G.R. No. 52242. November 17, 1980 (Case Brief / Digest)

**Title:** Unson v. Navarro and Araneta
**Facts:**

1. *Marriage and Childbirth:** Miguel R. Unson III (Petitioner) and Edita N. Araneta
(Private Respondent) were married on April 19, 1971. Their child, Maria Teresa Unson, was
born on December 1, 1971.

2. **Separation Agreement:** The couple executed an agreement on July 13, 1974, for the
separation of their properties and to live separately. This was per a decision rendered on
August 23, 1974, in Civil Case No. 7716 by Judge Pedro C. Navarro, who approved the
agreement. This agreement did not specify custody arrangements for Maria Teresa.

3. ¥*Custody Arrangements:** Informally, Maria Teresa stayed with her father during school
days and with her mother on weekends, although Edita sometimes neglected to pick her up.
Miguel claimed a closer custody after discovering Edita’s relationship with her brother-in-
law, Agustin F. Reyes, who had a history of manic depression and with whom Edita had two
children (1978 and 1980).

4. **Legal Proceedings Initiated:** Edita filed a motion, prompting the respondent judge
(Navarro) to order Miguel to produce Maria Teresa and return her to the custody of Edita.
Miguel objected, arguing this was done without a proper hearing in violation of Rule 99 of
the Rules of Court.

5. **Petition for Certiorari:** Miguel filed a petition for certiorari to the Supreme Court to
nullify the decision mandating Maria Teresa’s return to Edita, claiming it was issued without
due process and was detrimental to Maria Teresa’s welfare.

**[ssues:**

1. ¥*Custody and Welfare of the Child:** Whether the custody of Maria Teresa should
remain with Miguel or be awarded to Edita, considering the welfare of the child as the
paramount concern.

2. **Jurisdiction and Procedural Due Process:** Whether the Court of First Instance
retained jurisdiction to decide the custody matter within the separation proceedings, and
whether the custody order issued was violative of procedural due process for lack of a
proper hearing.
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**Court’s Decision:**

1. **Custody and Welfare:** The Supreme Court determined that the well-being of the child,
Maria Teresa, was the foremost concern. The Court found that the child should not be
subjected to Edita’s environment with her brother-in-law Agustin F. Reyes, given the
morally and socially questionable situation it presented. Thus, the Court ruled in favor of
Miguel having primary custody, granting Edita only visitorial rights.

2. *Jurisdiction and Due Process:** The Court held that it was within the lower court’s
jurisdiction to decide custody matters as an incident to the separation proceeding since
support was already addressed therein. On due process claims, it found that Miguel was
given sufficient opportunity to present his case and that written opposition sufficed without
needing testimonies in open court for adjudication.

**Doctrine:**

In custody disputes, the welfare and best interests of the child should always be the guiding
principle. Moreover, family courts maintain jurisdiction on custody issues when incidental to
separation proceedings as part of their responsibility to ensure minimal impact on children.
Procedural nuances must be balanced against the child’s continuous stability and welfare.

**Class Notes:**

- **Custody Criteria:** Child’s welfare, considering physical, educational, social, and moral
factors (Guiding Principle).

- *Jurisdiction:** Family courts can resolve custody as an incident to separation (Sec. 6,
Rule 99 of the Rules of Court).

- **Procedural Fairness:** Absence of formal hearing permissible if substantial
representation (written opposition) and no factual disputes requiring evidentiary
presentation.

**Historical Background:**

This case reflects the evolving approach in the 1980s Philippine family law focusing on the
child’s best interests post-marriage dissolution, highlighting the judiciary’s role in child
protection amidst unconventional parental environments. It underscores the courts’
adaptability in procedural requirements when dealing with sensitive domestic matters,
illustrating an early legal framework responding to modern familial complexities.
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