G.R. No. 197582. June 29, 2015 (Case Brief / Digest)

Title: Julie S. Sumbilla vs. Matrix Finance Corporation

Facts:

Julie S. Sumbilla (petitioner) obtained a cash loan from Matrix Finance Corporation
(respondent) and issued six checks as partial payment, each with a face value of P6,667.00.
The checks, when presented for payment, were dishonored due to being drawn against a
closed account. Following Sumbilla’s refusal to respond to a demand letter for payment, she
was indicted for six counts of violating Batas Pambansa Blg. 22 (BP 22), with the cases
docketed as Criminal Case Nos. 321169 to 321174 and raffled to the Metropolitan Trial
Court (MeTC) of Makati, Branch 67. On January 14, 2009, the MeTC found Sumbilla
criminally and civilly liable, imposing a fine of P80,000.00 per count with subsidiary
imprisonment, and a total civil liability of P40,002.00.

Rather than filing a Notice of Appeal, Sumbilla filed a Motion for Reconsideration, which
was denied due to non-compliance with the Revised Rules on Summary Procedure, and her
subsequent Notice of Appeal was also denied for being filed out of time. Sumbilla then filed
a petition for certiorari under Rule 65 to the Regional Trial Court (RTC) of Makati, which
was dismissed. The case escalated to the Court of Appeals (CA) via a petition for review
under Rule 42, which identified an ordinary appeal as the correct remedy. The CA’s decision
was challenged by Sumbilla through a petition for review on certiorari filed to the Supreme
Court, marking her final attempt at seeking judicial relief.

Issues:

The legal issue centers on whether the MeTC’s decision, imposing a penalty of P80,000.00
per count which had become final and executory, could still be modified despite procedural
missteps by Sumbilla, particularly her late filing of an appeal.

Court’s Decision:

The Supreme Court granted the petition, siding with Sumbilla. It emphasized the principle
that while judgments that attain finality become immutable, exceptions exist, especially
when the interests of substantial justice are at stake. The Court found that the penalty
imposed by the MeTC exceeded the maximum allowable under BP 22, which should have
been pegged to double the face value of the dishonored checks, totaling only P13,334.00 per
count versus the P80,000.00 imposed. The Supreme Court, in pursuit of justice, modified the
MeTC'’s original decision to align the fine with the proper statutory limits and nullified the
subsidiary imprisonment based on an incorrect calculation of penalties.

Doctrine:
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This case reinforces the doctrine that the finality and immutability of judgments are not
absolute, with the Supreme Court holding the prerogative to relax or suspend procedural
rules in the interest of substantial justice. It also confirms that penalties exceeding statutory
limits due to misapplication of laws can be corrected even after the judgment has become
final and executory.

Class Notes:

1. **Batas Pambansa Blg. 22 Violations**: The issuance of a bouncing check due to
insufficient funds or a closed account.

2. **Penalties under BP 22**: The law outlines alternative penalties: imprisonment, a fine
not exceeding double the amount of the check (not to surpass P200,000), or both, at the
court’s discretion.

3. ¥Doctrine of Finality and Immutability of Judgments**: A judgment becomes unalterable
once it reaches finality, with exceptions acknowledged in instances demanding the
furtherance of substantial justice.

4. **Administrative Circular Nos. 12-2000 and 13-2001**: Clarifications on the imposition of
fines and subsidiary imprisonment for BP 22 violations.

5. ¥*Rule 45 of the 1997 Rules of Civil Procedure**: Specifies the procedure for filing a
petition for review on certiorari, as demonstrated in Sumbilla’s final appeal to the Supreme
Court.

Historical Background:

The case of Julie S. Sumbilla vs. Matrix Finance Corporation reflects the judicial system’s
responsiveness to the principles of fairness and substantial justice beyond procedural
technicalities. It also illustrates ongoing challenges in navigating the appeals process and
the importance of accurately applying penalty guidelines under specific statutes such as BP
22. This case serves as a significant reminder of the judiciary’s discretion and responsibility
to ensure that penalties align with legal standards, even when procedural missteps occur,
and that justice is ultimately served in accordance with the law.
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