G.R. No. 231144. February 19, 2020 (Case Brief / Digest)

Title: FCF Minerals Corporation v. Joseph Lunag, et al.

Facts: FCF Minerals Corporation (FCF), engaged in mining, obtained an exclusive
agreement in 2009 to explore and utilize minerals in a specified area in Nueva Vizcaya.
Lunag and other respondents, identified as members of Indigenous Cultural Communities,
filed a Petition for the Writ of Kalikasan against FCF in 2012, claiming that FCF’s open-pit
mining would devastate their ancestral lands. The petitioners argued that FCF’s operations
violated various environmental laws and that their consent was fraudulently obtained.

In response, the Supreme Court issued a Writ of Kalikasan and referred the case to the
Court of Appeals (CA) for further proceedings. FCF submitted that the petition was a
Strategic Lawsuit Against Public Participation (SLAPP) and argued that it had complied with
all legal requirements, including securing environmental compliance certificates. The
DENR, MGB, and NCIP, represented by the Office of the Solicitor General, concurred,
suggesting that the petition lacked a cause of action.

Both FCF and the government agencies requested hearings. The CA denied the issuance of
a Temporary Environmental Protection Order and eventually dismissed the petition for Writ
of Kalikasan and Continuing Mandamus, siding with FCF’s claims that the petitioners were
illegally mining in the contract area.

FCF pursued monetary damages, citing costs incurred due to the litigation. The CA denied
this claim, emphasizing that awarding damages in SLAPP cases would endanger freedom of
expression and petition. FCF subsequently sought relief from the Supreme Court.

Issues: The primary legal issue was whether the action filed by the respondents constituted
a SLAPP against FCF.

Court’s Decision: The Supreme Court’s decision affirmed the Court of Appeals’ resolution,
denying FCF’s petition and request for damages. The Court analyzed the following legal
issues in depth:

1. **Definition and Scope of SLAPP**: The Court established that SLAPPs are suits filed as
retaliation against individuals or groups advocating for environmental protection, thereby
infringing upon their constitutional rights to free speech and petition. SLAPP provisions aim
to protect such advocacy from coercive, meritless lawsuits intended to stifle public
participation in governmental or political matters.
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2. **Application in the Context of Environmental Advocacy**: The Supreme Court
underlined that SLAPP defenses are designed for individuals and groups targeted because
of their environmental advocacy. It is not an instrument available to corporations aiming to
protect their business interests under the guise of SLAPP claims.

3. ¥*Assessment of FCF’s Claims**: Given that FCF, a powerful corporation, was seeking to
enforce its contractual mining rights and not advocating environmental protection, it could
not invoke SLAPP defenses. On the contrary, the respondents were engaged in an
environmental advocacy to protect their ancestral lands, which aligns with the core purpose
of SLAPP protections.

Doctrine: The Supreme Court reiterated and clarified several essential doctrines:

- **SLAPP and Anti-SLAPP** interpretations must protect legitimate environmental
advocacy and public participation in governance.

- **Corporations cannot use SLAPP defenses to suppress accountability or counter claims
against their legal obligations related to environmental matters.

- SLAPP-back provisions are intended for the defense of ordinary citizens exercising
constitutional rights to free speech and petition the government, not corporate entities
defending commercial interests.

Class Notes:

1. **SLAPP (Strategic Lawsuit Against Public Participation)**: Lawsuits aimed to intimidate
or silence advocates through legal proceedings.

2. ¥*Writ of Kalikasan**: A remedy to ensure environmental protection for actions that harm
public health or the environment.

3. **Significance of Free Speech and Petition**: Critical rights under Article III, Section 4 of
the Philippine Constitution, essential for democratic participation and environmental
advocacy.

4. **Role of Government Agencies**: In environmental litigation, agencies like DENR, MGB,
and NCIP play crucial roles in assessing compliance and defending actions taken within
legal frameworks.

Historical Background:

The case is set against a backdrop of robust legal and policy efforts to safeguard
environmental rights in the Philippines, reflecting the nation’s commitment to balancing
economic development with ecological sustainability. The Writ of Kalikasan and anti-SLAPP
provisions are integral to promoting social justice and enabling citizens to hold powerful
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entities accountable for environmental stewardship. The Supreme Court’s decision in this
case reinforces this balance, emphasizing that environmental advocacy - particularly by
marginalized communities - should be protected and not undermined by more powerful and
resourceful corporate entities.
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