G.R. NO. 168052. February 20, 2006 (Case Brief / Digest)

### Title:
**Poseidon Fishing/Terry De Jesus vs. National Labor Relations Commission and Jimmy S.
Estoquia**

### Facts:

Jimmy S. Estoquia was employed by Poseidon Fishing starting in January 1988 as a Chief
Mate and was promoted to Boat Captain after five years. In 1999, Estoquia was demoted to
Radio Operator by the company without any explanation. On July 3, 2000, he failed to record
a call in one of the two logbooks but corrected the oversight as soon as he realized the
error. Despite this, on July 4, 2000, Estoquia was asked to prepare an incident report to
explain the oversight and was later offered a separation pay of Php 55,000 which he
refused. Estoquia then filed a complaint for illegal dismissal, nonpayment of wages,
damages, and attorney’s fees on July 11, 2000, with the Labor Arbiter.

### Procedural Posture:

1. Labor Arbiter: Declared Estoquia’s dismissal illegal, awarded backwages, unpaid wages,
and attorney’s fees on December 5, 2000.

2. National Labor Relations Commission (NLRC): Affirmed Labor Arbiter’s ruling with
modifications. Reduced backwages by six months’ pay due to alleged negligence and
awarded separation pay instead of reinstatement.

3. Court of Appeals: Denied Poseidon Fishing’s Petition for Certiorari and upheld the
decisions of the Labor Arbiter and NLRC.

4. Supreme Court: Poseidon Fishing filed a petition claiming multiple errors by the Court of
Appeals, including issues regarding the nature of Estoquia’s employment and the alleged
illegal dismissal.

### Issues:

1. Was Jimmy S. Estoquia a regular employee or a contractual/project/seasonal employee?

2. Was Estoquia illegally dismissed from employment?

3. Did the Court of Appeals err in holding Estoquia entitled to backwages, separation pay,
attorney’s fees, and other monetary benefits?

4. Did the Court of Appeals err in not resolving the prayer for a preliminary injunction
and/or temporary restraining order?

### Court’s Decision:
**1. Nature of Employment:**
- **Poseidon Fishing’s Argument:** Argued that Estoquia was a contractual or seasonal
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employee employed on a “por viaje” basis.

- ¥*Court’s Analysis:** The Court found Estoquia’s duties necessary and desirable to the
company’s business. His continuous employment for 12 years in various capacities indicated
a regular employee status per Article 280 of the Labor Code. Fixed-term contracts to
undermine security of tenure are nullified.

- **Ruling:** Estoquia was a regular employee.

**2. Illegal Dismissal:**

- **Poseidon Fishing’s Argument:** Claimed Estoquia’s termination followed a contractual
agreement.

- **Court’s Analysis:** The error made by Estoquia in logging a call was not sufficient
grounds for termination, especially as he promptly corrected the oversight. No substantial
evidence of gross negligence was found.

- ¥*Ruling:** Estoquia’s dismissal was illegal.

**3. Backwages, Separation Pay, Attorney’s Fees:**

- **Poseidon Fishing’s Argument:** Contested the awards given by the lower courts.

- **Court’s Analysis:** The NLRC’s reduction of six months’ salary from Estoquia’s
backwages was unjustified. The Court emphasized worker welfare under the Labor Code.

- *Ruling:** Upheld the awards but removed the deduction of six months’ pay. Remanded
to Labor Arbiter to compute total liabilities.

**4. Preliminary Injunction/Temporary Restraining Order:**
- **Court’s Note:** This issue was not significantly addressed as the primary issue was the
nature of the employment and the legality of the dismissal.

### Doctrine:

- ¥*Security of Tenure:** As per Article 280, extending protections to employees engaged in
necessary and desirable activities of the business, who have rendered at least one year of
service, including continuous and broken service.

- **Fixed-Term Contracts:** Contracts purposed to avoid tenurial security are contrary to
public policy and void.

### Class Notes:

- **Regular vs. Casual Employment:**

- Regular employees: Perform activities necessary/desirable to the business; work for at
least one year.
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- Casual employees: Not performing necessary tasks or working intermittently for less than
a year.

- **Labor Code, Article 280:** Regular employees have tenure protection.

- *¥]llegal Dismissal Consequences:**

- *Labor Code, Article 279:** Entitled to reinstatement or separation pay, full backwages,
and other benefits.

- **Fixed-Term Contracts Validity:** Only valid if not intended to avoid security of tenure
and agreed upon without duress.

### Historical Background:

This case highlights the broader socio-economic issues in the Philippines related to labor
and employment, illustrating the vulnerability of employees in precarious work
environments and the legal measures in place to protect them. It reinforces the tenets of the
Labor Code designed to secure employment tenure against attempts to circumvent
employment rights through contractual mechanisms.
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