G.R. No. 248974. September 07, 2022 (Case Brief / Digest)

Title: Heirs of Teodoro Tulauan v. Manuel Mateo et al.

Facts:

1. Teodoro Tulauan was the registered owner of a property in Santiago, Isabela, with
Original Certificate of Title No. P-1080. He left the area in the early 1950s for security
reasons but maintained visits and continued paying taxes on the property.

2.In 1953, a Transfer Certificate of Title (TCT) No. T-4232 was issued under the name of
Manuel Mateo, covering the subject property. The land was later subdivided and sold in
parts to various buyers.

3.In 1979, TCT No. 118858 for Lot No. 938-A-4-D was issued in the name of Magdalena
Mateo Lorenzo.

4. The Heirs of Teodoro Tulauan later discovered that these transfers were supported by an
inexistent deed of conveyance, allegedly destroyed in a fire at the Registry of Deeds. They
found an unrelated deed by Lope H. Soriano in 1981.

5. The Heirs filed a Complaint for annulment of documents, reconveyance, and damages,
claiming the titles under Manuel and Magdalena were fraudulently issued based on the
inexistent document.

6. Magdalena and other respondents filed motions arguing the complaint was barred by
prescription and laches and asserted they were innocent purchasers.

7. The Regional Trial Court (RTC) dismissed the complaint for being time-barred, citing
prescription, laches, and failure to state a cause of action, with the decision upheld by the
Court of Appeals (CA).

Issues:

1. Whether the Heirs’ cause of action is barred by prescription.

2. Whether the Heirs are guilty of laches.

3. Whether the dismissal was premature given the contention the respondents were
innocent purchasers for value.

Court’s Decision:

1. Prescription: The Supreme Court differentiated between actions based on fraud
(prescriptive) and those for declaration of inexistence (imprescriptible). The Court found the
complaint to be fundamentally based on the claim of a void contract due to the inexistence
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of a supporting document, rendering the action imprescriptible under Article 1410 of the
Civil Code.

2. Laches: The Court ruled that without a factual basis for laches, such claims needs trial for
evidentiary substantiation. The simple claim of neglect does not suffice without proper
evidence in court.

3. Innocent Purchasers: Similarly, proving respondents as innocent purchasers involves
factual determination which is inadmissible for premature dismissal. A full trial is necessary
to assess the bona fides of the purchasers.

Doctrine:

- The imprescriptibility of an action hinges on whether it is based on fraud or the
inexistence of a contract. Articles 1410, 1456, and 1144 of the Civil Code underpin the
various forms of trust and prescriptive periods for legal actions.

Class Notes:

- Prescription and laches as defenses are highly fact-specific and require solid evidence, full
trials may be necessary.

- A deed of conveyance can be challenged if based on an inexistent contract, extending to
imprescriptibility.

- The presumption of an innocent purchaser for value is rebuttable, requiring factual
examination.

Historical Background:

The case illustrates a typical post-war land ownership issue in the Philippines, where title
disputes often arise due to incomplete or unreliable cadastral records, fraudulent
conveyances, and complex legal frameworks concerning land titles. It underscores the
importance of accurate documentation and due diligence in real estate transactions.
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