AC. No. 4215. May 21, 2001 (Case Brief / Digest)

Title: Montano v. Integrated Bar of the Philippines and Atty. Dealca

Facts:

1. *Engagement and Agreement**: On November 14, 1992, Felicisimo Montano engaged
Atty. Juan S. Dealca to collaborate with Atty. Ronando L. Gerona in a case before the Court
of Appeals (CA-G.R. CV No. 37467). The agreed attorney’s fee was P15,000, with 50%
payable upon acceptance of the case and the balance upon its termination.

2. *¥nitial Payments**: Montano initially paid P7,500 as agreed. Subsequently, Atty. Dealca
demanded an additional P4,000 before preparing the appellant’s brief, which Montano paid.
3. **Demand for Remaining Balance**: Prior to submitting the brief, Dealca asked for the
remaining P3,500. Montano failed to pay this, leading Dealca to unilaterally withdraw from
the case and return the case folder with a note on February 28, 1993.

4. *Complaint Filed**: Montano filed an administrative complaint against Dealca on March
9, 1994, alleging misconduct.

5. ¥*Referral to IBP**: The case was referred to the IBP for investigation. The Investigating
Commissioner recommended a severe reprimand.

6. **IBP Board Decision**: The IBP Board of Governors amended the recommendation,
imposing a three-month suspension on Dealca.

7. **Motion for Reconsideration**: Dealca contested the suspension, emphasizing Montano’s
breach of payment terms and his own family’s financial situation. The IBP denied his motion
for reconsideration.

8. **Supreme Court Referral**: The Supreme Court referred multiple motions and
recommendations back to the IBP, noting procedural errors.

9. **Final IBP Recommendation**: The IBP re-evaluated the case, reinstating the original
recommendation of a reprimand, noting Dealca’s prior good service.

10. **Supreme Court Petition**: Montano petitioned the Supreme Court for certiorari,
alleging IBP’s grave abuse of discretion.

Issues:

1. *Whether Atty. Dealca’s withdrawal from his client’s case was justified.**

2. **Whether the penalties recommended by the IBP were appropriate given the
circumstances.**

3. **Whether the IBP Board of Governors committed grave abuse of discretion by
reconsidering its earlier decision.**

Court’s Decision:
1. ¥Justification of Withdrawal**: The Supreme Court determined that Dealca’s withdrawal
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was unjustified. Canon 22 of the Code of Professional Responsibility permits withdrawal
only for good cause with appropriate notice. Montano had not deliberately failed to pay, and
Dealca’s withdrawal and his insulting note did not align with professional standards.

2. **Appropriateness of Penalty**: The Court recognized that while Dealca’s actions
warranted reprimand, disbarment was excessive. The Court emphasized that disbarment
should be reserved for clear cases of serious misconduct affecting a lawyer’s standing.

3. **Grave Abuse of Discretion by IBP**: The Supreme Court found no grave abuse of
discretion by IBP. The procedural mishap was deemed a non-prejudicial oversight, not
attributable to either party.

Doctrine:

- **Canon 22, Code of Professional Responsibility**: A lawyer shall withdraw legal services
only for good cause and upon proper notice.

- **Rule 20.4, Canon 20**: A lawyer should avoid compensation controversies with clients
and seek judicial resolution only to prevent imposition, injustice, or fraud.

Class Notes:

- **Withdrawal of Services (Canon 22, Rule 22.01)**: Must have good cause and an
appropriate notice.

- *Compensation Controversies (Rule 20.4, Canon 20)**: Avoid disputes with clients about
fees; judicial action to prevent injustice.

- **Professional Misconduct**: Even minor financial disputes must be handled with
professionalism and in line with ethical standards.

Historical Background:

This case arose in the context of the 1990s Philippines, emphasizing professional ethics and
responsibility of lawyers. It sheds light on the judiciary’s efforts to uphold standards in legal
practice and ensure client-lawyer relationships are handled professionally.

The Supreme Court E-Library dynamically manages the generation of legal documents and
decisions to ensure they are transparent and accessible for legal reference.
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