G.R. No. 145428. July 07, 2004 (Case Brief / Digest)

Title: Trans-Asia Shipping Lines, Inc. vs. Court of Appeals and Trans-Asia Shipping Lines,
Inc.- Unlicensed Crews Employees Union - Associated Labor Unions (TASLI-ALU) et al.

Facts:

The case involves Trans-Asia Shipping Lines, Inc. (respondent), a domestic corporation
engaged in coastwise shipping services, and its employees who are members of two labor
unions, Trans-Asia Shipping Lines, Inc.-Unlicensed Crews Employees Union-Associated
Labor Unions (TASLI-ALU) for rank-and-file employees, and Trans-Asia Shipping Lines, Inc.-
Deck and Engine (Licensed Crew) Officers Union-Associated Professionals, Supervisors,
Officers, and Technical Employees Union (TASLI-APSOTEU) for supervisory employees. On
July 6 and 7, 1999, the unions filed notice of strikes against the respondent due to unfair
labor practices. Secretary of Labor Bienvenido E. Laguesma intervened, issuing an order on
July 20, 1999, certifying the dispute for compulsory arbitration and enjoining any strikes or
lockouts. Despite the order, a strike was initiated on July 23, 1999, leading to the Secretary
issuing another order directing workers to return to work under the same conditions before
the strike, and for the company to accept them back. However, twenty-one striking workers,
including individual petitioners, were dismissed for waging an illegal strike. Disagreements
arose regarding the reinstatement of these workers, leading to continued strikes and
operational paralysis.

Procedural Posture:

The respondent sought the Court of Appeals’ (CA) intervention, arguing the Secretary of
Labor’s orders deprived them of property and due process, eventually leading to a
temporary restraining order by the CA against the reinstatement directive. This conflict
escalated to the NLRC and the CA issuing conflicting directives regarding the workers’
reinstatement, culminating in the CA ruling in favor of the respondent and enjoining the
Secretary of Labor from reinstating the dismissed employees. The petitioners sought
reconsideration, which was denied, prompting the filing of the petition for review to the
Supreme Court.

Issues:

1. Whether the Court of Appeals erred in enjoining the Secretary of Labor from
implementing the reinstatement order.

2. The correct interpretation of “under the same terms and conditions prevailing before the
strike” concerning the reinstatement of employees.

Court’s Decision:
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The Supreme Court granted the petition, reversing the CA’s decisions and affirming the
Secretary of Labor’s order. The Court clarified that when the Secretary of Labor intervenes
in a labor dispute involving an industry indispensable to national interest, the assumption or
certification for compulsory arbitration automatically enjoins any strike or lockout and
mandates the reinstatement of employees under the same conditions prior to the dispute.
The Court emphasized the employer’s prerogative to transfer or assign employees does not
supersede the directives under Article 263(g) of the Labor Code, especially in situations
requiring the maintenance of status quo ante to resolve labor disputes.

Doctrine:

This case reaffirms the power of the Secretary of Labor under Article 263(g) of the Labor
Code to intervene in labor disputes within industries crucial to the national interest,
mandating the return to work of employees under the same terms and conditions existing
before any strike or lockout. It underscores the limitation on an employer’s prerogatives
regarding employee reinstatement in the context of compulsory arbitration decreed by the
Secretary of Labor.

Class Notes:

Key elements central to this case are the interpretation of Article 263(g) of the Labor Code,
the balance between management prerogatives and employee rights during labor disputes,
and the specific powers of the Secretary of Labor in intervening and resolving such disputes
in industries vital to national interest.

Historical Background:

The case illustrates the tensions between labor rights and management authority in the
context of Philippine labor law. Through the legislative framework provided by Article
263(g) of the Labor Code, the State underscores the importance of maintaining operational
continuity in sectors deemed crucial to the national economy, thereby mandating a legal
mechanism to resolve labor disputes expediently while balancing the interests of both
employers and employees.
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