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Title: Norma Nicolas vs. Atty. Jose Laki

Facts:
In November 2005, Norma Nicolas sought legal assistance from Atty. Adoracion Umipig for
the  annulment  case  of  her  brother,  Joseph  Darag.  Due  to  Atty.  Umipig’s  government
employment, she referred Nicolas to Atty. Jose Laki, who offered to file the case in Balanga,
Bataan, promising a swift resolution within three months for a fee of P130,000.00, later
discounted  to  P95,000.00.  Subsequent  payments  were  made,  including  P20,000.00
deposited  into  the  account  of  Laki’s  mother  at  his  request.

After  a  series  of  unfulfilled  promises  and  lack  of  case  progress  verification,  Nicolas
discovered in November 2006 that no case had been filed in Balanga, Bataan. Despite
attempts to recover the paid fees,  Laki never returned the money and ignored further
communication attempts, prompting Nicolas to file a complaint with the Integrated Bar of
the Philippines (IBP) on June 20, 2007, for Laki’s violation of several provisions of the Code
of Professional Responsibility (CPR). Laki failed to respond to the complaint despite multiple
directives from the IBP and did not attend the clarificatory hearing.

The  IBP’s  investigation  found  Laki  guilty  of  violating  several  canons  of  the  CPR and
recommended his disbarment,  and ordered him to pay P20,000.00.  The case was then
elevated to the Supreme Court for final disposition, considering the IBP recommendations.

Issues:
1. Violation of professional conduct for failure to file a petition and deceiving the client
about the case progress.
2. Misappropriation of money received from the client for the unperformed service.
3. Non-compliance with directives from the IBP throughout the investigation process.

Court’s Decision:
The Supreme Court found Atty. Jose Laki guilty of violating multiple canons of the CPR
related  to  upholding  the  law  and  the  legal  profession’s  integrity,  respecting  judicial
authoritie, maintaining trust with clients, and serving them with competence and diligence.
While the court noted Laki’s previous disbarment in a similar case, it decided against double
disbarment, opting instead to impose a fine of P40,000.00 in lieu of disbarment and an
additional P20,000.00 for his failure to comply with the IBP’s directives. The Court also
ordered Laki to reimburse P115,000.00 to Nicolas with appropriate interest.

Doctrine(s):
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– Lawyers must uphold the integrity and dignity of the legal profession by adhering to the
Code  of  Professional  Responsibility,  maintaining  honesty  and  candor  in  dealings  with
clients, and fulfilling their professional duties competently and diligently.
– Misappropriation of client’s funds and failure to perform agreed legal services warrant
severe disciplinary action, including disbarment and financial reparation to the affected
client.
– Compliance with directives from legal professional bodies, such as the IBP, is mandatory,
and failure to do so results in punitive measures.

Class Notes:
– Violation of the CPR can lead to disbarment and financial penalties.
– A lawyer’s duty to a client includes accountability for money received, competent and
diligent service, and clear communication regarding case progress.
– Non-compliance with professional investigation procedures further compounds violations,
leading to additional penalties.

Historical Background:
This case reflects ongoing issues within the legal profession regarding trust,  duty, and
accountability, underscoring the legal community’s efforts through the IBP and the Supreme
Court to maintain high ethical standards among its members. The repeated nature of Laki’s
offenses  highlights  the  importance  of  disciplinary  actions  in  reinforcing  professional
integrity and protecting public interest in the justice system.


