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PERALTA, J.:

This is a petition for review on certiorari under Rule 45 of the Rules of Court seeking to reverse and set aside the
Decision[1] and Resolution[2] of the Court of Appeals (CA) in CA-G.R. SP No. 73674.

The antecedents are as follows:

Respondents heirs of Crisanto S. Bernardo, represented by Emelita Bernardo, filed a complaint before the
Commission on the Settlement of Land Problems (COSLAP) against Alfredo Herrera (Alfredo) for interference,
disturbance, unlawful claim, harassment and trespassing over a portion of a parcel of land situated at Barangay
Dalig, Cardona, Rizal, with an area of 7,993 square meters. The complaint was docketed as COSLAP Case No.
99-221.

Respondents claimed that said parcel of land was originally owned by their predecessor-in-interest, Crisanto
Bernardo, and was later on acquired by Crisanto S. Bernardo. The parcel of land was later on covered by Tax
Declaration No. CD-006-0828 under the name of the respondents.

Petitioner, on the other hand, alleged that the portion of the subject property consisting of about 700 square meters
was bought by Diosdado Herrera, Alfredo's father, from a certain Domingo Villaran. Upon the death of Diosdado
Herrera, Alfredo inherited the 700-square-meter lot.

The COSLAP, in a Resolution[3] dated December 6, 1999, ruled that respondents have a rightful claim over the
subject property. Consequently, a motion for reconsideration and/or reopening of the proceedings was filed by
Alfredo. The COSLAP, in an Order[4] dated August 21, 2002, denied the motion and reiterated its Order dated
December 6, 1999. Aggrieved, petitioner Celia S. Vda. de Herrera, as the surviving spouse of Alfredo, filed a
petition for certiorari with the CA.[5] The CA, Twelfth Division, in its Decision dated April 28, 2005, dismissed
the petition and affirmed the resolution of the COSLAP. The CA ruled that the COSLAP has exclusive
jurisdiction over the present case and, even assuming that the COSLAP has no jurisdiction over the land dispute
of the parties herein, petitioner is already estopped from raising the issue of jurisdiction because Alfredo failed to
raise the issue of lack of jurisdiction before the COSLAP and he actively participated in the proceedings before
the said body. Petitioner filed a motion for reconsideration, which was denied by the CA in a Resolution dated
October 17, 2005.

Hence, petitioner elevated the case to this Court via Petition for Review on Certiorari under Rule 45 of the Rules
of Court, with the following issues:

I
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WHETHER OR NOT COSLAP HAD JURISDICTION TO DECIDE THE QUESTION OF OWNERSHIP.

II

WHETHER OR NOT THE ISSUANCE OF A TORRENS TITLE IN THE NAME OF THE PETITIONER'S
HUSBAND IN 2002 RENDERED THE INSTANT CONTROVERSY ON THE ISSUE OF OWNERSHIP
OVER THE SUBJECT PROPERTY MOOT AND ACADEMIC.[6]

Petitioner averred that the COSLAP has no adjudicatory powers to settle and decide the question of ownership
over the subject land. Further, the present case cannot be classified as explosive in nature as the parties never
resorted to violence in resolving the controversy. Petitioner submits that it is the Regional Trial Court which has
jurisdiction over controversies relative to ownership of the subject property.

Respondents, on the other hand, alleged that the COSLAP has jurisdiction over the present case. Further,
respondents argued that petitioner is estopped from questioning the jurisdiction of the COSLAP by reason of
laches due to Alfredo's active participation in the actual proceedings before the COSLAP. Respondents said that
Alfredo's filing of the Motion for Reconsideration and/or Reopening of the proceedings before the COSLAP is
indicative of his conformity with the questioned resolution of the COSLAP.

The main issue for our resolution is whether the COSLAP has jurisdiction to decide the question of ownership
between the parties.

The petition is meritorious.

The COSLAP was created by virtue of Executive Order (E.O.) No. 561, issued on September 21, 1979 by then
President Ferdinand E. Marcos. It is an administrative body established as a means of providing a mechanism for
the expeditious settlement of land problems among small settlers, landowners and members of the cultural
minorities to avoid social unrest.

Section 3 of E.O. No. 561 specifically enumerates the instances when the COSLAP can exercise its adjudicatory
functions:

Section 3. Powers and Functions. - The Commission shall have the following powers and functions:

x x x x

2. Refer and follow up for immediate action by the agency having appropriate jurisdiction any land problem or
dispute referred to the Commission: Provided, That the Commission may, in the following cases, assume
jurisdiction and resolve land problems or disputes which are critical and explosive in nature considering, for
instance, the large number of the parties involved, the presence or emergence of social tension or unrest, or
other similar critical situations requiring immediate action:

(a) Between occupants/squatters and pasture lease agreement holders or timber concessionaires;
(b) Between occupants/squatters and government reservation grantees;
(c) Between occupants/squatters and public land claimants or applicants;
(d) Petitions for classification, release and/or subdivision of lands of the public domain; and
(e) Other similar land problems of grave urgency and magnitude.[7]

Administrative agencies, like the COSLAP, are tribunals of limited jurisdiction that can only wield powers which
are specifically granted to it by its enabling statute.[8] Under Section 3 of E.O. No. 561, the COSLAP has two
options in acting on a land dispute or problem lodged before it, to wit: (a) refer the matter to the agency having
appropriate jurisdiction for settlement/resolution; or (b) assume jurisdiction if the matter is one of those
enumerated in paragraph 2 (a) to (e) of the law, if such case is critical and explosive in nature, taking into account
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the large number of parties involved, the presence or emergence of social unrest, or other similar critical situations
requiring immediate action. In resolving whether to assume jurisdiction over a case or to refer the same to the
particular agency concerned, the COSLAP has to consider the nature or classification of the land involved, the
parties to the case, the nature of the questions raised, and the need for immediate and urgent action thereon to
prevent injuries to persons and damage or destruction to property. The law does not vest jurisdiction on the
COSLAP over any land dispute or problem.[9]

In the instant case, the COSLAP has no jurisdiction over the subject matter of respondents' complaint. The present
case does not fall under any of the cases enumerated under Section 3, paragraph 2 (a) to (e) of E.O. No. 561. The
dispute between the parties is not critical and explosive in nature, nor does it involve a large number of parties,
nor is there a presence or emergence of social tension or unrest. It can also hardly be characterized as involving a
critical situation that requires immediate action.

It is axiomatic that the jurisdiction of a tribunal, including a quasi-judicial officer or government agency, over the
nature and subject matter of a petition or complaint is determined by the material allegations therein and the
character of the relief prayed for, irrespective of whether the petitioner or complainant is entitled to any or all such
reliefs.[10]

Respondents' cause of action before the COSLAP pertains to their claim of ownership over the subject property,
which is an action involving title to or possession of real property, or any interest therein,[11] the jurisdiction of
which is vested with the Regional Trial Courts or the Municipal Trial Courts depending on the assessed value of
the subject property.[12]

The case of Banaga v. Commission on the Settlement of Land Problems,[13] applied by the CA and invoked by
the respondents, is inapplicable to the present case. Banaga involved parties with conflicting free patent
applications over a parcel of public land and pending with the Bureau of Lands. Because of the Bureau of Land's
inaction within a considerable period of time on the claims and protests of the parties and to conduct an
investigation, the COSLAP assumed jurisdiction and resolved the conflicting claims of the parties. The Court held
that since the dispute involved a parcel of public land on a free patent issue, the COSLAP had jurisdiction over
that case. In the present case, there is no showing that the parties have conflicting free patent applications over the
subject parcel of land that would justify the exercise of the COSLAP's jurisdiction.

Since the COSLAP has no jurisdiction over the action, all the proceedings therein, including the decision
rendered, are null and void.[14] A judgment issued by a quasi-judicial body without jurisdiction is void. It cannot
be the source of any right or create any obligation.[15] All acts performed pursuant to it and all claims emanating
from it have no legal effect.[16] Having no legal effect, the situation is the same as it would be as if there was no
judgment at all. It leaves the parties in the position they were before the proceedings.[17]

Respondents' allegation that petitioner is estopped from questioning the jurisdiction of the COSLAP by reason of
laches does not hold water. Petitioner is not estopped from raising the jurisdictional issue, because it may be
raised at any stage of the proceedings, even on appeal, and is not lost by waiver or by estoppel.[18] The fact that a
person attempts to invoke unauthorized jurisdiction of a court does not estop him from thereafter challenging its
jurisdiction over the subject matter, since such jurisdiction must arise by law and not by mere consent of the
parties.[19]

In Regalado v. Go,[20] the Court held that laches should be clearly present for the Sibonghanoy[21] doctrine to
apply, thus:

Laches is defined as 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
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assert a right within a reasonable length of time, warranting a presumption that the party entitled to assert it
either has abandoned it or declined to assert it."

The ruling in People v. Regalario that was based on the landmark doctrine enunciated in Tijam v. Sibonghanoy
on the matter of jurisdiction by estoppel is the exception rather than the rule. Estoppel by laches may be
invoked to bar the issue of lack of jurisdiction only in cases in which the factual milieu is analogous to that in
the cited case. In such controversies, laches should have been clearly present; that is, lack of jurisdiction must
have been raised so belatedly as to warrant the presumption that the party entitled to assert it had abandoned or
declined to assert it.

In Sibonghanoy, the defense of lack of jurisdiction was raised for the first time in a motion to dismiss filed by
the Surety almost 15 years after the questioned ruling had been rendered. At several stages of the proceedings,
in the court a quo as well as in the Court of Appeals, the Surety invoked the jurisdiction of the said courts to
obtain affirmative relief and submitted its case for final adjudication on the merits. It was only when the
adverse decision was rendered by the Court of Appeals that it finally woke up to raise the question of
jurisdiction.[22]

The factual settings attendant in Sibonghanoy are not present in the case at bar that would justify the application
of estoppel by laches against the petitioner. Here, petitioner assailed the jurisdiction of the COSLAP when she
appealed the case to the CA and at that time, no considerable period had yet elapsed for laches to attach.
Therefore, petitioner is not estopped from assailing the jurisdiction of the COSLAP. Additionally, no laches will
even attach because the judgment is null and void for want of jurisdiction.[23]

Anent the issuance of OCT No. M-10991 in favor of petitioner's husband Alfredo Herrerra in 2002, respondents
alleged that there was fraud, misrepresentation and bad faith in the issuance thereof. Thus, respondents are now
questioning the legality of OCT No. M-10991, an issue which this Court cannot pass upon in this present petition.
It is a rule that the validity of a Torrens title cannot be assailed collaterally.[24] Section 48 of Presidential Decree
No. 1529 provides that:

Certificate not Subject to Collateral Attack. – A certificate of title shall not be subject to collateral attack. It
cannot be altered, modified, or canceled, except in a direct proceeding in accordance with law.

The issue of the validity of the Title was brought only during the proceedings before this Court as said title was
issued in the name of petitioner's husband only during the pendency of the appeal before the CA. The issue on the
validity of title, i.e., whether or not it was fraudulently issued, can only be raised in an action expressly instituted
for that purpose[25] and the present appeal before us, is simply not the direct proceeding contemplated by law.

WHEREFORE, the petition is GRANTED. The Decision and the Resolution of the Court of Appeals, dated April
28, 2005 and October 17, 2005, respectively, in CA-G.R. SP No. 73674 are REVERSED and SET ASIDE. The
Decision and Order of the Commission on the Settlement of Land Problems, dated December 6, 1999 and August
21, 2002, respectively, in COSLAP Case No. 99-221, are declared NULL and VOID for having been issued
without jurisdiction.

SO ORDERED.

Carpio, (Chairperson), Nachura, Abad, and Mendoza, JJ., concur.

[*] Also known as Arnel Crisanto Bernardo (Respondents' Position Paper, COSLAP records, p. 146) and Crisanto
Bernardo II (Tax Declaration No. CD-006-0828, COSLAP records, p. 110).

[1] Penned by Associate Justice Regalado E. Maambong, with Associate Justices Martin S. Villarama, Jr. (now a
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member of this Court) and Lucenito N. Tagle, concurring; rollo, pp. 62-84.

[2] Id. at 88-89.

[3] COSLAP records, pp. 289-297.

[4] Id. at 365-366.

[5] Id. at 430-439.

[6] Rollo, p. 162.

[7] Emphasis supplied.

[8] National Housing Authority v. Commission on the Settlement of Land Problems, G.R. No. 142601, October
23, 2006, 505 SCRA 38, 44.

[9] Ga, Jr. v. Tubungan, G.R. No. 182185, September 18, 2009, 600 SCRA 739, 747.

[10] Heirs of Julian Dela Cruz and Leonora Talaro v. Heirs of Alberto Cruz, G.R. No. 162890, November 22,
2005, 475 SCRA 743, 755-756.

[11] An action "involving title to real property" means that the plaintiff's cause of action is based on a claim that
he owns such property or that he has the legal rights to have exclusive control, possession, enjoyment, or
disposition of the same. (Heirs of Generoso Sebe v. Heirs of Veronico Sevilla, G.R. No. 174497, October 12,
2009, 603 SCRA 395, 404).

[12] Batas Pambansa Blg. 129, as amended, provides:

SEC. 19. Jurisdiction in Civil Cases. – Regional Trial Courts shall exercise exclusive original jurisdiction:

(1) In all civil actions in which the subject of the litigations is incapable of pecuniary estimation.

(2) In all civil actions which involve the title to, or possession of, real property, or any interest therein, where
the assessed value of the property involved exceeds Twenty thousand pesos (P20,000.00), or for civil actions
in Metro Manila, where such value exceeds Fifty thousand pesos (P50,000.00) except actions for forcible entry
into and unlawful detainer of lands or buildings, original jurisdiction over which is conferred upon the
Metropolitan Trial Courts, Municipal Trial Courts, and Municipal Circuit Trial Courts; x x x.

SEC. 33. Jurisdiction of Metropolitan Trial Courts, Municipal Trial Courts and Municipal Circuit Trial Courts
in Civil Cases. – Metropolitan Trial Courts, Municipal Trial Courts and Municipal Circuit Trial Courts shall
exercise:

x x x x

(3) Exclusive original jurisdiction in all civil actions which involve title to, or possession of, real property, or
any interest therein where the assessed value of the property or interest therein does not exceed Twenty
thousand pesos (P20,000.00) or, in civil actions in Metro Manila, where such assessed value does not exceed
Fifty thousand pesos (P50,000.00) x x x.

[13] 210 Phil. 643 (1990)

[14] Frianela v. Banayad, Jr., G.R. No. 169700, July 30, 2009, 594 SCRA 380, 392.

[15] Machado v. Gatdula, G.R. No. 156287, February 16, 2010, 612 SCRA 546, 560.

[16] National Housing Authority v. Commission on the Settlement of Land Problems, supra note 8, at 46.
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[17] Id. at 46-47.

[18] Figueroa v. People, G.R. No. 147406, July 14, 2008, 558 SCRA 63, 81.

[19] Id.

[20] G.R. No. 167988, February 6, 2007, 514 SCRA 616, 635.

[21] In Tijam v. Sibonghanoy, 131 Phil. 556, the Court held that a party may be barred by laches from invoking
lack of jurisdiction at a late hour for the purpose of annulling everything done in the case with the active
participation of said party invoking the plea of lack of jurisdiction.

[22] Regalado v. Go, supra note 20, at 635-636.

[23] Figueroa v People, G.R. No. 147406, July 14, 2008, 558 SCRA 63, 82.

[24] Vda. de Gualberto v. Go, G.R. No. 139843, July 21, 2005, 463 SCRA 671, 677.

[25] Tanenglian v. Lorenzo, G.R. No. 173415, March 28, 2008, 550 SCRA 348, 380.
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