G.R. No. 228719. August 08, 2022 (Case Brief / Digest)

**Title:** Dominga P. Cabug-os vs. Teresita Jorta Espina: Balancing Labor Rights and Micro
Business Operations

*Facts:**

Dominga P. Cabug-os, the petitioner, operates Kem’s Sarisari Store in Mandaluyong City.
Teresita Jorta Espina, the respondent, was employed at the store starting April 10, 2010,
with her salary increasing from P2,500.00 to P3,500.00 per month by 2012. Her work
schedule was from 5:00 a.m. to 12:00 midnight daily. In November 2012, Espina was
advised to take a leave by Cabug-os, and upon attempting to return, discovered she had
been replaced in February 2013. Thus, she filed a complaint for illegal dismissal,
underpayment, and non-payment of benefits with the labor arbiter.

Cabug-os contended that Espina was merely on standby while the store’s stockroom was
finished, and since her business was a small-scale operation, she was exempt from minimum
wage obligations. The labor arbiter ruled in favor of Espina, granting her P10,000 as
separation pay, but denying other claims. Espina appealed to the NLRC, achieving a ruling
which included backwages, salary differentials, 13th month pay, separation pay, and
attorney’s fees totaling P678,804.69. Cabug-os’s motion for reconsideration was denied,
leading her to file a Petition for Certiorari with the Court of Appeals, which upheld the
NLRC’s decision. Cabug-os then appealed to the Supreme Court, contending procedural
issues and the excessive monetary award.

**Issues:**

1. Whether Espina was a regular employee and not a kasambahay (domestic helper),
affecting her entitlement to employee benefits and protections.

2. Whether the monetary award to Espina is excessive and unreasonable for a micro
business operation like Cabug-os’s sarisari store, taking into account the store’s capacity to
pay and the nature of microbusiness operations under Philippine law.

**Court’s Decision:**

The Supreme Court ruled partly in favor of Cabug-os.

1. On the procedural issue regarding Espina’s lack of proper verification on her appeal to
the NLRC, the Court dismissed this as not fatal, affirming the appellate court’s stance on
the flexibility of technical rules in labor proceedings.

2. It acknowledged Espina as a regular employee, dismissing Cabug-os’s claim that she was
a kasambahay. This is based on admissions and evidence indicating that Espina performed
sales tasks essential to the business, establishing an employer-employee relationship.
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3. The Court recognized the legitimacy of labor claims but highlighted the unique economic
condition of micro businesses like Cabug-os’s sarisari store. It agreed that workers deserve
protection but asserted that judgment awards should be equitable, considering the
businesses’ operating scale. Thus, it adjusted the monetary award owing to Cabug-os’s store
being a barangay microbusiness, exempt from minimum wage laws, stating the recalculated
award should be based on actual earnings (P3,500.00 per month) and ordered the NLRC to
recompute the award accordingly.

**Doctrine:**

This decision reiterates the principle that labor protections apply to employees of small-
scale businesses. However, it introduces a nuanced approach in computing monetary
awards, emphasizing that the financial capacity of micro businesses and their exemption
from minimum wage laws should be equitably considered in labor disputes.

**Class Notes:**

1. *Employer-Employee Relationship:** Essential for entitlement to labor protections and
benefits. Demonstrated through control over the work performed and compensation
provided.

2. *¥*Micro Business Operations and Labor Law Compliance:** Recognizes distinctions in
labor law applications based on business scale, specifically exempting micro businesses
from minimum wage requirements.

3. ¥*Labor Proceedings Flexibility:** Labor trails allow for a more relaxed application of
technical procedural rules to ascertain facts objectively and ensure fairness.

4. **Doctrine of Equitable Computation in Labor Claims:** Monetary awards in labor
disputes involving micro businesses should reflect the actual earning capacity and
exemption statuses of these businesses.

**Historical Background:**

This decision underscores the evolution of labor law as applied to various scales of business
operations in the Philippines. It highlights the need for a balanced approach that protects
labor rights while recognizing the operational realities of micro businesses. This is
indicative of the Philippine legal system’s adaptability and its efforts to equitably address
the complexities of modern labor relations.
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