AM. No. 06-7-414-RTC. October 19, 2007 (Case Brief / Digest)

Title: Administrative Matter No. 06-9-545-RTC: In Re: Judicial Audit at Regional Trial Court,
Branch 67, Paniqui, Tarlac

Facts:

This case arose from a judicial audit and physical inventory conducted from June 20 to June
24, 2005, at the Regional Trial Court (RTC) of Paniqui, Tarlac, Branch 67, presided over by
Judge Cesar M. Sotero, who compulsorily retired on February 23, 2006. At the time of the
audit, RTC held a caseload of 523 cases, comprising 309 criminal cases and 214 civil cases,
including 33 unaccounted Land Registration Cases (LRC). The Audit Team noted several
irregularities, including insufficient entries in the docket books, improperly handled special
proceedings cases, discrepancies in docket numbers, unaccounted case records, and
mishandling of Election Protest No. 001-04. As a result, the Audit Team recommended that
Judge Sotero and Clerk of Court Paulino I. Saguyod provide explanations for these
irregularities.

Upon review of Sotero and Saguyod’s explanations and the Office of the Court
Administrator’s (OCA) evaluation, the Supreme Court determined that Sotero demonstrated
gross ignorance of the law, specifically in handling petitions for correction of entries in the
civil registry and showing invalid procedures that contradicted the Rules of Court.

Issues:

1. Whether the proceedings for change of name and/or correction of entries in the civil
registry complied with the procedural requirements under Rules 103 and 108 of the Revised
Rules of Court.

2. Whether Judge Sotero acted with gross ignorance of the law in adopting procedures
inconsistent with Rules 103 and 108 and applicable laws, including Republic Act No. 9048.

Court’s Decision:

The Supreme Court found Judge Cesar M. Sotero guilty of gross ignorance of the law for his
failure to adhere to the jurisdictional requirements of Rules 103 and 108 of the Revised
Rules of Court. This included granting petitions without requisite hearings and publications,
incorrectly applying the provisions of Republic Act No. 9048, and generally mismanaging
court procedures that resulted in the expeditious but legally flawed resolution of numerous
civil cases. The Court imposed a fine of Forty Thousand Pesos (P40,000.00) on Judge Sotero,
deducted from his withheld retirement benefits.

Doctrine:
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The Supreme Court reiterated the doctrine that strict compliance with all jurisdictional
requirements, particularly publication, in proceedings in rem is essential to vest the court
with jurisdiction. Moreover, it was emphasized that the procedure for correction of clerical
or typographical errors and changes of first name or nickname as provided under Republic
Act No. 9048 does not supersede the procedural requirements for such corrections laid
down in the Revised Rules of Court. Thus, petitions for cancellation or correction of entries
in the civil registry and changes of name must still follow the procedural rules set forth in
Rules 103 and 108 of the Rules of Court, even after the enactment of RA No. 9048.

Class Notes:

- Rule 103 covers the procedure for a change of name, requiring a verified petition,
publication of the order for hearing, and satisfactory proof of necessity for the change.

- Rule 108 governs petitions for cancellation or correction of entries in the civil registry,
mandating the publication of the petition and allowing for opposition to the petition.

- Republic Act No. 9048 allows for the administrative correction of clerical or typographical
errors and changes of first name or nickname without a judicial order but does not eliminate
the court’s jurisdiction over such matters.

Historical Background:

The administrative matter highlights issues of court mismanagement, procedural
noncompliance, and judicial misunderstanding of laws and rules, specifically in the context
of the correction of civil registry entries in the Philippines. The context demonstrates the
judiciary’s ongoing efforts to refine and uphold procedural integrity, ensuring that judicial
processes are not only expeditious but also firmly grounded in law.
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