmental
protection cases.

### Class Notes:

1. **Legal Standing in Environmental Cases**: Real parties-in-interest must show direct,
personal adverse effects, while juridical persons can intervene based on broader ecological
interests.

2. **Writ of Kalikasan**: A Philippine legal remedy aimed at addressing substantial
environmental damage and enforcing state and corporate responsibility to prevent
ecological degradation.

3. **Precautionary Principle**: Applied to prevent potential environmental harms when
scientific certainty is absent but the plausible risk exists.

4. **Administrative Agency Deference**: Technical findings from specialized administrative
bodies (like DOE) are given weight when supported by substantial evidence and methodical
assessments.

5. **Prohibition on Damages**: The relief provided under writs of kalikasan explicitly
excludes individual damage awards, focusing instead on remedial actions and ensuring
ecological integrity.

**Relevant Statutes**:

- *¥*Sec. 16, Art. II, 1987 Constitution**: Right to a balanced and healthful ecology.

- **RA 7638**: Empowering the DOE to oversee energy infrastructure safety.

- **Rules of Procedure for Environmental Cases**: Governing procedural reliefs for
environmental protection, including the issuance of writs of kalikasan and continuing
mandamus.
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