A.C. No. 4269. October 11, 2016 (Case Brief / Digest)

### Title:
Natanauan v. Tolentino: A Case of Falsification and Professional Misconduct

### Facts:

Dolores Natanauan, along with her siblings, owned a parcel of land in Tagaytay City, which
they sold to Alejo Tolentino in 1978 with installment payments agreed upon. Failure to settle
the balance led to a legal action to declare the sale null and void, resulting in a 1993
Regional Trial Court decision favoring the Natanauans. Subsequently, Dolores discovered
documents indicating the land was sold to Atty. Roberto P. Tolentino, leading to suspicions
of falsification since her deceased father’s signature appeared on posthumous documents.
Further investigations uncovered that the title was transferred to Buck Estate, Inc., with
Tolentino as a shareholder, and mortgaged to a bank. A disbarment complaint was filed
against Atty. Tolentino in 1994, accusing him of deceit, malpractice, and gross misconduct.

Despite attempts, service of the resolution to Perfecto (a co-respondent) failed due to
unknown whereabouts, while Atty. Tolentino filed a comment through his counsel denying
involvement in the falsifications. The case was referred to the IBP-CBD in 1996, where
Tolentino failed to appear for hearings, leading to an ex-parte presentation by Dolores. The
IBP found Tolentino guilty and recommended suspension. Tolentino’s motions for
reconsideration were denied by the IBP, leading to the escalation to the Supreme Court.
Tolentino alleged denial of due process; however, the Supreme Court found against him,
focusing on substantial evidence illustrating his involvement in falsification.

### Issues:

1. Whether Atty. Tolentino was denied his constitutional right to due process.

2. Whether Atty. Tolentino committed deceit, malpractice, and gross misconduct violating
the Lawyer’s Oath and the Code of Professional Responsibility, warranting his removal from
the legal profession.

### Court’s Decision:

The Supreme Court denied Atty. Tolentino’s motion, affirming the IBP Resolution with
modifications. It found no denial of due process, as Tolentino was given ample opportunity
to be heard. The Court concluded that Tolentino violated the Lawyer’s Oath and the Code of
Professional Responsibility due to his involvement in the falsification of documents. His
actions were deemed deceitful, constituting malpractice and gross misconduct. Thus,
Tolentino was suspended from the practice of law for three years.
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### Doctrine:

The practice of law is a privilege bestowed upon those of good moral character. Lawyers are
expected to uphold the highest standards of honesty, integrity, and professionalism, both in
their professional and private capacities. Misconduct that demonstrates unfitness for the
legal profession warrants disciplinary sanctions.

### Class Notes:

- **Essential Elements for Disciplinary Actions in Legal Profession**: Commitment to
honesty, integrity, and adherence to the Lawyer’s Oath. Violations of these tenets, including
falsification and deceit, can lead to disciplinary sanctions ranging from suspension to
disbarment.

- *Substantial Evidence Standard**: In administrative proceedings like disbarment cases,
the complainant must establish their case by substantial evidence.

- **Due Process in Administrative Proceedings**: The right to be heard and to present one’s
case. Denial of due process claims require demonstration of total lack of opportunity to be
heard.

- **Doctrine of Privilege**: The practice of law is not a right but a privilege, contingent upon
maintaining ethical standards and integrity.

### Historical Background:

This case underscores the rigorous ethical standards expected of legal practitioners in the
Philippines. It reflects the judiciary’s firm stance on disciplining members of the bar to
uphold the integrity of the legal profession. Through decisions like this, the Philippine
Supreme Court reiterates the non-negotiable ethical commitments required from lawyers,
emphasizing that misconduct, particularly involving deceit and falsification, will not be
tolerated.
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