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QUISUMBING, J.:

For review on certiorari is the decision of the Court of Appeals dated March 20, 1995, in CA-G.R. SP No. 16830,
as well as the resolution of November 22, 1995, denying petitioner's motion for reconsideration. Said decision
affirmed the former Court of First Instance (CFI) of Rizal, Branch 15, in Land Registration Case No. 164-M,
Record No. N-40137, decreeing the registration of certain parcels of land in favor of private respondent Valeriano
Basilio.

The factual background of this case, drawn from the records, is as follows:

On September 4, 1941, seventy-four applicants filed separate applications for registration of two large parcels of
land situated in barrios (now barangays) Rosario and Maybunga, Pasig, with the then Court of First Instance (CFI)
of Rizal, Branch 1. The applications, which were consolidated as Land Registration Case (LRC) No. 1489,
covered Lots 1 to 29 of Plan Psu-107981, with an aggregate area of 321,074 square meters. Notwithstanding the
outbreak of the Pacific War, the case continued to be heard. On February 18, 1943, the applicants rested their
case. However, during the war the court records were destroyed and the records of the case, thereafter, were
ordered reconstituted. Thereafter, proceedings started anew.

On July 12, 1966, the trial court rendered judgment adjudicating the entire 29 lots of Psu-107981 in various
undivided shares to the barrios (now barangays) of Rosario and Maybunga of Pasig, the Heirs of Macario
Bautista, Heirs of Hilarion Ruiz, Heirs of Lucio Sumulong, Heirs of Agustin Victoria, Heirs of Victor Reyes,
Heirs of Tomas Ramos, and Heirs of Pedro Buti.

Some of the losing parties then filed separate motions for reconsideration, partial reconsideration, and new trial.
The trial court denied all these motions in its order of March 31, 1967. Subsequently, the losing parties filed
CA-G.R. No. 41049-R with the Court of Appeals, asking the appellate court to reverse the judgment and orders of
the trial court.

Sometime in 1969, petitioner acquired by purchase all the rights, interest, and participation of the Heirs of
Hilarion Ruiz and Maria Victoria Ruiz in the disputed lots.

On March 2, 1971, while CA-G.R. No. 41049-R was pending with the appellate court, private respondent
Valeriano Basilio filed LRC No. N-164-M with the CFI of Rizal, Branch 15, for the registration in his name, of
Lot 1-Psu-235385 (portion of Lot 3 of Psu-107981), Lot 2-Psu-235385 (portion of Lot 3, Psu-107981), Lot
5-Psu-235385 (portion of Lot 6, Psu-107981), and Lot 6-Psu-235385 (portion of Lot 25, Psu-107981).
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On August 13, 1971, the CFI of Rizal, Branch 15, rendered its decision in LRC No. N-164-M, affirming Basilio's
title over Lots 1, 2, 5, and 6 of Plan Psu-235385 (portions of Lots 3, 6, and 25 of Plan Psu-107981 which forms
part of the subject matter of LRC Case No. 1489).

On September 21, 1971, the CFI of Rizal, Branch 15, ordered the Land Registration Authority to issue a decree of
registration and an Original Certificate of Title (OCT) in favor of Valeriano Basilio. Pursuant to Decree No.
N-137158, OCT No. 9010 was issued in favor of Valeriano Basilio, who proceeded to subdivide the lots and sell
the same to various purchasers who relied upon his clean title to the properties.

Meanwhile, on April 27, 1972, a third application for registration, LRC No. N-7824, involving Lots 1-29 of Plan
Psu-107981 (subject matter of LRC No. 1489) was filed with the CFI of Rizal, Branch 13, by the Heirs of
Macario Omana and other parties, including herein petitioner.

On December 18, 1974, the CFI of Rizal, Branch 13, rendered its decision in LRC No. N-7824, adjudicating Lots
4, 5, 8, 9, 20, 21, 23 and 25 of Psu-107981 to the Heirs of Macario Omana; Lots 26 and 27 to petitioner; Lot 29 to
Magdalena de Guzman, and Lot 10 to Herminia Maranon. An OCT for Lots 26 and 27 of Psu-107981 was issued
in petitioner's favor.

On June 17, 1975, the Court of Appeals promulgated its decision in CA-G.R. No. 41049-R, modifying the
judgment in LRC No. 1489, with respect to the division of the lots. Motions for reconsideration were filed, but
they were denied by the appellate court in its resolution dated October 23, 1981.

On March 1, 1988, petitioner moved for the issuance of a final decree of registration in LRC No. 1489 before the
RTC of Pasig, Branch 151, (formerly CFI of Rizal, Branch 1). The motion excluded the properties adjudicated by
the then CFI of Rizal, Branch 13, in LRC No. N-7824.

On April 21, 1988, the RTC of Pasig, Branch 151, ordered the issuance of the final decree of registration of the
lots subject of LRC No. 1489. It was then discovered that title to portions of Lots 3, 6, and 25 had been issued in
favor of Valeriano Basilio as a result of LRC No. N-164-M.

Petitioner then filed CA-G.R. SP No. 16830 with the appellate court for the annulment of the decision in LRC No.
N-164-M, contending that the defunct CFI of Rizal, Branch 15, never acquired jurisdiction over the subject matter
of LRC No. N-164-M, since said lots fell under LRC No. 1489, a case that was filed and decided earlier.

On March 20, 1995, the Court of Appeals dismissed the petition in CA-G.R. SP No. 16830. The appellate court
held: (1) third persons have acquired, as good faith purchasers, substantial portions of the disputed property; (2)
laches had already set in against petitioner; and (3) while petitioner assails the jurisdiction of the defunct CFI of
Rizal, Branch 15, in LRC No. N-164-M, she failed to question the jurisdiction of the CFI of Rizal, Branch 13, in
LRC No. N-7824 involving the whole 29-parcel realty but even tacitly recognized the same when she excluded in
her motion for issuance of final decree of registration in LRC No. 1489, the lots adjudicated in LRC No. N-7824.

Petitioner then moved for reconsideration, but the same was denied in a resolution of the appellate court dated
November 22, 1995.

Hence, the instant petition, anchored on the following assignment of errors:

The Honorable Court of Appeals erred:

- IN NOT DECLARING VOID FOR LACK OF JURISDICTION OVER THE SUBJECT MATTER OF THE
SUIT THE PROCEEDINGS BEFORE THE DEFUNCT COURT OF FIRST INSTANCE OF MAKATI,
RIZAL, BRANCH XV, IN LRC CASE NO. N-164-M;
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- IN CONCLUDING THAT THE PROCEEDINGS IN LRC CASE NO. 1489 WHICH WAS AFFIRMED
WITH FINALITY BY THE HONORABLE COURT OF APPEALS IN CA-G.R. NO. CA-G.R. (sic) NO.
41048-R DID NOT CONSTITUTE RES JUDICATA TO THE EXCLUSION OF THE SUBSEQUENT
PROCEEDINGS IN LRC CASE NO. N-184-M;

- IN DECLARING THAT LACHES APPLIES AGAINST PETITIONER AND THAT THE RIGHTS OF
INNOCENT THIRD PARTIES CANNOT BE DISREGARDED; AND

- IN CONCLUDING THAT PETITIONER TACITLY RECOGNIZED THE VALIDITY OF THE
PROCEEDINGS IN LRC CASE NO. 7824.[1]

In our view, the following are the proper issues for resolution:

- Did the Court of Appeals err in not declaring the proceedings in LRC No. N-164-M before the defunct CFI of
Rizal, Branch 15, null and void for want of jurisdiction?

- Is petitioner's action barred by laches?

Anent the first issue, it is contended that the proceedings in LRC No. N-164-M before the then CFI of Rizal,
Branch 15, is indeed void for want of jurisdiction because the applications for registration in LRC No. N-164-M
were filed only in 1971 or thirty (30) years after the former CFI of Rizal, Branch 1, had acquired jurisdiction over
the disputed property with the institution of LRC No. 1489 in 1941. Admittedly a court which first validly
acquires jurisdiction, takes it to the exclusion of the other courts.[2] However, certain legal considerations militate
against a doctrinaire application of the foregoing principles with regard to the proceedings in LRC No. N-164-M.

First, land registration proceedings are actions in rem. It is not necessary to give personal notice to the owners or
claimants of the land sought to be registered, to vest the court with authority over the res. Instead, it is the
publication of notice of the application for registration which serves to apprise the whole world that such petition
has been filed and whosoever is minded to oppose it, may do so within 30 days before the date set by the court for
hearing the petition. It is the publication of such notice that brings in the whole world as a party and vests the
court with jurisdiction to hear the case.[3] In this case, petitioner did not oppose the institution of LRC No.
N-164-M, despite notice by publication. Failing to oppose the same at its institution, petitioner is now estopped to
contest the validity of the decree issued in LRC No. N-164-M.

Second, as a proceeding in rem, the decree of registration issued in land registration cases is binding upon and
conclusive against the entire world.[4] Under Section 38[5] of the Land Registration Act (Act No. 496), which
was the law in force at the time of the institution of LRC No. N-164-M, petitioner had one year after the entry of
the decree to file a petition for review. However, he failed to contest said entry. Thus he is bound now by the rule
that upon the expiration of one year, every certificate of title issued in accordance with Act No. 496 "shall be
incontrovertible."

Worthy of note, despite the foregoing rule, petitioner is not without a remedy. The landowner whose property has
been wrongfully registered in another's name, after the one year period, could not ask the Court to set aside the
decree, but he could bring an ordinary action for damages if, as in this case, the property has passed unto the
hands of innocent purchasers for value.[6]

On the second issue, bar by laches appears particularly pertinent in this controversy. Laches is meant the
negligence or omission to assert a right within a reasonable time, warranting a presumption that the party entitled
to assert it either has abandoned it or declined to assert it.[7] It does not involve mere lapse or passage of time, but
is principally an impediment to the assertion or enforcement of a right, which has become under the circumstances
inequitable or unfair to permit.[8] While a question of jurisdiction may be raised at any time, a party may be
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barred from raising it on ground of laches or estoppel.[9]

There is laches when: (1) the conduct of the defendant or one under whom he claims, gave rise to the situation
complained of; (2) there was delay in asserting a right after knowledge of the defendant's conduct and after an
opportunity to sue; (3) defendant had no knowledge or notice that the complainant would assert his right; (4) there
is injury or prejudice to the defendant in the event relief is accorded to the complainant.[10]

All four elements, in our view, are present in this case. LRC No. N-164-M was instituted and decided in 1971. It
involved land which, nearly three decades earlier, was the subject of LRC No. 1489 instituted by petitioner's
predecessors-in-interest. It took petitioner some 18 years or until February 2, 1989 to file a petition to annul the
proceedings in LRC No. N-164-M. In the meantime, private respondent Valeriano Basilio had already subdivided
and sold portions of the disputed property to innocent purchasers for value. There was nothing in Basilio's title to
make him suspicious that petitioner would file the instant suit. Should the proceedings in LRC No. N-164-M be
nullified, transferees will immediately suffer substantial injury.

Where a party allows 4 years or more to lapse before instituting court action to enforce his claim, such action
would be barred by laches.[11] It took petitioner in this case 18 years before filing suit to annul the proceedings in
LRC No. N-164-M. We have consistently held that a party's long inaction or passivity in asserting his rights over
disputed property precludes him from recovering the same.[12] The law helps the vigilant but not those who sleep
on their rights.[13] We are constrained to conclude that no reversible error was committed by the Court of
Appeals in finding that laches had set in to prevent petitioner from assailing the jurisdiction of the court in LRC
No. N-164-M.

WHEREFORE, the instant petition is DISMISSED, and the assailed decision of the Court of Appeals in CA-G.R.
SP No. 16830 is AFFIRMED. Costs against petitioner.

SO ORDERED.

Bellosillo, (Chairman), Mendoza, Buena, and De Leon, Jr., JJ. concur.
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