G.R. No. 224302. August 08, 2017 (Case Brief / Digest)

### Title:
**Aguinaldo et al. vs. President Aquino III et al., 815 Phil. 1062 (2017)**

### Facts:

The case began when several petitioners, which included judges and the Integrated Bar of
the Philippines (IBP), filed a Petition for Quo Warranto and Certiorari and Prohibition
against the President and other government officials. The controversy revolved around the
appointments made by President Benigno S. Aquino III of six Associate Justices to the
Sandiganbayan. The Judicial and Bar Council (JBC) had clustered the nominees for these
positions, grouping them into six clusters, each corresponding to a specific vacancy.

**Key Events:**

1. **Formation of Clusters by JBC:** The JBC clustered the candidates for six vacant
Sandiganbayan Associate Justice posts, creating six lists and recommending one candidate
per vacancy to the President.

2. ¥*Presidential Appointment:** President Benigno S. Aquino III appointed the nominees
from the clustered lists provided by the JBC.

3. **Petitioners’ Actions:** The petitioners challenged this clustering process and the
subsequent appointments, arguing that the clustering of the nominees was unconstitutional.

4. **Judicial Intervention and Proceedings:**

- **[nitial Filing:** The petitioners filed a quo warranto and certiorari petition questioning
the validity of the appointments based on the clustering approach used by the JBC.

- *¥]BC Response:** The JBC intervened, defending its clustering method.

- **Proceedings in the Supreme Court:** The Supreme Court held oral arguments and
required submission of memoranda.

### Procedural Posture:

1. **Petition Filed:** Petitioners filed a case directly with the Supreme Court.

2. *]BC Motions:** The JBC filed motions for intervention, reconsideration, and other
pleadings, arguing for the constitutionality of the clustering process.

3. ¥*Supreme Court Decision:**

- On November 29, 2016, the Supreme Court dismissed the petitioners’ challenge and
declared the clustering of nominees by the JBC unconstitutional. However, it also validated
the appointments of the Associate Justices.

- The JBC filed for reconsideration but was denied in February 2017.
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- Subsequent motions by the JBC were also denied in August 2017.

### Issues:

1. **Constitutionality of Clustering:** Whether the clustering of nominees for the
Sandiganbayan Associate Justice positions by the JBC was constitutional.

2. **Validity of Appointments:** Whether the appointments made by President Aquino III,
based on the JBC’s clustered lists, were valid.

3. **Conflict of Interest / Inhibition:** Issues raised concerning possible conflicts of interest
and motions for the inhibition of certain justices involved in the case due to their previous
advisory roles in the JBC.

### Court’s Decision:

The Supreme Court ruled on several key issues:

1. **Clustering of Nominees:** The Court declared the clustering of nominees
unconstitutional. It held that such practice compromised the President’s constitutional
power to appoint members of the judiciary by limiting his selection pool.

2. **Validity of Appointments:** Despite declaring the clustering unconstitutional, the
Supreme Court upheld the appointments of the six Sandiganbayan Associate Justices. The
Court reasoned that the defect in the clustering process should not affect the validity of the
appointments already made.

3. **Conflict of Interest / Inhibition:** The Court denied the motions to inhibit Justice
Leonardo-De Castro and other justices, distinguishing their prior non-participatory roles
from involvement in the resolution of the case.

### Doctrine:

- **Clustering Unconstitutional:** The practice of clustering nominees for judicial
appointments is against the Constitution as it unduly restricts the President’s appointive
power.

- *Appointments Remain Valid:** The unconstitutionality of the clustering process does not
invalidate the appointments made from such a process, preserving stability and continuity in
judicial appointments.

### Class Notes:

1. **Clustering of Judicial Nominees:** The practice of limiting recommendations by
clustering nominees impinges upon the prerogative of the appointing authority and is
unconstitutional.
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2. **Constitutional Provisions:** Article VIII, Section 9 of the Philippine Constitution
provides that the President shall appoint members of the judiciary from a list of nominees
prepared by the Judicial and Bar Council.

3. ¥Judicial Independence:** This case underscores the need for procedures that respect
the separation of powers and do not unduly limit the appointive power vested in the
Executive.

### Historical Background:

The case reflects the continuing tension between processes designed to ensure merit-based
appointments in the judiciary and the constitutional prerogatives of the President.
Historically, the JBC was created to de-politicize the appointment process in the judiciary.
However, this case illustrates the complexities in balancing transparency, meritocracy, and
executive discretion within constitutional boundaries.
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