G.R. No. 182378. March 06, 2013 (Case Brief / Digest)

### Title:
Southeast Asian Fisheries Development Center-Aquaculture Department (SEAFDEC-AQD) et
al. vs. National Labor Relations Commission and Juvenal Lazaga

### Facts:

1. **Establishment and Parties Involved**:

- SEAFDEC-AQD, an arm of the Southeast Asian Fisheries Development Center, an
international organization, was established through an agreement in Bangkok, Thailand on
December 28, 1967, with member countries including the Philippines.

- Juvenal Lazaga was employed by SEAFDEC-AQD starting April 20, 1975, eventually
becoming the Senior External Affairs Officer and later appointed as Professional III, Head of
External Affairs Office.

2. *Termination and Complaint**:

- On May 8, 1986, Lazaga received a termination notice from SEAFDEC-AQD’s Chief, Flor
Lacanilao, due to financial constraints, stating his services would end on May 15, 1986, and
entitling him to separation benefits.

- SEAFDEC-AQD failed to pay these benefits, prompting Lazaga to file a complaint on March
18, 1987, with the NLRC for unpaid separation benefits, moral damages, and attorney’s
fees.

3. **Procedural History**:

- Petitioners (SEAFDEC-AQD et al.) claimed NLRC lacked jurisdiction due to SEAFDEC-
AQD’s status as an international organization and cited pending clearances for Lazaga’s
accountability.

- A hearing was conducted where Lazaga alleged political motivations for non-issuance of
clearances, whereas SEAFDEC-AQD cited Lazaga’s obligations amounting to P27,532.11
and unused sick leave benefits.

- The labor arbiter ruled in favor of Lazaga, ordering SEAFDEC-AQD to pay P126,458.89
plus interest, and P50,000 in actual damages plus attorney’s fees.

- On appeal, the NLRC affirmed the labor arbiter’s decision but set aside the award for
actual damages and attorney’s fees. A Motion for Reconsideration by SEAFDEC-AQD was
denied, leading to this petition for certiorari with the Supreme Court.

### Issues:
1. **Jurisdiction of NLRC over SEAFDEC-AQD**: Does the NLRC have jurisdiction to
adjudicate claims against SEAFDEC-AQD, considering its status as an international
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organization?
2. ¥*Immunity from Suit**: Is SEAFDEC-AQD immune from the jurisdiction of local courts
and agencies due to its international character?

### Court’s Decision:

1. **Jurisdiction of NLRC**:

- The Supreme Court ruled that the NLRC does not have jurisdiction over SEAFDEC-AQD
since it is an international organization created by a multi-national agreement and enjoys
functional independence.

- SEAFDEC-AQD’s regulations and the Philippine laws, including P.D. No. 292 and Opinions
from the Minister of Justice, clarify the international agency’s immunity from local
jurisdiction.

2. ¥*Immunity from Suit**:

- The Court reinforced that international organizations are generally immune from the
jurisdiction of host country courts to maintain impartial operations free from local
governmental interference.

- By upholding this immunity, the Supreme Court nullified and voided the NLRC’s decisions
and orders on the basis of lack of jurisdiction.

- The Supreme Court also emphasized that jurisdiction cannot be conferred by any form of
estoppel or agreement between parties.

### Doctrine:

- *Immunity of International Organizations**: International organizations enjoy immunity
from local jurisdiction and legal processes to avoid interference and ensure impartiality in
executing their functions. This principle reinforces international harmony and protects
organizational autonomy from the host state’s legal influences.

### Class Notes:

1. **Key Concepts**:

- Immunity of International Organizations
- Jurisdiction of Labor Tribunals

- Estoppel in Jurisdictional Issues

2. ¥Statutory Provisions**:
- **Section 2, P.D. No. 292**: Exempts SEAFDEC-AQD from Philippine laws regarding
disbursement of funds.
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- ¥*Agreement Establishing SEAFDEC**: Foundational document outlining SEAFDEC’s
international status and operational autonomy.

3. **Application/Interpretation**:

- International organizations are protected from local jurisdiction to avoid impairing their
impartial operation.

- Jurisdiction must be established by law and cannot be conferred via estoppel or
agreement.

### Historical Background:

- Formed during an era of increased regional cooperation in Southeast Asia during the late
1960s, SEAFDEC sought to advance fisheries development across multiple member
countries.

- The case highlights the complexities arising when international bodies operate within
sovereign national jurisdictions, emphasizing the balance between respecting international
agreements and enforcing local legal remedies.
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