G.R. No. 190436. January 16, 2012 (Case Brief / Digest)

**Title: Norman Yabut vs. Manila Electric Company and Manuel M. Lopez**

*Facts:**

The case originated from a complaint by petitioner Norman Yabut against Manila Electric
Company (Meralco) and Meralco officer Manuel M. Lopez for illegal dismissal and monetary
claims. Yabut had worked for Meralco since February 1989 until his dismissal on February
5, 2004. His dismissal was based on an October 2003 report from Meralco’s Inspection
Office about an illegal electrical service connection at his residence. Despite being
disconnected due to unpaid bills, Meralco’s investigation found shunting wires at Yabut’s
meter base, suggesting a tampering meant to defraud the company.

During a company investigation, Yabut denied installing the illegal connection and
mentioned a settlement of his bill prior to the inspection. Meralco summarily dismissed
Yabut based on findings of guilt from his wife’s supposed admission and the physical
evidence. Yabut then filed a complaint with the National Labor Relations Commission
(NLRC), leading to a declaration of illegal dismissal by the labor arbiter, which was upheld
by the NLRC upon Meralco’s appeal.

Meralco then filed a petition for certiorari with the Court of Appeals (CA), which reversed
the NLRC’s decision, sanctioning the dismissal as lawful on grounds of serious misconduct
among other justifications outline in Article 282 of the Labor Code.

**[ssues:**

1. Whether the installation of shunting wires, proving illegal electric consumption,
constitutes serious misconduct or acts analogous to serious misconduct justifying dismissal
under Article 282 of the Labor Code.

2. Whether the petitioner’s dismissal was conducted in observance of the requisite due
process.

**Court’s Decision:**

The Supreme Court denied the petition, affirming the CA’s decision that Yabut’'s dismissal
was grounded on just causes detailed in the Labor Code. It elaborated that Yabut’s
acknowledgment of the shunting wires, combined with the direct benefit he and his family
gained from the illegal connection, constituted serious misconduct and breach of trust. The
Court found the dismissal justifiable due to the act being work-related and clearly opposed
to the employee’s expected conduct, especially given his role and knowledge as a Meralco
employee.
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On due process, the Court held that Meralco met the notification and hearing requirements.
Yabut was adequately informed of the charges against him and given ample opportunity to
present his side, both crucial elements of due process.

**Doctrine:**

This case reiterates the criteria under which an employer may lawfully terminate an
employee for serious misconduct as per Article 282 of the Labor Code. It also clarifies the
requirements for due process in employee dismissal, underlining the necessity for notice
and the opportunity to be heard.

**Class Notes:**

1. **Serious Misconduct:** A transgression of some established and definite rule of action, a
forbidden act, a dereliction of duty, willful in character, and implies wrongful intent and not
mere error in judgment. For dismissal, it must be serious, relate to employee duties, and
show unfitness to continue working.

2. **Due Process in Dismissal:** Requires two written notices: one for the charge against
the employee and another for the decision to dismiss. A hearing or opportunity to be heard
must be provided.

3. **Substantial Evidence Rule:** In administrative and quasi-judicial proceedings, the
required proof level is substantial evidence—such relevant evidence that a reasonable mind
might accept as adequate for a conclusion.

4. **Article 282 of the Labor Code**: Outlines the just causes for which an employer may
terminate employment, including serious misconduct, willful disobedience, fraud or breach
of trust, commission of a crime, and other analogous causes.

**Historical Background:**

This case highlights the evolving interpretation of labor laws and due process in
employment termination cases within the Philippine legal landscape. It underscores the
balance between protecting worker rights and allowing employers to take decisive action
against acts detrimental to their operations, specifically in instances involving trust and
misconduct.
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