G.R. No. 244361. July 13, 2020 (Case Brief / Digest)

HTitle:**

Heirs of Reynaldo A. Andag vs. DMC Construction Equipment Resources Inc.

*Facts:**

Veneranda B. Andag, along with her children Jaymari, Honey Grace, and Kim Philip Andag
(the petitioners), are the heirs of Reynaldo A. Andag. Reynaldo was employed as a Second
Mate on the tugboat MIT Alexander Paul by DMC Construction Equipment Resources Inc.
(DMCI).

- *July 16, 2012:** Reynaldo was employed by DMCI.

- **Qctober 18, 2013:** Reynaldo was killed in a work-related accident when he was struck
by a recoiling rope, causing him to fall onto the ship’s iron bars. He was pronounced dead
upon arrival at the hospital.

- **Post-incident:** DMCI offered petitioners P200,000.00 on the condition of signing a
waiver and quitclaim, which the petitioners refused. The petitioners later sent a formal
demand letter that DMCI ignored.

- **Procedural Posture:**

- **Complaint Filing:** Petitioners filed a complaint with the National Labor Relations
Commission (NLRC), seeking death compensation/benefits, various damages, and unpaid
monetary claims.

- **Labor Arbiter (LA) Decision (September 28, 2016):** The LA dismissed the complaint,
directing petitioners to claim death benefits from the State Insurance Fund and finding no
evidence of DMCI’s liability. The claim for moral and exemplary damages was denied, and it
was determined that DMCI had already paid wages and benefits due.

- *NLRC Decision (January 30, 2017):** The NLRC affirmed the LA’s decision with
modification, directing DMCI to turn over the P200,000.00 insurance proceeds to
petitioners without any conditions. The NLRC stated that the regular courts have
jurisdiction over the tort claim, while death benefits should be claimed from the State
Insurance Fund.

- ¥*CA Decision (February 28, 2018):** The Court of Appeals upheld the NLRC’s rulings,
stating there was no grave abuse of discretion.

- ¥*Supreme Court:** Petitioners sought to review the CA’s decision, contesting the NLRC’s
findings on damages and monetary relief.

**[ssues:**
1. *Jurisdiction over Tort Claim:** Whether the petitioners’ claim for damages due to
alleged negligence falls under the jurisdiction of regular courts or labor tribunals.
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2. **Monetary Reliefs:** Whether the petitioners are entitled to additional monetary claims
including death benefits from DMCI, beyond what the NLRC awarded.

3. *Substantial Evidence:** Whether the NLRC’s findings and conclusions were supported
by substantial evidence.

**Court’s Decision:**

- MJurisdiction over Tort Claim:** The Supreme Court affirmed the NLRC’s finding that
claims for damages based on DMCI'’s alleged negligence constitute a tort claim, which is
cognizable by regular courts. The Labor Tribunals correctly stated that it has no jurisdiction
over such claims.

- **Monetary Reliefs:** The Supreme Court agreed with NLRC and CA that the petitioners
should seek death compensation/benefits from the State Insurance Fund as per the
provisions of the Labor Code. The court affirmed that DMCI’s obligation ended with its
contributions to the fund. The P200,000.00 insurance proceeds were rightfully awarded to
the petitioners sans condition.

- **Substantial Evidence:** The Court found that the NLRC’s conclusions regarding the
payment of Reynaldo’s wages and other benefits were based on substantial evidence,
including payslips. As these findings are generally respected and binding, no grave abuse of
discretion was present in the proceedings below.

**Doctrine:**

The proper forum for claims of damages based on employer’s negligence leading to an
employee’s death is the regular courts, not labor tribunals. Employer obligations for benefits
due to work-related injuries or deaths are limited once they fulfill their duty to pay state
insurance fund contributions.

**Class Notes:**

1. **Jurisdiction in Labor Cases:** Claims arising from torts such as employer negligence
causing death are cognizable by regular courts, not labor tribunals.

2. **State Insurance Fund:** Employers fulfill their obligations concerning employee
compensations through contributions to the State Insurance Fund.

3. **Substantial Evidence Requirement:** Labor tribunals’ findings must be supported by
substantial evidence and are generally accorded finality.

4. **Labor Code Provisions:** Refer Article 174, 178-179, 200(a) for employer liability
limited to State Insurance Fund contributions.
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5. ¥*Grave Abuse of Discretion:** Refers to a judgment that is whimsical, capricious, or done
in a despotic manner with a lack of supporting evidence.

**Historical Background:**

The case showcases the distinction and boundary between labor and tort law within the
Philippine legal system. The determination of jurisdiction for compensation claims stemming
from work-related accidents plays a critical role in shaping the responsibilities and liabilities
of employers. This case exemplifies the application of the Labor Code’s provisions on
employer obligations, especially in light of contributions to state insurance programs. The
case also underscores the procedural protections extended to employees’ beneficiaries in
the wake of occupational fatalities.
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