G.R. No. 200972. December 11, 2019 (Case Brief / Digest)

**Title:** Philippine National Bank vs. Manuel C. Bulatao

**Facts:**

1. **Appointment and Position:**

- Manuel C. Bulatao was the Senior Vice-President of the IT Group at the Philippine
National Bank (PNB), confirmed by letters with effectivity dates such as October 3, 1996,
and February 17, 1999.

2. **Announcement of Joint Venture Agreement (JVA):**

- On October 1, 1999, PNB’s President, Benjamin Palma Gil, and Samit Roy announced a
JVA between PNB and Roy. It included a requirement for the IT staff to undergo an
International Competitive Test, with the prospect of retirement packages for those not
retained.

3. **Bulatao’s Retirement Letter:**
- On November 10, 1999, Bulatao expressed intent to retire by December 31, 1999, citing
an unfavorable working environment and objections to the JVA.

4. **Reconsideration and Withdrawal of Retirement:**

- On December 26, 1999, Lucio Tan asked Bulatao to reconsider his retirement and join his
management team. Bulatao returned to work on January 1, 2000, and formally withdrew his
retirement application on January 25, 2000.

5. **Termination of Employment:**

- On January 29, 2000, Bulatao was informed that the Board had accepted his “resignation.”
He ceased working and subsequently filed a complaint for illegal dismissal with the National
Labor Relations Commission (NLRC) on February 27, 2000.

6. **Procedural Posture:**
- The NLRC dismissed Bulatao’s complaint for lack of jurisdiction. Bulatao transferred the
case to the RTC of Paranaque City for Illegal Termination and Damages.

7. *RTC Ruling:**
- On May 19, 2009, the RTC ruled against Bulatao, characterizing his retirement as
resignation and an act of abandonment.

8. **Appeal to CA:**
- Bulatao appealed to the Court of Appeals (CA), which reversed the RTC’s decision on July
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29, 2011, ruling that Bulatao was illegally dismissed.

**Issues:**

1. **Was there a valid retirement offer from PNB?**

2. *Did PNB erroneously treat Bulatao’s application for retirement as a resignation?**

3. **Was Bulatao’s separation from PNB voluntary or coerced?**

4. **Was there an illegal dismissal owing to contravention of procedural requirements for
termination?**

5. **Determination of Bulatao’s entitlement to reinstatement, backwages, damages, and
attorney’s fees.**

**Court’s Decision:**

1. **Existence of Retirement Offer:**

- The Supreme Court upheld CA’s finding that while the formal retirement plan did not
exist, PNB failed to disprove the verbal announcement of an early retirement scheme. This
announcement, combined with Bulatao’s unfavorable working conditions, led to his
application under promissory estoppel.

2. **Treatment as Resignation:**

- The Court found the Board acted without basis when it accepted Bulatao’s application as a
resignation after he had withdrawn it. There was no valid accepting resignation post-
withdrawal.

3. **Involuntary Separation:**
- The Court determined Bulatao’s separation was involuntary as it stemmed from an
employer-induced environment and subsequent procedural inconsistencies.

4. **llegal Dismissal:**

- CA’s conclusion was affirmed with the employer’s failure to follow the two-notice rule or
demand for clarification on Bulatao’s absence substantiating that the dismissal was
defective.

5. **Entitlements:**

- Bulatao was awarded reinstatement initially by the CA, but the Supreme Court modified
this, granting separation pay instead due to the impracticality of reinstatement owing to the
passage of time and Bulatao’s health.

- Backwages inclusive of allowances, moral and exemplary damages, and attorney’s fees
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were justified and awarded considering the circumstances of the case and the manner of
termination.

**Doctrine:**

- **Promissory Estoppel:** As an exception to the rule that future promises do not constitute
estoppel, applied here because Bulatao acted on a verbal commitment by PNB officials,
essentially binding the employer to honor that implied offer.

- **Labor’s Welfare:** Employer’s substantive and procedural failures in employment
dismissal processes, especially involving senior roles, draw resolution in favor of employees
per established labor policy.

**Class Notes:**

1. *Doctrine of Promissory Estoppel:**

- Essential Elements: a promise inducing action/forbearance, actual action/forbearance,
detriment as a result.

2. **Labor Abandonment Case Elements:**
- Requires proof of absence without valid reason and a clear intent to sever employment.

3. **Two-Notice Rule:**
- Employers must provide notice to explain and notice of termination/hearing to satisfy due
process in termination proceedings.

4. **Reinstatement vs Separation Pay:**
- Reinstatement is par for the course unless reinstatement is impractical or unfair to either
party, in which case separation pay is granted.

5. *Labor Jurisdiction:**
- Even high-level creative or managerial roles fall within labor protection, emphasizing the
necessity of equitable and thorough procedural compliance.

**Historical Background:**

- The case contextualizes significant post-republic era shifts in labor relations, notably
influenced by globalization and outsourcing trends. The dispute underlines friction between
traditional employment structures and shifting global practices linked to operational
efficiency, further complicated by organizational transformation within large financial
institutions like PNB against emerging international partnership dynamics.
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