A.C. No. 7815. July 23, 2009 (Case Brief / Digest)

Title: Belleza v. Macasa

Facts:

On November 10, 2004, Dolores C. Belleza approached Atty. Alan S. Macasa, upon referral
by Joe Chua, to provide legal services in relation to her son Francis John Belleza’s arrest for
allegedly violating the Comprehensive Dangerous Drugs Act of 2002 (RA 9165). Macasa
agreed to represent Francis Belleza for a fee of P30,000. Belleza subsequently made partial
payments of P15,000 on November 11, P10,000 on November 17, and the final P5,000 on
November 18, all forwarded through Chua. Macasa issued no receipts for any of these
transactions.

On November 21, Belleza entrusted Macasa with an additional P18,000 intended for posting
a bond to secure her son’s provisional liberty. However, upon visiting the court the following
day, Belleza discovered that Macasa had not remitted the bond payment. Her multiple
demands for the return of the P18,000 went unheeded by Macasa. Consequently, Belleza
sought legal assistance from the Public Attorney’s Office.

In response to these events, Belleza filed a verified complaint for disbarment against
Macasa with the Integrated Bar of the Philippines (IBP) in Negros Occidental, accompanied
by an affidavit from Joe Chua affirming the transactions.

The complaint was forwarded to the IBP Commission on Bar Discipline (CBD) on May 23,
2005. On July 13, 2005, the CBD directed Macasa to submit an answer. Macasa filed
successive motions for extension to file an answer, stating the complaint was baseless
without detailing a defense, but he never filed the required answer. On April 19, 2006, both
parties missed a mandatory conference, and the CBD resolved the case based on
documentary evidence. The CBD reported on October 2, 2007, finding Macasa guilty of
professional misconduct, and recommended his suspension with an order to return the
P18,000 and attorney’s fees. The IBP Board of Governors confirmed the findings, modifying
to return only the P30,000 attorney’s fees.

Issues:

1. Whether Atty. Macasa violated the Code of Professional Responsibility by engaging in
dishonest and unethical conduct.

2. Whether Macasa failed in his fiduciary duties by neglecting the client’s legal needs and
failing to appear in court.

3. Whether Macasa should refund the attorney’s fees and the amount meant for the bond,
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given the lack of services provided.

Court’s Decision:

The Supreme Court affirmed the findings of the CBD and the IBP Board of Governors
regarding Macasa’s guilt but modified the board’s order regarding the monies. The Court
held:

1. Macasa engaged in dishonest conduct and violated multiple canons and rules of the Code
of Professional Responsibility, particularly Rule 1.01 against unlawful, dishonest, immoral,
or deceitful conduct, Rules 16.01 and 16.02 concerning accountability and separation of
client funds, and Rule 12.03 regarding compliance with procedural orders.

2. Macasa grossly neglected his client’s legal cause, violating Canons 17, 18, and 19 of the
Code, which mandate diligent and zealous representation of a client. His actions deprived
Francis Belleza of effective legal assistance and the constitutional right to bail.

3. Macasa was ordered to return both the P30,000 in attorney’s fees and the P18,000 bond
payment with 12% annual interest from the decision’s promulgation until they are fully paid.

Doctrine:

1. A lawyer’s misconduct in failing to return client funds and neglecting a client’s case can
merit disbarment.

2. Professional responsibility demands lawyers not only to account for but also to separate
client funds from personal funds, failing which can lead to severe disciplinary measures.

3. Non-compliance with court or professional regulatory body orders, after obtaining time
extensions, reflects disrespect for legal processes, further justifying severe sanctions
against a practitioner.

Class Notes:

Key concepts central to this case include:

- Professional misconduct entails both dishonest handling of clients’ funds and neglect of a
client’s case.

- Lawyers must adhere strictly to the Code of Professional Responsibility; specific Rules
breached in this case include:

- Rule 1.01: Prohibits unlawful, dishonest, immoral, or deceitful conduct.
- Rules 16.01 and 16.02: Govern the accounting and separation of client funds.
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- Rule 12.03: Mandates compliance with granted extensions for submitting legal papers.

- The entailed penalties for non-compliance can range from refunding misappropriated
funds to disbarment.

Historical Background:

The Belleza v. Macasa case occurred within the broader context of legal ethics enforcement
in the Philippines. This period marked a decisive trend where the Supreme Court vigilantly
upheld ethical practices within the legal profession, emphasizing stringent adherence to
professional conduct codes. This was part of a systematic approach to reinforce public
confidence in the legal system by addressing issues of unprofessional conduct decisively and
effectively.
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