G.R. No. 159139. June 06, 2017 (Case Brief / Digest)

**Title:** Information Technology Foundation of the Philippines v. Commission on Elections
and the Integrity of the Bidding Process for the 2004 National Elections

**Facts:** The case originated from the nullification of the Commission on Elections’
(COMELEC) Resolution No. 6074 awarding the contract for Phase II of the Comprehensive
Automated Electoral System to Mega Pacific Consortium (MPC) for the procurement of
automated counting machines (ACMs) for the 2004 national elections. Information
Technology Foundation of the Philippines contested that the COMELEC gravely abused its
discretion in the awarding process. Specifically, it was argued that MPC was improperly
formed as a consortium and failed to meet established technical requirements, including a
99.9995% accuracy rating for the ACMs. Despite these shortcomings, COMELEC proceeded
with awarding the contract and executing a procurement contract with Mega Pacific
eSolutions, Inc. (MPEI). Following the Supreme Court’s directive, the Ombudsman initiated
investigations to assess the criminal liability of the officials involved. However, after a series
of hearings and investigations, the Ombudsman found no probable cause to indict the
respondents, leading to discontent and further legal challenges from the petitioners.

**[ssues:** The primary legal issue was whether the Ombudsman’s conclusion that there
was no probable cause to indict the COMELEC officials and others involved constituted a
grave abuse of discretion, especially in light of the Supreme Court’s previous finding that
COMELEC committed grave abuse in the bid awarding process.

**Court’s Decision:**

The Supreme Court dismissed the petition challenging the Ombudsman’s findings and
upheld the Ombudsman’s discretionary power to determine the existence of probable cause.
It found no grave abuse of discretion in the Ombudsman’s decision to not indict the
COMELEC officials and others involved, stating that a determination of grave abuse of
discretion in the bidding process does not automatically translate to a finding of criminal
liability. The Court emphasized the separation of powers, delineating the distinct roles of
the judiciary and the executive branch, represented here by the Ombudsman, in
investigating and prosecuting criminal matters. It also underscored the importance of
respecting the Ombudsman’s independence and expertise in fulfilling its mandate.

**Doctrine:**

The main doctrine established is the respect for the independence and discretion of the
Ombudsman in determining probable cause for indicting public officials for violations of
penal laws. This principle reinforces the separation of powers, highlighting that not all
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administrative or procedural missteps amount to criminal liability and that the Ombudsman
has broad discretion in the conduct of preliminary investigations.

**Class Notes:**

- **Grave Abuse of Discretion vs. Criminal Liability:** The Supreme Court’s finding of grave
abuse of discretion by a government body does not automatically establish probable cause
for criminal liability.

- **Role of the Ombudsman:** The Ombudsman has the constitutional mandate and
discretion to determine probable cause in criminal complaints against public officials and is
granted wide latitude in the performance of this duty, subject to non-interference except in
cases of grave abuse of discretion.

- **Separation of Powers:** The decision underscores the separation of powers among the
branches of government, highlighting the judiciary’s restraint from intervening in executive
functions such as the investigation and prosecution of crimes unless there is clear evidence
of grave abuse of discretion.

**Historical Background:**

This case illuminated the complexities and challenges in the Philippines’ transition to
automated election systems. It underscored the critical role of the COMELEC in
safeguarding the integrity of the electoral process, the judiciary’s authority in reviewing
administrative actions through the lens of grave abuse of discretion, and the delineation of
powers between the branches of government, particularly in the context of determining
criminal liability.
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