G.R. No. 229781. October 10, 2017 (Case Brief / Digest)

**Title:** Senator Leila M. De Lima vs. The Regional Trial Court of Muntinlupa, et al.

*Facts:**

Senator Leila M. De Lima filed a Petition for Certiorari and Prohibition challenging the
orders and warrants issued by Hon. Juanita Guerrero, Presiding Judge of the Regional Trial
Court (RTC) of Muntinlupa City, Branch 204. These include an order finding probable cause
for De Lima’s arrest, the issue of the actual arrest warrant, and the order committing De
Lima to the custody of the Philippine National Police in connection with Criminal Case No.
17-165 for illegal drug trading under the Comprehensive Dangerous Drugs Act of 2002
(Republic Act No. 9165). De Lima contended that the RTC lacked jurisdiction, arguing that
the Office of the Ombudsman should conduct the preliminary investigation and that the
Sandiganbayan, not the RTC, has jurisdiction over the offense.

The procedural journey to the Supreme Court went through the filing of various motions and
the involvement of the Department of Justice (DOJ) in conducting the preliminary
investigation, which was contested by De Lima. She argued that the DO]J Panel lacked
authority and the RTC lacked jurisdiction. Her motion to quash the charges was not acted
upon by the RTC before issuing the arrest warrant, prompting her move to the Supreme
Court.

**Issues:**

1. Whether the petition violates the doctrine of hierarchy of courts.

2. Whether the petition is premature given the pendency of a motion to quash.

3. Whether the petitioner violated the rule against forum shopping.

4. Whether the Regional Trial Court or the Sandiganbayan has jurisdiction over the case.

5. Whether the issuance of a warrant of arrest without resolving the motion to quash
constitutes grave abuse of discretion.

6. Whether De Lima is entitled to a Temporary Restraining Order/Status Quo Ante Order
pending resolution of the case.

**Court’s Decision:**

The Supreme Court dismissed the petition on several grounds. Procedurally, it found no
violation of the hierarchy of court’s doctrine, given that the case involves significant legal
questions suitable for the highest court’s review. However, the Court deemed the petition
premature as it sought to bypass the resolution of the Motion to Quash by the trial court. It
also highlighted De Lima’s violation of the rule against forum shopping through
simultaneous filings in different courts.
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On substantive grounds, the Court upheld the jurisdiction of the RTC over the offense,
emphasizing the specialization of such courts in handling drug-related cases as delineated
in RA 9165. It rejected De Lima’s argument that her case falls under the exclusive
jurisdiction of the Sandiganbayan. The Court further ruled that the determination of
probable cause for the issuance of a warrant of arrest was within the discretion of the trial
court judge and did not constitute grave abuse of discretion. Consequently, De Lima’s plea
for a temporary restraining order or a status quo ante order was also denied.

**Doctrine:**

The Supreme Court reiterated doctrines on the jurisdiction of special courts over specific
offenses, the hierarchy of courts, and the proper sequence of legal remedies, including the
resolution of motions at the trial level before seeking higher judicial intervention.

**Class Notes:**

1. The principle of hierarchy of courts requires that recourse must first be made to the
lower courts before the Supreme Court, except for compelling reasons.

2. The doctrine of forum shopping prohibits simultaneous or successive litigations involving
the same parties and issues across different judicial venues.

3. Jurisdiction over the subject matter is determined by the law in force at the time of the
commencement of the action.

4. The decision of a judge to issue a warrant of arrest involves a personal determination of
probable cause and is a discretionary act that must be based on an evaluation of the
complaint and supporting documents/evidence.

5. The need for adherence to procedural rules, including the premium on resolving motions
to quash at the trial level, underscores the importance of the orderly administration of
justice.

**Historical Background:**

The case against Senator Leila M. De Lima is set against a backdrop of intensified
government efforts to combat illegal drugs in the Philippines. Accusations against De Lima
emerged from her tenure as Secretary of the Department of Justice, linking her to illegal
drug trading within the national penitentiary. Her case brought to the forefront debates on
legal jurisdiction, procedural due process, and the political undercurrents influencing
judicial processes.
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