G.R. No. 223972. November 03, 2020 (Case Brief / Digest)

Title: **Pahkiat v. Office of the Ombudsman-Mindanao: A Study on Probable Cause, Grave
Abuse of Discretion, and Administrative vs. Criminal Liability**

Facts:

Pahkiat, Lapinid, and Lopez, Administrative Aides at the City Accounting Office of
Kidapawan, faced indictment for malversation of public funds and violation of Republic Act
No. 3019 due to irregularities in financial transactions in Barangay Poblacion, Kidapawan
City. The COA initiated a 10-day audit after allegations of falsification in disbursement
vouchers, leading to findings of non-compliance with disbursement procedures and
suspicious financial activities involving 107 counts of falsification and alteration of vouchers.
The Ombudsman-Mindanao found probable cause for indictment, which was summarily
upheld despite a late motion for reconsideration by the petitioners.

The procedural journey to the Supreme Court involved the petitioners challenging the
Ombudsman-Mindanao’s resolution and order through a Petition for Certiorari under Rule
65, asserting grave abuse of discretion and questioning the factual basis for finding
probable cause.

Issues:

1. Whether the Office of the Ombudsman-Mindanao committed grave abuse of discretion in
finding probable cause to indict the petitioners for malversation and violation of R.A. No.
3019.

2. The ramifications of denying the motion for reconsideration solely due to procedural
technicality despite exoneration in a parallel administrative case.

Court’s Decision:

The Supreme Court granted the petition, finding grave abuse of discretion on the part of the
Ombudsman-Mindanao. Key points include:

- The adherence to procedural technicality by the Ombudsman-Mindanao was unfounded
since the administrative case’s exoneration implied a lack of direct participation in the
anomalies, which should extend to criminal liability considerations.

- The Court underscored a broader perspective on justice and fairness over rigid procedural
adherence, especially when the substantive findings warrant reconsideration of probable
cause for criminal indictment.

Doctrine:
The decision reinforced the doctrine that administrative exoneration based on substantive
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findings of non-complicity should influence the assessment of probable cause in criminal
proceedings, especially under identical facts and allegations. It also underscored the Court’s
role in reviewing instances of grave abuse of discretion, even in the context of the
Ombudsman’s broad investigatory and prosecutorial discretion.

Class Notes:

- **Grave Abuse of Discretion**: An act so egregiously mistaken that it amounts to an
evasion of positive duty or to a virtual refusal to perform the duty or to act at all in
contemplation of law.

- **Probable Cause in Criminal Proceedings vs. Administrative Actions**: The exoneration in
administrative proceedings due to lack of substantial evidence implies a serious
consideration for the absence of probable cause in criminal proceedings when based on
identical facts.

- **Role of the Supreme Court in Rule 65 Petitions**: While the Court generally defers to
the Ombudsman’s findings of probable cause, it retains the prerogative to intervene in
instances of grave abuse of discretion, ensuring that justice prevails over procedural
technicalities.

Historical Context:

The decision stands at the intersection of administrative justice and criminal accountability,
highlighting the Philippine judiciary’s balancing act between upholding procedural laws and
ensuring substantive justice. This case reflects on the judiciary’s crucial oversight function
in reviewing prosecutorial discretion to prevent unwarranted legal pursuits, especially when
fundamental fairness is at stake.
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