G.R. No. L-49711. November 07, 1979 (Case Brief / Digest)

**Title:** Zambales Chromite Mining Co. et al. vs. Court of Appeals et al.

**Facts:** The case revolves around the dispute over the rightful ownership and possession
of sixty-nine mining claims located in Santa Cruz, Zambales, Philippines. The petitioners,
Zambales Chromite Mining Co. and others (referred to as the Nava group), contested the
decision of the Director of Mines, Benjamin M. Gozon, who dismissed their claim in favor of
the respondents (the Martinez and Pabilona groups). Subsequently, when Gozon was
appointed Secretary of Agriculture and Natural Resources, he reviewed and affirmed his
previous decision as Director of Mines despite the obvious conflict of interest. Challenging
this, the petitioners escalated the matter to the Court of First Instance of Zambales, which
upheld Gozon’s decision. Dissatisfied, the petitioners appealed to the Court of Appeals,
which initially reversed the lower court’s decision, but upon reconsideration (prompted by
the respondents’ motion), upheld Gozon’s decision on the ground he was disqualified to
review his own decision. The case was then remanded for review to the Minister of Natural
Resources, prompting an appeal to the Supreme Court.

**[ssues:**

1. Whether Secretary Gozon, after being appointed as the Secretary of Agriculture and
Natural Resources, was disqualified from reviewing and affirming his own decision made in
his capacity as the Director of Mines.

2. Whether the petitioners were denied due process when Gozon reviewed his own decision.
3. The appropriate course of action following the establishment of Gozon’s disqualification.

**Court’s Decision:** The Supreme Court held that Secretary Gozon acted with grave abuse
of discretion by reviewing and affirming his own decision as Director of Mines. The Court
emphasized that fundamental fairness and due process were violated, as Gozon should not
have been both the judge and the appellate authority in the same case. Consequently, the
Court set aside Gozon’s order and the affirming decisions, upheld the Court of Appeals’
decision to remand the case for de novo review by the Minister of Natural Resources, and
clarified that after remand, no further proceedings in the trial court were warranted.

**Doctrine:** The decision established the doctrine that a reviewing officer must be
different from the subordinate officer whose decision is under review to ensure the
impartiality and fairness of the administrative review process. This principle is essential to
uphold the due process rights of the parties involved.

**Class Notes:**
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- **Conlflict of Interest in Administrative Reviews:** A reviewing officer in an administrative
appeal must not be the same person who made the original decision under review.

- **Due Process:** Parties must be afforded fundamental fairness in administrative
proceedings, which includes the right to an impartial review.

- **Remand Procedure:** When an administrative decision is set aside due to a procedural
error, the case may be remanded for de novo review by a qualified authority, without
further recourse to the trial court unless otherwise provided.

**Historical Background:** This case highlights the procedural intricacies and potential
conflicts of interest within the administrative review process in the context of mining
disputes in the Philippines. It underscores the importance of impartiality in administrative
decision-making and the safeguarding of due process rights, reflecting the evolving
standards of administrative justice in the country.
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