G.R. No. 235595. December 07, 2022 (Case Brief / Digest)

Title:
PAITA V. TASK FORCE ABONO FIELD INVESTIGATION OFFICE, OFFICE OF THE
OMBUDSMAN

Facts:

In 2004, the Philippine Department of Agriculture (DA) launched the Farm Inputs and Farm
Implements Program backed by funds from the Department of Budget and Management
(DBM). Camarines Norte Province, with Cesar C. Paita as a Provincial Engineer and a
Provincial Bids and Awards Committee (PBAC) member, was one of the beneficiaries. The
PBAC endorsed a direct contract procurement method to purchase liquid fertilizer from
Hexaphil Agriventures, Inc., which claimed to be the exclusive regional distributor of
Hexaplus products. Following the PBAC’s recommendation, procurement proceeded, but in
2011, the Task Force Abono of the Office of the Ombudsman filed administrative charges
against Paita, among others. The Ombudsman found Paita guilty of Grave Misconduct and
Conduct Grossly Prejudicial to the Best Interest of the Service, leading to his dismissal. The
Court of Appeals affirmed the Ombudsman’s decision. Paita, asserting good faith,
challenged this up to the Philippine Supreme Court.

Issues:

1. Whether Paita’s constitutional right to a speedy disposition of his cases was violated.

2. Whether the Court of Appeals erred in affirming Paita’s culpability for grave misconduct.
3. Whether the Court of Appeals erred in affirming the ruling adjudging Paita liable for
conduct prejudicial to the best interest of the service.

4. Whether Paita’s length of public service can be considered a mitigating circumstance.

Court’s Decision:

The Supreme Court partly granted Paita’s petition. It found no violation of his right to a
speedy disposition as the Ombudsman resolved the administrative complaint within a
reasonable time. Paita was not guilty of Grave Misconduct, but he was liable for Simple
Misconduct due to the failure to comply with government procurement procedures. He was
also found guilty of Conduct Prejudicial to the Best Interest of the Service. Consequently,
instead of dismissal, Paita was ordered to pay a fine equivalent to one year’s salary,
deductible from his retirement benefits.

Doctrine:
This case reaffirms the procurement rules under R.A. No. 9184, emphasizing the necessity
of public bidding and the proper procedure for resorting to direct contracting. It highlights
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the need for public officers to exercise due diligence and upholds the standard that
misconduct, if not grave, might still be penalized if it involves a transgression of established
rules. It also revisits the standards for determining violations of the constitutional right to a
speedy disposition of cases.

Class Notes:

- Public bidding is a fundamental rule in government procurement under R.A. No. 9184.

- Direct contracting is an exception requiring strict compliance with conditions outlined in
the law.

- Misconduct becomes ‘grave’ when elements of corruption or willful violation of law/rules
are present.

- Conduct prejudicial to the best interest of service pertains to acts that tarnish the public
office’s image or integrity.

- Right to a speedy disposition of cases under Article III, Sec. 16 of the Philippine
Constitution applies to administrative cases and involves a flexible, balancing test.

- Mitigating circumstances like length of public service must be duly proven to be
considered in reducing culpability.

Historical Background:

This case occurs within the context of the wider “fertilizer fund scam” that erupted in 2004,
implicating numerous officials across various levels of government in the Philippines. It
reflects the Ombudsman’s role in addressing corruption and administrative offenses and
underscores the justice system’s emphasis on due process and accountability for public
servants.
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