Adm Case No. 528. October 11, 1967 (Case Brief / Digest)

**Case Title:** Angel Albano v. Atty. Perpetua Coloma
*Facts:**

1. During the Japanese occupation, Angel Albano and his mother retained Atty. Perpetua
Coloma as their legal counsel in Civil Case No. 4147 in the Court of First Instance of Ilocos
Norte.

2. After liberation, they claimed that Respondent failed to expedite their case, prompting
them to hire another lawyer. However, Coloma still intervened to claim attorney’s fees.

3. During the hearing, Respondent exhibited a document showing an agreement to pay her a
33-1/3% contingent fee. Albano contested the authenticity of the signatures on the
document.

4. The Court of First Instance Judge Delfin B. Flores sent this document to the NBI, which
concluded that the signatures were not Albano’s or his mother’s.

5. Albano, citing his financial incapacity for legal representation and alleging Coloma’s
influence in the local government, sought her disbarment.

6. Respondent denied all allegations, showcasing a detailed history of her legal work,
including a favorable decision in both the trial court and Court of Appeals.

7. The Court of Appeals in CA-G.R. No. 10563-R reinforced Coloma’s right to her contingent
fee, attributing success largely to her efforts.

8. The case was referred for investigation to the Solicitor General, who, after investigating,
recommended dismissing the disbarment complaint.

**[ssues:**

1. Did Atty. Perpetua Coloma falsify the signatures on the attorney’s fee agreement?

2. Is the doctrine of res judicata applicable, preventing Albano from contesting the
authenticity of the signatures anew?

3. Was the contingent fee agreement too onerous to justify disbarment?

4. Was Atty. Coloma’s conduct unprofessional, warranting her disbarment?

**Court’s Decision:**

1. **Falsification of Signatures:**

- The Court found that the allegations of forgery were already litigated in the civil
proceedings, and the findings supported the authenticity of the document. Testimonies
corroborated the legitimacy of the agreement.
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2. **Application of Res Judicata:**
- The Court agreed with the Solicitor General that this prior finding barred the reopening of
the issue under res judicata, preventing relitigation of already settled questions.

3. **Contingent Fee Agreement:**
- The fee arrangement was upheld as reasonable, considering the extent of Coloma’s
representation over several years and the favorable outcomes achieved.

4. **Professional Conduct:**

- The Court found no evidence of unprofessional conduct. Instead, it criticized the
complainant’s breach of agreement post-benefit. Emphasizing the necessity of protecting
fair remuneration for counsel, the Court dismissed the disbarment charge.

**Doctrine:**

- **Res Judicata:** Legal principles once adjudicated cannot be contested again in
subsequent actions between the same parties.

- ¥*Attorney’s Right to Fees:** Lawyers are entitled to reasonable compensation as per
agreements if they have diligently fulfilled their duties, per established judicial standards.

**Class Notes:**

- ¥*Res Judicata:** A matter is conclusively settled in legal practice, barring subsequent
actions on the same issue.

- **Contingent Fee Contracts:** Recognized as enforceable, provided they’'re not
unconscionable.

- **Legal Ethics:** Lawyers owe duty of diligence and loyalty, yet are entitled to due fees
which cannot be withheld by unjust client suspicion.

**Historical Background:**

- *Japanese Occupation (1941-1945):** A tumultuous period impacting legal proceedings in
the Philippines. Post-war judicial reorganizations affected ongoing legal affairs.

- **Cultural Context:** During this time, legal agreements such as contingent fees were vital
in providing legal access despite economic hardships post-war.

- *Influence Allegations:** Reflects a common concern in local politics—public positions
and perceived misuse, which were recurrent in post-war Philippine legal controversies.
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