G.R. No. 89420. July 31, 1991 (Case Brief / Digest)

**Title:**
Secretary of the Department of Justice Leila De Lima and the Bureau of Customs vs. Jorlan
C. Cabanes and Dennis A. Uy

**Facts:**

The case revolves around allegations of smuggling refined petroleum products by Dennis A.
Uy, president of Phoenix Petroleum Philippines, and customs broker Jorlan C. Cabanes.
From 2010 to 2011, Phoenix allegedly imported petroleum illegally through the ports of
Davao and Batangas, totaling Php5,990,212,832.72 in dutiable value. The Bureau of
Customs (BoC) claimed that various shipments lacked proper documentation such as import
entries, import declarations, bills of lading, and port surveys.

Uy and Cabanes denied the allegations, asserting proper documentation and the timely
filing of necessary import entries. Subsequently, in 2012, the prosecutor dismissed the
complaint due to insufficient evidence. BoC’s motion to reopen the preliminary investigation
was denied. The Secretary of Justice, however, reversed this decision in 2013, which led to
the prosecution of Uy and Cabanes in various trial courts.

The Court of Appeals-Manila and Court of Appeals-Cagayan De Oro later nullified these
findings and supported the dismissal of charges against Uy and Cabanes, citing insufficient
evidence and lack of personal liability.

**Issues:**

1. Whether procedural due process was observed during the preliminary investigation.

2. Whether Secretary De Lima acted with grave abuse of discretion when she reversed the
DQOJ Panel’s Order.

3. Whether there was probable cause for the charges leveled against Uy and Cabanes.

4. Whether the trial court’s dismissal of charges based on lack of probable cause was
appropriate.

5. Whether the Court of Appeals committed grave abuse in their decisions regarding the
charges.

**Court’s Decision:**

1. **Violation of Due Process:** The Supreme Court affirmed that preliminary investigation
is not a trial and doesn’t necessitate the same due process standards. The Rules of Court do
not mandate a reply to the Bureau of Customs’ reply. The opportunity provided to Uy and
Cabanes to seek reconsideration was deemed to have sufficed for due process requirements.

© 2024 - batas.org | 1



G.R. No. 89420. July 31, 1991 (Case Brief / Digest)

2. ¥*Secretary’s Discretion:** The Secretary of Justice holds discretionary authority over
prosecutors’ findings, allowing for reviews and reversals if necessary. Secretary De Lima’s
actions were justified despite the procedural differences, given her oversight role enabling
her to correct potential judicial errors.

3. **Probable Cause Determination:** The Court evaluated the evidence and concluded
there was no probable cause against Uy and Cabanes. The submissions didn’t prove
intentional fraud or personal misconduct. Uy’s involvement, based on his presidential role
alone without additional evidence, didn’t meet the threshold for probable cause.

4. **Trial Court’s Dismissal:** The trial court’s independent assessment of probable cause
was validated. It found no evidence corroborating the government’s claims about fraudulent
import practices, including abandonment without documentation and wrongful use of the
E2M Customs System.

5. ¥*Court of Appeals Findings:** Both appellate courts did not err in their judgments. Their
assessments were consistent with the trial court’s findings that there was insufficient
evidence against the defendants to prosecute.

**Doctrine:**

The case underscores the distinct roles of executive and judicial determinations of probable
cause. While the Secretary of Justice can reassess prosecutors’ findings due to
administrative supervision, judicial review requires independent assessment, especially in
issuing warrants. Furthermore, corporate officers’ criminal liability demands explicit
evidence of their personal participation in the alleged offense.

**Class Notes and Simplifications:**

- **Probable Cause Determination:** Prosecutors claim it through initial evidence; courts
affirm it for warrant issues.

- **Due Process in Preliminary Investigation:** Notice and opportunity to contest are
suffice; full trials ensure comprehensive rights.

- **Separation of Corporate and Individual Criminal Liability:** Officers are not inherently
liable for corporate actions absent evidence of their specific participation.

- *Substantive Evidence Standard:** Conviction requires clear and convincing evidence of
intentional misconduct.

**Historical Background:**
This case reflects the Philippine judicial and prosecutorial system balance—between
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prosecutorial discretion and judicial oversight. It also highlights corporate accountability in
economic crimes like smuggling, ensuring wrongful convictions don’t arise from mere
occupational roles without substantive evidence. The case emanates from Phoenix

Petroleum’s operations during a critical period of heightened anti-smuggling enforcement in
the country.
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