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

Title: **Lopez, Pahkiat, and Lapinid vs. Office of the Ombudsman-Mindanao and Commission
on Audit-XIT**

Facts:

The Office of the Ombudsman-Mindanao found probable cause to indict Fe Lopez, Alma
Pahkiat, Mahalito Lapinid, and 12 others for 107 counts of Malversation of Public Funds
through Falsification of Public and Commercial Documents under the Revised Penal Code,
and for one count of violation of Section 3(e) of Republic Act No. 3019. This decision
followed from a Special Audit Report by the Commission on Audit (COA) which observed
irregularities in the financial transactions of Barangay Poblacion, Kidapawan, including
missing disbursement vouchers (DVs), unrecorded check issuances, and tampered records.
Despite motions for reconsideration filed by the accused, which for the petitioners was
dismissed for tardiness, the Ombudsman’s ruling stood, leading to a Petition for Certiorari
under Rule 65 before the Supreme Court, challenging the Ombudsman’s decision and order
on grounds of grave abuse of discretion.

Issues:

The primary legal issue was whether the Office of the Ombudsman-Mindanao committed
grave abuse of discretion by finding probable cause to indict the petitioners for
malversation through falsification and violation of anti-graft laws, especially considering the
Office’s earlier dismissal of an administrative case against the same petitioners for
insufficient evidence.

Court’s Decision:

The Supreme Court ruled in favor of the petitioners, holding that the Office of the
Ombudsman-Mindanao indeed committed grave abuse of discretion. The Ombudsman’s
hasty denial of the motion for reconsideration based solely on its tardiness, despite having
exonerated the petitioners in a parallel administrative case, was found arbitrary and a clear
case of grave abuse of discretion. The Supreme Court underscored that technicalities should
not bar the establishment of a party’s claims or defense, especially when it leads to an
injustice disproportionate to the degree of their delay in compliance. Thus, the Petition for
Certiorari was granted, and the Ombudsman’s resolution and order concerning the
petitioners were reversed and set aside.

Doctrine:
The doctrine established in this case reiterates the principle that while procedural rules are
essential for the orderly administration of justice, they should not be applied so rigidly as to
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defeat the very ends of justice. Furthermore, it emphasized the discretion granted to the
Ombudsman in determining probable cause should not be exercised arbitrarily, especially
when such exercise results in grave injustice.

Class Notes:

1. **Probable Cause** - The reasonable belief that a person has committed a crime.

2. **Grave Abuse of Discretion** - Actions by a judicial entity that are “too patent and gross
as to amount to an evasion of a duty, or to a virtual refusal to perform the duty enjoined.”

3. **Section 3(e) of R.A. No. 3019, as amended** - Makes it unlawful for public officers to
cause undue injury through manifest partiality, evident bad faith, or gross inexcusable
negligence.

4. **Rule 65 (Certiorari)** - A legal remedy for any person aggrieved by any act of any
tribunal, board, or officer exercising judicial or quasi-judicial functions, there being no
appeal or any plain, speedy, and adequate remedy in the ordinary course of law.

5. **Doctrine of Non-Interference** - Courts generally avoid interfering with the decisions
of administrative bodies like the Ombudsman in determining probable cause, except in
cases of grave abuse of discretion.

6. **Technicalities in Law** - The Supreme Court stance in this case was a clear reminder
that while technical rules are crucial, their rigid application leading to injustice must be
avoided.

Historical Background:

This case underscores the balance between procedural technicalities and substantial justice
within the Philippine legal system. It exemplifies the Supreme Court’s willingness to
intervene when administrative bodies’ decisions, particularly those of the Ombudsman,
disregard the broader interests of justice due to strict adherence to procedural
technicalities. This decision contributes to the jurisprudence emphasizing justice and equity
over procedural lapse, especially in the context of the administration’s accountability and
anti-corruption cases.
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