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AUSTRIA-MARTINEZ, J.:

This concerns the sworn letter-complaint dated June 17, 2000 filed with the Office of the Court Administrator
(OCA) of this Court by Evelyn Suarez-De Leon charging respondent Judge Santiago Estrella of the Regional Trial
Court (RTC) of Pasig City, Branch 67, with serious misconduct and gross ignorance of the law.[1]

Complainant is one of the plaintiffs in Civil Case No. 51203, entitled, "Danilo Suarez, et a. vs. Vaente
Raymundo, et al.," filed with the RTC of Pasig, Branch 155, for annulment of judicial sale of several parcels of
land.[2] Subseguently, the trial court dismissed Civil Case No. 51203 for failure of the plaintiffs to prosecute.
Complainant then moved for reconsideration of the order of dismissal. The trial court granted the motion and
lifted the order of dismissal. Aggrieved by the trial court's decision, the defendants appealed to the Court of
Appeas (CA). On July 27, 1990, the CA rendered a decision directing among others, the dismissal of Civil Case
No. 51203. Complainant appealed to this Court. The case was docketed as G.R. No. 94918.[3] On September 4,
1992, the Court rendered judgment, the dispositive portion of which reads:

WHEREFORE, the decision of the Court of Appeals dated July 27, 1990 as well as its Resolution of August
28, 1990 are hereby REVERSED and set aside; and Civil Case No. 51203 is reinstated only to determine that
portion which belongs to petitioners and to annul the sale with regard to said portion.

SO ORDERED.[4] (Emphasis supplied)

On January 22, 1996, the RTC of Pasig City, Branch 67, which was then presided over by Judge Apolinario B.
Santos, issued an Order with the following dispositive portion:

WHEREFORE, premises considered, this court, implements the decision of the Supreme Court dated
September 4, 1992 which mandates that:

"xxx and Civil Case No 51203 is reinstated only to determine that portion which belongs to petitioner and to
annul the sale with regard to said portion. (p. 9, supra)"

In order to enforce such mandate of the Supreme Court, this court orders that:

d. Petitioner, including Teofista Suarez, are hereby ordered to submit to this court any evidence showing
settlement of the estate of the deceased, Marcelo Suarez, in order for this court to determine the portion in the
estate which belongs to Teofista Suarez.
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SO ORDERED.[5]

However, four years later or on January 11, 2000, herein respondent judge who was the pairing judge of RTC,
Pasig City, Branch 67, issued an order dismissing Civil Case No. 51203, the dispositive portion of the order reads:

WHEREFORE, the foregoing premises considered this Court holds that in the light of the doctrine laid down
in the case of "Heirs of Yaptinchay vs. Del Rosario, G.R. No. 124320, March 2, 1999" this case is dismissed
without prejudice to the plaintiffs filing a special proceeding consistent with said latest ruling.

SO ORDERED.[6]

Herein complainant prays for the separation of respondent judge from the service contending that in issuing the
above-quoted order of January 11, 2000, the latter has disregarded the decision of this Court in G.R. No. 94918
and, as such, has shown evident bad faith and gross ignorance of the law as well as manifest partiality in favor of
the defendants in Civil Case No. 51203, to the damage and prejudice of complainant.

In his Comment, respondent judge contends that: the Decision of this Court, dated September 4, 1992, in G.R. No.
94918 directs the reinstatement of Civil Case No. 51203 for the purpose of determining the portions of the subject
parcels of land which belong to the complainants therein and to annul the sale with regard to said portion; in
consonance with the above-mentioned Decision, then presiding judge Apolinario B. Santos issued an Order dated
January 22, 1996 directing that the complainants in Civil Case No. 51203 submit evidence showing settlement of
the estate of the deceased Marcelo Suarez in order for the trial court to determine that portion in the estate which
belongs to Teofista Suarez; no trial on the merits was ever conducted, that no evidence was presented to show that
complainants are indeed the legitimate, compulsory and only heirs of the late Marcelo Suarez and, that the estate
of the latter was already adjudicated to them; and on this basis, the Order of the trial court dated January 22, 1996
cannot be implemented. Respondent judge further contends that in the case of "Heirs of Guido Y aptinchay vs. Del
Rosario, et al.,[7] this Court ruled that declaration of heirship should be properly made in a special proceeding and
not through an ordinary civil action, like Civil Case No. 51203. Respondent judge claims that the instant
complaint is a creation of a disgruntled party-litigant who cannot accept a decision adverse to his own interests;
and that the present complaint was filed for the sole purpose of harassing him who is only doing his best to help
unclog the docket of a pairing court.[8]

Inits report dated November 7, 2001, the OCA found no evidence to prove that respondent judge dismissed Civil
Case No. 51203 because of corrupt or improper motive. However, it found that respondent erred in setting aside
the final and executory judgment of this Court in G.R. No. 94918. Accordingly, the OCA recommended that the
instant complaint be dismissed, but that respondent be admonished to be more careful in the future.[9]

In a Resolution dated, December 5, 2001, this Court required the parties to manifest if they are willing to submit
the case for resolution based on the pleadings aready filed.[10] Accordingly, on January 15, 2002, respondent
judge submitted a Manifestation indicating his willingness to submit the case for resolution based on the pleadings
aready filed and without any further argument.

On the other hand, complainant failed to comply with this Court's Resolution of December 5, 2001.[11] On March
19, 2003, this Court issued another Resolution requiring complainant to show cause why she should not be
disciplinarily dealt with or held in contempt for such failure and to comply with the aforesaid resolution of
December 5, 2001.[12] Despite receipt of this Court's March 19, 2003 Resolution, complainant failed to comply
with the directives contained therein. On May 16, 2005, the Court issued a Resolution considering the case
submitted for resolution for failure of complainant to comply with the Resolution of the Court.

Hence, this Resolution.
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Complainant claims that in dismissing Civil Case No. 51203, respondent judge has shown bad faith and manifest
partiality in favor of defendantsin said case.

We are not persuaded.

It is settled that in administrative proceedings, the burden of proof that the respondent committed the acts
complained of rests on the complainant.[13] In fact, if the complainant upon whom rests the burden of proving his
cause of action fails to show in a satisfactory manner the facts upon which he bases his claim, the respondent is
under no obligation to prove his exception or defense.[14] Even in administrative cases, if a court employee or
magistrate is to be disciplined for a grave offense, the evidence against him should be competent and should be
derived from direct knowledge.[15] In the absence of evidence to the contrary, the presumption that the
respondent has regularly performed his duties will prevail.[16] In the present case, complainant failed to
substantiate her imputation of partiality and bad faith against respondent. Aside from her naked allegations, she
failed to present any other evidence to prove her charges. Hence, the presumption that respondent regularly
performed his duties prevails.

Complainant also asserts that respondent judge is guilty of gross ignorance of the law.
We do not agree.

To constitute gross ignorance of the law, the acts complained of must not only be contrary to existing law and
jurisprudence, but were also motivated by bad faith, fraud, dishonesty, and corruption.[17] Gross ignorance of the
law is a serious accusation, and a person who accuses a judge of this very serious offense must be sure of the
grounds for the accusation.[18] In the instant case, we agree with the finding of the OCA that there is no evidence
to prove that respondent judge dismissed Civil Case No. 51203 because of any improper or corrupt motives.
Hence, he cannot be held guilty of grossignorance of the law.

Nonetheless, we find that respondent judge committed an honest mistake and should be admonished in dismissing
Civil Case No. 51203. In dismissing said case, respondent erroneously relied on the ruling of this Court in
Y aptinchay wherein it was held that the declaration of heirship must be made in a special proceeding and not in a
civil action inasmuch as such declaration involves the establishment of a status or right. The Court agrees with the
observation of the OCA that respondent judge should have realized that the Decision of this Court in G.R. No.
94918, which has already become final, reinstated Civil Case No. 51203 for the express and sole purpose of
determining the portion of the disputed properties which belong to herein complainant and her siblings and to
annul the sale with regard to said portion. Nothing in the said Decision requires the determination of the heirs of
Marcelo Suarez. The Court had aready made a ruling therein that complainant and her siblings are heirs of
Marcelo Suarez and, as such, have become co-owners of the disputed properties in their own right as children of
the decedent. Thisisthe law of the case.

Law of the case has been defined as the opinion delivered on a former appeal.[19] It is a term applied to an
established rule that when an appellate court passes on a question and remands the case to the lower court for
further proceedings, the question there settled becomes the law of the case upon subsequent appeal .[20] It means
that whatever is once irrevocably established as the controlling legal rule or decision between the same partiesin
the same case continues to be the law of the case, whether correct on general principles or not, so long as the facts
on which such decision was predicated continue to be the facts of the case before the court.[21] Since this Court's
Decision in G.R. No. 94918 has already attained finality, its ruling that herein complainant and her siblings are
deemed heirs of Marcelo Suarez has become immutable and, therefore, controlling. Hence, respondent judge's
reliance on Y aptinchay is misplaced.
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What respondent judge should have done is to conduct hearings and receive evidence to determine the portion of
the disputed properties which belongs to complainant and her siblings and to annul the sale of said portion. Thisis
what the Court has mandated in G.R. No. 94918.

WHEREFORE, the instant administrative complaint against Judge Santiago G. Estrella is DISMISSED for
insufficiency of evidence. Respondent judge is, however, ADMONISHED to be more careful in complying with
the directives of this Court and to exercise more diligence in the performance of his duties as a judge.

The Regional Trial Court of Pasig City, Branch 67 is directed to reinstate, and with deliberate dispatch, to proceed
with Civil Case No. 51203, pursuant to the ruling of the Supreme Court in G.R. No. 94918.
SO ORDERED.

Puno, Cdlegjo, Sr., Tinga, and Chico-Nazario, JJ., concur.
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