
G.R. No. 223854. March 15, 2021 (Case Brief / Digest)

© 2024 - batas.org | 1

**Title:** Robustan, Inc. v. Court of Appeals and Wilfredo Wagan

**Facts:**

Robustan, Inc., a company importing refurbished medical equipment, employed Wilfredo
Wagan as  a  service engineer  in  2008.  Wagan’s  duties  included attending to  customer
service needs, maintenance, and construction tasks for Robustan and its clients. Initially
stationed at the Manila office, Wagan was reassigned to the newly opened Cebu branch in
October 2009 to help set up the office. Due to a lack of available lodging, Wagan stayed in
the office.

On  December  21,  2009,  Wagan  was  issued  an  inter-office  memorandum  citing  the
disappearance  of  two  fire  extinguishers  from  the  Cebu  office  and  misuse  of  office
equipment, specifically an electric fan for personal use. Robustan demanded an explanation
from Wagan to avoid termination.  Wagan explained that  the extinguishers were stolen
during his painting duties and offered installment repayment. Despite his explanation, on
January  4,  2010,  Wagan  was  notified  of  his  termination  for  “violation  of  trust  and
confidence.”

Filed on December 29, 2009, Wagan lodged a Complaint for illegal dismissal, seeking back
wages, separation pay, monetized leave, and damages. Robustan asserted dismissal was due
to  loss  of  trust  and confidence,  buttressing  this  by  citing  Wagan’s  poor  performance,
customer  complaints  about  Wagan’s  repairs  on  x-ray  machines,  and  the  loss  of  fire
extinguishers.

The Labor Arbiter ruled in favor of Robustan, finding just cause in Wagan’s dismissal based
on incompetency and deceit. However, the NLRC reversed this decision, citing authorized
use of office premises and equipment and no gross negligence in the extinguisher loss,
awarding Wagan separation pay without  back wages or  damages.  Both parties  sought
reconsideration but were denied.

Wagan elevated the matter to the Court of Appeals via a Petition for Certiorari. The Court of
Appeals, noting conflicting NLRC and Arbiter findings, ruled Wagan was illegally dismissed.
The court highlighted the lack of evidence for “willful breach of trust,” indicating only
carelessness, and failure to prove Wagan benefitted from asset loss. Wagan was awarded
back wages and separation pay.

Robustan argued procedural lapses in Wagan’s filing of the Certiorari Petition and refuted



G.R. No. 223854. March 15, 2021 (Case Brief / Digest)

© 2024 - batas.org | 2

claims of  illegal  dismissal,  asserting procedural  compliance and just  cause in Wagan’s
dismissal. However, both arguments were dismissed by the Court of Appeals. Robustan then
filed a Petition for Review on Certiorari with the Supreme Court.

**Issues:**

1. Procedural Issues: Whether the Court of Appeals erred in entertaining Wagan’s Petition
for Certiorari, given alleged procedural deficiencies and late filing.

2. Validity of Dismissal: Whether Wagan’s dismissal was supported by just cause for loss of
trust and confidence, gross negligence, inefficiency, or abandonment of work.

**Court’s Decision:**

1. **Procedural Issues:** The Supreme Court upheld the Court of Appeals’ discretion to
admit  and  entertain  Wagan’s  Petition  for  Certiorari  due  to  merit  considerations  and
conflicting findings. It reasoned that procedural rules should serve the facilitation of justice,
not its obstruction, and could be relaxed to avoid a miscarriage of justice.

2. **Validity of Dismissal:**
– **Loss of Trust and Confidence:** Wagan, being a service engineer without fiduciary
responsibilities, could not be dismissed on grounds of trust loss without justifiable acts
breaching that trust.  No substantial evidence proved Wagan deliberately or maliciously
breached trust.
– **Gross Negligence:** The Court found Robustan failed to establish gross negligence,
highlighting absence of any indication Wagan acted with reckless disregard or habitual
neglect. Wagan’s honest offer to pay for the extinguishers negated claims of deliberate
indifference.
– **Abandonment:** Wagan’s prompt filing of an illegal dismissal complaint and willingness
to engage with prior faults countered Robustan’s claims of abandonment. The Supreme
Court emphasized that abandonment requires a clear intention to sever employment, absent
in Wagan’s actions.

The Supreme Court affirmed the Court of Appeals’ award of back wages and separation pay.

**Doctrine:**

–  The  Supreme Court  reiterates  that  procedural  imperfections  should  not  impede  the
delivery of substantive justice. Procedural rules are designed to facilitate judicial efficiency
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and fairness, and courts have discretion to relax these rules where strict adherence would
result in injustice.
– Loss of trust and confidence as a ground for dismissal must be proven with substantial
evidence showing a justified breach of trust, while abandonment requires clear intent and
acts signifying the severance of employment.

**Class Notes:**

– **Loss of  Trust  & Confidence:** Requires proof  of  position of  trust  and justified act
breaching trust.
– **Gross Negligence:** Defined by reckless disregard, requiring habituality and severity in
neglect.
– **Abandonment:** Must show refusal to work and explicit intent to end employment, not
inferred from absence alone.

**Historical Background:**

This case reflects evolving judicial standards in labor disputes concerning procedural justice
and protection of worker rights. Filipino labor laws prioritize fair dismissals and employee
protection.  This  decision  underscores  judicial  leniency  toward  procedural  lapses  when
substantive rights are endangered, illustrating judiciary’s commitment toward justice and
labor rights under the purview of evolving social justice principles.


