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CHICO-NAZARIOQO, J.:

Assailed in a Petition for Review on Certiorari under Rule 45 of the Rules of Court is the decision[1] of the Court
of Appeals dated 12 July 2000 that reversed and set aside the decision of the Regional Trial Court (RTC) of
Cauayay, Isabela, Branch 20, in Civil Case No. 20-235, for Recovery of Possession with Damages, ordering
respondent Sabina Miguel to vacate the land, subject matter of this case, to remove her house and/or whatever
improvements she introduced thereon, to pay rent, and to pay costs of suit.

Petitioners Agueda de Vera-Cruz, Mario, Evangeline, Edronel, Angelito, Teodoro, Jr., and Fernando, all
surnamed Dela Cruz, are the registered owners of a parcel of land situated at the Municipality of San Mateo,
Isabela, described as Lot 7035-A-8-B-5 containing an area of 17,796 square meters covered by Transfer
Certificate of Title (TCT) No. T-70778 of the Registry of Deeds of Isabela which was issued on 17 January
1974.[2]

The origin[3] of Lot 7035-A-8-B-5 isasfollows:

Lot 7035-A-8-B-5 is a subdivided portion of Lot 7035-A which was formerly part of a homestead applied for in
1921 by Angel Madrid over lands situated in Santiago, Isabela. The application was approved in 1935. On 08
August 1947, the Bureau of Lands found him to be in exclusive occupation of the lands subject of the homestead.
On 11 July 1950, an order for the issuance of the patent was entered, and Patent V-5993 was issued on 27
September 1950. Pursuant thereto, the Register of Deeds issued Original Certificate of Title (OCT) No. P-1267 on
2 October 1950. Since the homestead consisted of three lots, upon petition of Madrid, the OCT was substituted
with TCTs No. T-2385 for Lot 7035-A, No. T-2386 for Lot 7036-B and No. T-2387 for Lot 7036-A.

After the death of Angel Madrid on 23 April 1955, his widow, Cipriana Madrid, and his children extragjudicially
partitioned his estate wherein Lot 7035-A and a portion of Lot 7036-B were adjudicated to the widow, while Lot
7036-A and the remainder of Lot 7036-B were given to the children. On 30 September 1955, Cipriana Madrid
sold the entire Lot 7035-A to spouses Teodoro Dela Cruz and Agueda de Vera for P18,000.00. On 04 January
1956 and 21 April 1956, Cipriana Madrid and the other heirs sold two portions of Lot 7036-B with an aggregate
area of 10,200 square meters to Teodoro Dela Cruz. New TCTswere issued in the names of the vendees.

On 01 June 1956, Teodoro Dela Cruz commenced an accion publiciana docketed as Civil Case No. BR. I1-79
(CA-31309-R) in the Court of First Instance (CFl) of Isabela against Silverio Corpus and twenty-three (23) others
for alleged illegal occupation of Lot 7035-A.

On 18 January 1957, the Republic of the Philippines, through the Office of the Solicitor General, filed Civil Case
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No. BR. 11-141 (CA-31252) in the CFI of Isabela for reversion of homestead consisting of Lots 7035-A, 7036-A
and 7036-B of the Santiago, |sabela Cadastre, against the widow and heirs of homesteader Angel Madrid, Agueda
de Vera, Teodoro Dela Cruz and others.

Teodoro Dela Cruz likewise filed an accion publiciana (BR. 11-79) with the CFl of Isabela and forcible entry and
detainer cases with the Justice of the Peace Court of San Mateo, Isabela (110 and 111) against other occupants of
the lots he bought. Some of the defendants in said cases and the defendants in BR. 11-79, totaling 38, filed a
complaint-in-intervention in the reversion case (BR. 11-141).

In the reversion case, the CFl dismissed the amended complaint and amended complaint-in-intervention and,
among other things, ordered the thirty-eight intervenors to surrender the material and peaceful possession of the
portions they are occupying, together with their buildings and improvements within Lot 7035-A, to Teodoro Dela
Cruz.

Asto BR. 11-79, the CFI rendered judgment declaring Teodoro Dela Cruz the absolute owner of Lot 7035-A. It
forfeited in favor of Teodoro Dela Cruz all the buildings and improvements of the defendants and ordered the
latter to vacate and surrender the material and peaceful possession of the portions they are occupying to the
former, and to pay rentals or damages.

Only BR. 11-141 and BR. 11-79 were appealed to the Court of Appeals which promulgated its decision on 23 July
1965, affirming in al respects the judgments of the CFI. The decision was appealed to the Supreme Court in a
petition for certiorari which was denied for lack of merit.

Subsequently, the Municipality of San Mateo, Isabela, filed an action for the declaration of nullity of contracts of
sale, annulment of TCT and reconveyance of property described as Lot 7035-A before Branch 3 of the CFl of
Isabela which was docketed as Civil Case No. 1913.[4] Said court dismissed the complaint on 28 September
1967.

On 30 June 1987, petitioners filed a complaint before the RTC of Cauayay, Isabela, for Recovery of Possession
with Damages against respondent for allegedly occupying two hundred (200) square meters, more or less, of Lot
7035-A-8-B-5 without any legal right to do so, much less their consent or permission, and has failed and refused
to vacate the premises despite repeated demands. They prayed that respondent be ordered to vacate the land, and
to pay them P10,000.00 as attorney's fees, P500.00 a month as rental, and moral and exemplary damages as the
court may find just and reasonable.[5] The case was raffled to Branch 20 and was docketed as Civil Case No.
20-235.

On 04 August 1987, respondent filed her answer with counterclaim alleging that the land being claimed by
petitionersis different from the land where her house is standing and that the land was given or awarded to her by
the Municipal Government of San Mateo, Isabela. She added that she has been occupying the land since February
1946 and no one molested her in her actual possession and use thereof except the claims of petitioners which she
came to know only on 04 July 1987 when she received the summons.[ 6]

In their answer to counterclaim dated 14 August 1987, petitioners denied the allegations in the counterclaim and
asserted that respondent's claim is an utter and gross falsity because the land is part of a registered land duly titled
in their names and, previoudly, in their predecessors-in-interest.[7]

On 29 January 1988, the court terminated the pre-trial and set the case for hearing after counsel, instead of
moving that respondent be declared as in default, moved for its termination due to the latter's absence despite
notice.[8]
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Before the case can be heard, petitioners filed a Motion for Summary Judgment on the ground that respondent has
not raised any genuine issue except as to the question of damages. They said that in a decision rendered by the
CFl of Isabelain Civil Case No. 1913[9] entitled, "The Municipality of San Mateo v. Teodoro Dela Cruz, et d.,"
it was adjudged that the land occupied by respondent belonged exclusively to Teodoro Dela Cruz, their
predecessor, and that said decision has long become final and is res judicata as to the ownership of the land in
question. They said that since their predecessor-in-interest was declared as the true and legal owner, the
municipality had no power or authority to dispose or award any portion of the land in favor of third parties.[10]

On 29 February 1988, respondent filed her opposition to the Motion for Summary Judgment on the ground that
the pre-trial was terminated without the issues being simplified, nor stipulations or admissions being made on
facts and documents.[11] Petitioners filed arejoinder dated 17 March 1988.[12]

On 27 April 1988, the RTC rendered a summary judgment declaring petitioners the owners of the land in question
and ordered respondent to vacate the same and to remove whatever improvement she has introduced on the lot.
The court set the case for hearing with respect to petitioners claim for damages.[13]

On 12 May 1988, respondent filed a notice of appeal from the summary judgment.[14]

On 25 May 1988, petitioners filed an Omnibus Motion for Execution Pending Appeal and to Set for Reception of
Evidence on the Damages] 15] which respondent opposed.[ 16]

In an order dated 07 June 1988, the court denied the motion to execute the decision pending appeal, but granted
the motion to set the case for hearing for the reception of the evidence on damages. To avoid multiplicity of
appedl, it held in abeyance the transmittal of the records to the Court of Appeals until after the rendition of the
decision on the issue of damages.[17]

Petitioners filed a Motion for Reconsideration[18] which respondent opposed.[19] On 24 June 1988, the court
denied the motion.

On 22 July 1988, the court rendered its decision on petitioners claim for damages,[20] ordering respondent to pay
petitioners P146.66 a month beginning July 1987, and every month thereafter until the former shall have vacated
the premises. On 05 August 1988, respondent filed a Notice of Appeal.[21] Petitioners, on the other hand, filed a
Motion for Reconsideration praying that the decision be reconsidered, anended or modified to include the award
of attorney's fees, expenses of litigation and exemplary damages in their favor.[22] The court denied the motion
on 11 August 1988. Thus, petitioners filed a Notice of Appeal.[23]

On 16 February 1990, the Court of Appeals rendered a decision,[24] setting aside the summary judgment dated 27
April 1988 and the judgment on the rental value dated 22 July 1988. The dispositive portion reads:

WHEREFORE, the summary judgment of April 27, 1988 and the judgment on rental value dated July 22, 1988
are SET ASIDE and the trial court is directed to conduct further proceedings in accordance with the guidelines
set forth above, and thereafter to render the proper decision.

On 22 June 1990, pre-trial was conducted and terminated with the parties manifesting that they cannot settle the
case and that they failed to enter into a stipulation of facts. The parties agreed to litigate the case on only one issue
- whether or not respondent Sabina Miguel isinside or outside the land of the petitioners which is covered by TCT
No. T-70778.[25]

After trial, on 08 January 1991, the court rendered a decision[26] in this wise:

The court resolves the issue in favor of the plaintiffs. The evidence is overwhelming that defendant is
occupying an area within the titled land of the plaintiffs. Thisis established by the testimony of Angelito dela
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Cruz and the Sketch Plan marked as Exhibit "D" and "D-1" showing that the land occupied by the defendant is
inside the titled land of the plaintiffs. Furthermore, defendant admitted that the area she is occupying is a part
of the land bounded on the North by Mabini St., East by Magsaysay St., West by Quezon St., and South by
Bonifacio St. Thisis the description of the entire land, consisting of one block, owned and titled in the name of
the plaintiffs.

WHEREFORE, judgment is hereby rendered in favor of the plaintiffs and against the defendant Sabina Miguel
ordering said defendant to vacate the premises of the land in question described in paragraph 2 of the
complaint and covered by Transfer Certificate of Title No. T-70778 and to remove her house and/or whatever
improvements she introduced on the land, and to pay the plaintiffs P15,000.00 representing the rental value of
the land occupied by her at the rate of P500.00 from the time the complaint was filed on July 30, 1987. Costs
against the defendant.

Respondent appealed the decision to the Court of Appeals.[27] On 12 July 2000, the latter reversed and set aside
the decision of the RTC. The decision[28] partly reads as follows:

After a thorough and careful evaluation of the records hereof and the evidence submitted by the parties, the
Court finds that the parcel of land which is registered in the name of plaintiffs-appellees includes the land
being occupied by defendant-appellant. However, as the Court go deeper into the peculiar circumstances
hereof, one important question surfaces. Can plaintiffs-appellees recover the said land from
defendant-appellant who has been in peaceful possession thereof for more than 40 years and has performed al
acts consistent with her claim of ownership?

The Court rules that plaintiffs-appellees are guilty of laches for their unexplained and unreasonable delay in
asserting their right to the subject land and instituting action to recover the same from defendant-appellant who
has been in possession thereof for more than forty years (40). The records show that the complaint for recovery
of possession was filed only on June 30, 1987 despite the fact that defendant-appellant has occupied the subject
land since February 14, 1946 up to the present.

There is no doubt that the plaintiffs-appellees long inaction in asserting their right to the subject land bar them
from recovering the same from defendant-appellant under the equitable principle of laches. The law serves
those who are vigilant and diligent and not those who sleep when the law requires them to act.

The Court further notes that plaintiffs-appellants did not object to nor complained of the acts of ownership
being exercised by defendant-appellant over the subject land. It is apparent from the records that in 1946, the
latter, together with her husband (who was already deceased at the time the instant case was initiated), has built
a hut on the subject land to serve as their dwelling. In 1954, another one of strong material was constructed,
which defendant-appellant still occupies to date. Defendant-Appellant has never been asked to vacate. Neither
was she evicted therefrom despite the fact that plaintiffs-appellees were also residing in the same municipality
where the subject land is located. Much to this, as early as September 30, 1955, when the parcel of land now
covered by TCT No. T-70778 was purchased by plaintiff-appellee Agueda de Vera-Cruz and her husband,
from Cipriano Gamino, they knew that some other persons, like defendant-appellant, were in possession of the
other parts thereof.

Thus, the Court cannot look with favor at plaintiffs-appellees who, by their delay and inaction, knowingly
induce defendant-appellant to spend time and effort over the subject land, and thereafter, claim title after more
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than 40 years of silence.

WHEREFORE, in view of the foregoing, the decision, dated February 8, 1991, of the court a quo is hereby
REVERSED and SET ASIDE and a new one is entered ordering plaintiffs-appellees to cause the segregation
of the 600 square meters parcel of land, forming part of Lot 7035-A-8-B-5, LRC-Psd 60052, under TCT No.
T-70778, presently occupied by defendant-appellant Sabrina Miguel, and to convey the same to said
defendant-appellant. After the segregation shall have been accomplished, the Register of Deeds of Isabelais
hereby ordered to issue a new certificate of title covering the portion of the land pertaining to
plaintiffs-appellees and another certificate of title in favor of defendant-appellant Sabrina Miguel covering the
600 sguare meters which she occupies.

Petitioners now assail the decision before this Court via a Petition for Review on Certiorari advancing the
following arguments:

THE COURT OF APPEALS ERRED IN NOT RECOGNIZING THE ESTABLISHED PRINCIPLE IN LAW
THAT A TORRENSTITLE ISINDEFEASIBLE

THE COURT OF APPEALS ERRED IN FINDING THAT THE EQUITABLE DOCTRINE OF LACHES
APPLIESTO THE PRESENT CASE

A) THE DOCTRINE OF LACHES ISA REMEDY WHICH IS GROUNDED IN EQUITY AND IT ISTO BE
APPLIED IF AND ONLY IF THE CIRCUMSTANCES OF A PARTICULAR CASE WARRANT IT[29]

Petitioners contend that when the Court of Appeals ruled that they were guilty of laches because they supposedly
did not protest respondent's long and continuous occupancy of the lot in question, it was in effect saying that the
land subject of the present controversy has been acquired by acquisitive prescription which is contrary to law and
jurisprudence that the owner of aland registered under the Torrens system cannot lose it by prescription.

A reading of the decision of the Court of Appeals clearly shows that prescription was not the basis of the decision.
Nowhere in said decision did it say that respondent acquired the property occupied by her through prescription. In
fact, the Court of Appeals was fully aware that adverse, notorious and continuous possession under claim of
ownership for the period fixed by law is ineffective against a Torrens title, and that title to a registered land in
derogation of that of the registered owner may not be acquired by prescription or adverse possession because the
efficacy and integrity of the Torrens system must be protected. What it used in reaching its conclusion was the
exception - LACHES.

The law[30] provides that no title to registered land in derogation of that of the registered owner can be acquired
by prescription or adverse possession. Nonetheless, while it is true that a Torrens Title is indefeasible and
imprescriptible, the registered landowner may lose his right to recover the possession of his registered property by
reason of laches.[31]

L aches has been defined as such neglect or omission to assert a right, taken in conjunction with lapse of time and
other circumstances causing prejudice to an adverse party, as will operate as a bar in equity. It is a delay in the
assertion of a right which works disadvantage to another because of the inequity founded on some change in the
condition or relations of the property or parties. It is based on public policy which, for the peace of society,
ordainsthat relief will be denied to a stale demand which otherwise could be avalid claim. It is different from and
applies independently of prescription. While prescription is concerned with the fact of delay, laches is concerned
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with the effect of delay. Prescription is a matter of time; lachesis principally a question of inequity of permitting a
claim to be enforced, this inequity being founded on some change in the condition of the property or the relation
of the parties. Prescription is statutory; lachesis not. Laches applies in equity, whereas prescription applies at law.
Prescription is based on a fixed time, laches is not.[32] Laches means the failure or neglect for an unreasonable
and unexplained length of time, to do that which, by exercising due diligence, could or should have been done
earlier; it is negligence or omission to assert a right within a reasonable time, warranting the presumption that the
party entitled to assert it either has abandoned or declined to assert it.[ 33]

Petitioners maintain that the Court of Appeals erred in applying the equitable doctrine of laches in the case at bar.
They argue that they and their predecessor-in-interest, Teodoro Dela Cruz, were never remiss, and have not
delayed, in asserting their ownership over the property subject of the present case because they have been
litigating this issue as far back as 1956 and lasting over ten years, and successfully warding off the respective
claims of theillegal occupants, the Republic of the Philippines and the Municipality of San Mateo, |sabela.[34]

Now, the question is: Should laches be applied in the case before us knowing that petitioners after purchasing Lot
7035-A on 30 September 1955 engaged in court battles against illegal occupants thereof, the Republic of the
Philippines and the Municipality of San Mateo, Isabela, for more than ten years resulting in the upholding by the
courts of their ownership over the land in question?

There is no absolute rule as to what constitutes laches or staleness of demand; each case is to be determined
according to its particular circumstances. The question of laches is addressed to the sound discretion of the court,
and since laches is an equitable doctrine, its application is controlled by equitable considerations. It cannot work
to defeat justice or to perpetrate fraud and injustice.[35]

Having filed accion publiciana and forcible entry and detainer cases in the 1950s against the illegal occupants of
Lot 7035-A, though not against respondent, and having successfully overcome the reversion case filed by the
Republic and the Reconveyance case filed by the Municipality of San Mateo, Isabela, it cannot be said that
petitioners slept on their rights in asserting their ownership over Lot 7035-A. How then can petitioners be said to
have failed or neglected to assert their right on the land when they have been judicially fighting to be recognized
asthelegal owner of Lot 7035-A7?

The Court of Appeals ruled that since respondent has been in peaceful and unmolested possession of the subject
land since 1946, petitioners are barred from recovering the same under the principle of laches. In support thereof,
it cited the cases of Ching v. Court of Appeals,[36] Caragay-Layno v. Court of Appeals,[37] Heirs of Batiog
Lacamen v. Heirs of Laruan,[38] Tambot v. Court of Appeals,[39] Wright, Jr. v. Lepanto Consolidated Mining
Co.[40] and Vda. de Delimav. Tio.[41]

From the records, it appears that respondent cannot have entered and possessed the land under litigation in 1946.
The Court of Appealsin its decision in the consolidated cases of Republic of the Philippines v. Marita Madrid, et
a. and Teodoro de la Cruz v. Silverio Corpuz, et a.[42] made afactual finding that the land was in the exclusive
possession of Angel Madrid, the homestead applicant in 1947. This notwithstanding, and regardless of whether
respondent entered the lot in 1946 or in 1954, the application of laches, as stated above, should be determined in
accordance with the circumstances present in a particular case.

The cases cited by the Court of Appeals are not on all fours with the case on hand. The case of Ching v. Court of
Appeas involves a landowner's property which was wrongfully or erroneously registered in another's name. In
Caragay-Layno v. Court of Appedls, the issue was the fraudulent or mistaken inclusion of property in a certificate
of title. In Heirs of Batiog Lacamen v. Heirs of Laruan, the subject matter was the sale of land without the
required approva of the executive authority. The case of Tambot v. Court of Appeals likewise involves a
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conveyance of land via a deed of sale. In Wright, Jr. v. Lepanto Consolidated Mining Co., what was questioned
was the acquisition and ownership of mining claims which were covered by reconstituted certificates of title. In
Vda. de Delima v. Tio, what was questioned was the selling by a husband of the wife's parapherna property
without the latter's consent.

In all these cases, the parties in possession of the properties under litigation had titles thereto or had documents
showing that the ownership over these properties was transferred to them. In the case before us, respondent is not
the registered owner of the lot she is occupying and she has failed to adduce evidence showing that the property
has been conveyed to her by the petitioners or by the original owner thereof. Respondent has no evidence of her
ownership over the lot where her house is erected. Her allegation[43] that the ot was awarded or given through a
resolution by the Municipal Government of San Mateo, Isabela, cannot be given credence. She did not even
produce a copy of said resolution. Even if respondent were able to produce a copy thereof, the same will be of no
use since it has been judicialy nullified. Furthermore, as admitted by respondent, she and her husband tried to
procure ownership papers over the land, but to no avail.[44] Petitioners, on the other hand, have shown that the
courts have upheld their ownership over Lot 7035-A, and have ruled in their favor and against the reversion
case[45] filed by the Republic and on the case for reconveyance[46] of Lot 7035-A filed by the Municipality of
San Mateo, Isabela.

We are not unmindful of the Tax Declarationg[47] held by respondent but same are not proofs of ownership. A tax
declaration does not prove ownership. It is merely an indicium of a claim of ownership.[48] Payment of taxesis
not proof of ownership, it is, at best, an indicium of possession in the concept of ownership.[49] Neither tax
receipts nor declaration of ownership for taxation purposes are evidence of ownership or of the right to possess
realty when not supported by other effective proofs.[50]

An examination of the tax declarations reveals that the property covered is not even specified and described with
particularity -- the exact location and borders were not mentioned. Respondent utterly failed to show her
ownership of the land in question. In fact, the RTC and the Court of Appeals have declared that the land being
occupied by respondent is within the land registered in the names of petitioners.[51] With this finding,
respondent's claim that the land she is occupying is different from the land being claimed by petitioners
completely crumbles. Thus, it is clear that respondent, without any authority or right, is occupying petitioners
land.

Having no title or document to overcome petitioners' ownership over the land in question, respondent is therefore
an intruder or squatter whose occupation of the land is merely being tolerated. A sgquatter has no possessory rights
over the land intruded upon.[52] As such, her occupancy of the land is only at the owners' sufferance, her acts are
merely tolerated and cannot affect the owners' possession. She is necessarily bound to an implied promise that she
will vacate upon demand.[53]

Respondent argues that petitioners, despite all the opportunity they had to implead respondent in the cases they
filed in 1956 against those occupying Lot 7035-A, deliberately ignored and failed to do so. In doing so, petitioners
slept on their rights and practically allowed lachesto set in.

We find this feeble. Assuming for the sake of argument that respondent aready occupied the lot in question in
1956, we cannot put all the blame on petitioners if respondent and her husband were not impleaded. It must be
remembered that there were many people who occupied the subject land. If petitioners committed an oversight in
not impleading respondent, she, having an interest on the land, should have intervened in the cases just like what
the other occupants did. This, she did not do. It is simply impossible for her not to know that there were on-going
court cases involving the land she is occupying. She testified that the lot she is occupying is bounded on the east
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by the lot of one Wenceslao Urmaneta.[54] As can be gleaned from the decision of the Court of Appeals in the
consolidated caseg[55] of Republic of the Philippines v. Marita Madrid, et a., and Teodoro de la Cruz v. Silverio
Corpuz, et d., this Urmaneta was one of the defendants in the accion publiciana case and was an intervenor in the
reversion case filed by the Republic. Contrary to the posture of an adjacent neighbor, respondent exhibited a
lethargic stance. Her failure to join and to get involved in the proceedings in order to protect her rights, if there
were any, over the land shows her apathy on the matter. This lack of concern and inaction on her part show that
she failed to protect any right she had on the land. The laches of one nullifies the laches of the other. One who
seeks equity must himself be deserving of equity.[56] While all the people around her were fighting tooth and nail
over Lot 7035-A, respondent simply watched on the sidelines, oblivious of what the courts will pronounce on the
matter. Acting the way she did, she does not deserve equity.

This Court has ruled that unless there are intervening rights of third persons which may be affected or prejudiced
by a decision directing the return of the lot to petitioners, the equitable defense of 1aches will not apply as against
the registered owners.[57] In the case at bar, there being no intervening third persons whose rights will be affected
or prejudiced if possession of the subject lot is restored to the petitioners, the return of the sameisin order.

Under the circumstances obtaining in this case, the equitable doctrine of laches shall not apply.

WHEREFORE, the petition for review is GRANTED. The decision of the Court of Appeals dated 12 July 2000 is
REVERSED and SET ASIDE, and the decision of the Regional Trial Court dated 08 January 1991 is
REINSTATED. Costs against the respondent.

SO ORDERED.

Puno, (Chairman), Austria-Martinez, Callegjo, Sr., and Tinga, JJ., concur.
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