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BERSAMIN, J.:

In his letter dated May 22, 2009 addressed to the Chief Justice, Mr. Roger C. Prioreschi, administrator of the
Good Shepherd Foundation, Inc., wrote:

The Good Shepherd Foundation, Inc. is very grateful for your 1rst. Indorsement to pay a nominal fee of Php
5,000.00 and the balance upon the collection action of 10 million pesos, thus giving us access to the Justice
System previously denied by an up-front excessive court fee.

The Hon. Court Administrator Jose Perez pointed out to the need of complying with OCA Circular No.
42-2005 and Rule 141 that reserves this "privilege" to indigent persons. While judges are appointed to interpret
the law, this type of law seems to be extremely detailed with requirements that do not leave much room for
interpretations.

In addition, this law deals mainly with "individual indigent" and it does not include Foundations or
Associations that work with and for the most Indigent persons. As seen in our Article of Incorporation, since
1985 the Good Shepherd Foundation, Inc. reached-out to the poorest among the poor, to the newly born and
abandoned babies, to children who never saw the smile of their mother, to old people who cannot afford a few
pesos to pay for "common prescriptions’, to broken families who returned to a normal life. In other words, we
have been working hard for the very Filipino people, that the Government and the society cannot reach to, or
have rejected or abandoned them.

Can the Courts grant to our Foundation who works for indigent and underprivileged people, the same option
granted to indigent people?

The two Executive Judges, that we have approached, fear accusations of favoritism or other kind of attack if they
approve something which is not clearly and specifically stated in the law or approved by your HONOR.

Can your Honor help us once more?
Grateful for your understanding, God bless you and your undertakings.

We shall be privileged if you find time to visit our orphanage - the Home of Love - and the Spiritual Retreat
Center in Antipolo City.

To answer the query of Mr. Prioreschi, the Courts cannot grant to foundations like the Good Shepherd
Foundation, Inc. the same exemption from payment of legal fees granted to indigent litigants even if the
foundations are working for indigent and underprivileged people.
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The basis for the exemption from legal and filing feesis the free access clause, embodied in Sec. 11, Art. |11 of the
1987 Constitution, thus:

Sec. 11. Free access to the courts and quasi judicial bodies and adequate legal assistance shall not be denied to
any person by reason of poverty.

The importance of the right to free access to the courts and quasi judicial bodies and to adequate legal assistance
cannot be denied. A move to remove the provision on free access from the Constitution on the ground that it was
already covered by the equal protection clause was defeated by the desire to give constitutional stature to such
specific protection of the poor.[1]

In implementation of the right of free access under the Consgtitution, the Supreme Court promulgated rules,
specifically, Sec. 21, Rule 3, Rules of Court,[2] and Sec. 19, Rule 141, Rules of Court,[3] which respectively state
thus:

Sec. 21. Indigent party. -- A party may be authorized to litigate his action, claim or defense as an indigent if the
court, upon an ex parte application and hearing, is satisfied that the party is one who has no money or property
sufficient and available for food, shelter and basic necessities for himself and his family.

Such authority shall include an exemption from payment of docket and other lawful fees, and of transcripts of
stenographic notes which the court may order to be furnished him. The amount of the docket and other lawful
fees which the indigent was exempted from paying shall be a lien on any judgment rendered in the case
favorable to the indigent, unless the court otherwise provides.

Any adverse party may contest the grant of such authority at any time before judgment is rendered by the trial
court. If the court should determine after hearing that the party declared as an indigent is in fact a person with
sufficient income or property, the proper docket and other lawful fees shall be assessed and collected by the
clerk of court. If payment is not made within the time fixed by the court, execution shall issue for the payment
thereof, without prejudice to such other sanctions as the court may impose. (22a)

Sec. 19. Indigent litigants exempt from payment of legal fees.- Indigent litigants (a) whose gross income and
that of their immediate family do not exceed an amount double the monthly minimum wage of an employee
and (b) who do not own real property with afair market value as stated in the current tax declaration of more
than three hundred thousand (P300,000.00) pesos shall be exempt from payment of legal fees.

The legal fees shall be alien on any judgment rendered in the case favorable to the indigent litigant unless the
court otherwise provides.

To be entitled to the exemption herein provided, the litigant shall execute an affidavit that he and his
immediate family do not earn a gross income abovementioned, and they do not own any real property with the
fair value aforementioned, supported by an affidavit of a disinterested person attesting to the truth of the
litigant's affidavit. The current tax declaration, if any, shall be attached to the litigant's affidavit.

Any falsity in the affidavit of litigant or disinterested person shall be sufficient cause to dismiss the complaint
or action or to strike out the pleading of that party, without prejudice to whatever criminal liability may have
been incurred.

The clear intent and precise language of the aforequoted provisions of the Rules of Court indicate that only a
natural party litigant may be regarded as an indigent litigant. The Good Shepherd Foundation, Inc., being a
corporation invested by the State with ajuridical personality separate and distinct from that of its members,[4] isa
juridical person. Among others, it has the power to acquire and possess property of al kinds as well as incur
obligations and bring civil or crimina actions, in conformity with the laws and regulations of their
organization.[5] As ajuridical person, therefore, it cannot be accorded the exemption from legal and filing fees
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granted to indigent litigants.

That the Good Shepherd Foundation, Inc. is working for indigent and underprivileged people is of no moment.
Clearly, the Constitution has explicitly premised the free access clause on a person's poverty, a condition that only
anatural person can suffer.

There are other reasons that warrant the rejection of the request for exemption in favor of ajuridical person. For
one, extending the exemption to a juridical person on the ground that it works for indigent and underprivileged
people may be prone to abuse (even with the imposition of rigid documentation requirements), particularly by
corporations and entities bent on circumventing the rule on payment of the fees. Also, the scrutiny of compliance
with the documentation requirements may prove too time-consuming and wasteful for the courts.

In view of the foregoing, the Good Shepherd Foundation, Inc. cannot be extended the exemption from legal and
filing fees despite its working for indigent and underprivileged people.
SO ORDERED.

Puno, C.J., Carpio, Corona, Carpio Morales, Chico-Nazario, Velasco, Jr., Nachura, Leonardo-De Castro, Brion,
and Peralta, JJ., concur.

Quisumbing and Y nares-Santiago, JJ., on official leave.

Del Castillo[**] and Abad[**], JJ., no part.

[**] Took no part in the deliberation.

[1] Bernas, 1987 Philippine Constitution of the Republic of the Philippines: A Commentary, 1996 Ed., p. 4064,
citing the Journal of the 1935 Constitutional Convention 1275-1277.

[2] 1997 Rules of Civil Procedure.

[3] Asrevised, effective August 16, 2004.
[4] The Civil Code provides:

Art. 44 Thefollowing are juridical persons:
1) The State and its political subdivisions;

2) Other corporations, institutions and entities for public interest or purpose, created by law; their personality
begins as soon as they have been constituted according to law;

3) Corporations, partnerships and associations for private interest or purpose to which the law grants a juridica
personality, separate and distinct from that of each shareholder, partner or member.

[5] Art. 46, Civil Code.
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