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LEONARDO-DE CASTRO, J.:

In a verified complaint[1] dated September 29, 2004 filed with the Office of the Court Administrator (OCA),
complainant Jose A. Bernas charged respondent Judge Julia A. Reyes of the Metropolitan Trial Court (MeTC),
Branch 69, Pasig City, with gross ignorance of the law and manifest partiality in connection with an eviction suit
before the sala of respondent Judge.

As gathered from the complaint and the subsequent documents filed, the antecedent facts of the case, originaly
docketed as OCA |.P.I. No. 04-1623-MTJ, are as follows:

Complainant was the counsel for Oakridge Properties, Inc. (Oakridge) in an eviction suit[2] filed by the latter
against Atty. Joseph M. Algjandro, a tenant in one of its condominium units, who had refused to pay rentals and
common expenses since August 15, 2001. For his part, Atty. Algjandro explained that his failure to pay rentals
was justified since the air-conditioning unit which Oakridge provided in the leased premises was allegedly
defective.

On June 1, 2004, and during the pendency of the eviction suit, Oakridge padlocked the leased premises, alleging
that it was authorized to do so by the terms and conditions of the Contract of Lease.[3] Atty. Alejandro then filed
a Petition for Writ of Preliminary Injunction with prayer for a Temporary Restraining Order (TRO) to have the
unit reopened. This was heard on June 11, 2004. At the hearing, respondent Judge granted the TRO and ordered
Oakridge to reopen the leased premises and to padiock it only if the proper bond was not posted on or before June
18, 2004. She also set the pre-trial or preliminary conference hearing on June 22, 2004.

On June 18, 2004, respondent Judge issued a TRO,[4] one of the bases for the instant complaint, which reads:

Defendant [Atty. Alejandro] having complied with the Order dated June 11, 2004, by filing in Court the necessary
injunctive bond in the amount of Php 2,594,556.00, the same is hereby approved.

Accordingly, let a Temporary Restraining Order (TRO) be issued in defendant's [Atty. Algjandro's| favor,
ordering plaintiff [Oakridge] to remove the padlock in the premises located at Unit 2402 Discovery Centre, No.
25 ADB Avenue, Ortigas Center, Pasig City and ordering plaintiff [Oakridge] to discontinue the intended
inventory of properties found inside the aforesaid premises pending the resolution of this case.

And again on August 16, 2004, respondent Judge issued another Order,[5] which in part reads:

In this regard, Plaintiff Oakridge Properties, Inc., through its Sales and Marketing Manager, Deborah Singson,
who signed the instant complaint and its counsel Atty. Jose A. Bernas are hereby ordered to explain in writing
within 48 hours from receipt of this Order why they should not both be cited in contempt for failure to comply
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with the lawful Order of this Court dated June 11, 2004 directing the plaintiff to remove the padlock of the
leased premises not |ater than 5:00 o'clock of the same day. The Temporary Restraining Order (TRO) issued by
the court on June 18, 2004 was an ultimatum on plaintiff to remove the padlock within a period of twenty (20)
days from date of said Order. Certainly, the lapse of said 20-day period did not, in any way, change the order
of this court dated June 11, 2004 for plaintiff not to padlock the subject premises.

Less than 48 hours thereafter, and without waiting for the explanations from Oakridge, respondent Judge rendered
a Decision[6] dated August 17, 2004, which effectively disposed of the matter covered by the show cause order,
as well as the merits of the case itself, notwithstanding the fact that there was still a pre-scheduled hearing on
September 21, 2004 and several motions pending action from respondent Judge.

Hence, the instant complaint aleging that respondent Judge displayed gross ignorance of the law and manifest
partiality. Complainant alleged that respondent Judge committed a flagrant violation of the rules when she unduly
extended the 20-day lifetime of a TRO. Likewise, complainant maintained that respondent Judge erroneously
granted arelief which was not prayed for and even awarded damages which were way beyond the jurisdiction of a
first-level court. Complainant thereafter requested that an investigation be conducted and that appropriate
penalties be imposed on respondent Judge.

On November 3, 2004, the OCA, through then Court Administrator Presbitero J. Velasco, Jr. (hnow a member of
this Court), referred to respondent Judge the complaint for her comment thereon.[7]

In her Manifestation and Motion[8] dated November 12, 2004, respondent Judge claimed that since the subject
case had already been appealed by complainant and Oakridge and that the entire records thereof had already been
elevated to the Regional Trial Court (RTC), the complainant should be directed to furnish her a complete set of
the records of the case to enable her to comment intelligently on the instant complaint.

At the same time, respondent Judge asserted that it was actually complainant himself who asked for the early
resolution of the case and that while he sought relief from the court, he simultaneously effected the relief himself
in disregard of the authority of the court.

Complainant then filed an Entry of Appearance and Opposition to Manifestation and Motion dated November 22,
2004,[9] arguing that he cannot be required to furnish respondent Judge with copies of the entire records of the
case since A.M. No. 01-8-10-SC[10] does not require him to do so, and that respondent Judge was already
furnished by the OCA with the complaint together with the necessary documents and attachments thereto, through
the 1[st] Indorsement of the OCA.

On January 24, 2005, the OCA received a telegram[11] dated January 21, 2005 from a certain Atty. Carlos Z.
Ambrosio, who regquested, as counsel for respondent Judge, for the suspension of the proceedings in all the
administrative cases filed against respondent Judge. Atty. Ambrosio further manifested therein that a formal
motion on the matter will follow as soon as possible.

On June 14, 2005, we issued a Resolution[12] in A.M. No. 04-12-335-MeT C, which reads:

(8) DENY for lack of merit the motion dated 26 January 2005 filed by Atty. Carlos Z. Ambrosio seeking the
suspension of the proceedingsin all the administrative cases against respondent Judge Julia A. Reyes; and

(b) ORDER respondent Judge Julia A. Reyes to FILE her answer to, or comment on, al the administrative
complaints filed against her, within a NON-EXTENDIBLE period of fifteen (15) days from notice hereof.
Failure to submit the required answer or comment shall be deemed as waiver on her part to submit the same;
and thereafter, all the administrative cases shall be evaluated and acted upon based on the evidence available
on record.
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No comment was filed by respondent Judge despite having been repeatedly required to file one. Thus, the OCA
deemed her failure to comply with the directive as awaiver of her right to present evidence.

In its report and recommendation[13] dated April 6, 2006, the OCA, through then Senior Deputy Court
Administrator and Officer-in-Charge Zenaida N. Elepafio and then Assistant Court Administrator Antonio H.
Dujua, found respondent Judge guilty of manifest bias, partiality, and grave abuse of authority and recommended
that she be dismissed from the service with forfeiture of all benefits, except accrued leave credits, if any, and with
prejudice to reemployment in the Government or any subdivision, agency or instrumentality thereof, including
government-owned and -controlled corporations and government financial institutions.

We concur with the OCA's findings, but with some modification on the penalty imposed.

At the outset, it bears stressing that respondent Judge was required to comment on the instant complaint through
the 1]st] Indorsement dated October 13, 2004. However, respondent Judge merely filed a Manifestation and
Motion dated November 12, 2004, wherein she requested for a copy of the entire records of the case. Respondent
Judge neither made any further attempts nor exerted any effort to present her defense. She did not even identify
the pertinent documents which she claimed she needed in order to "intelligently comment” on the charges against
her. Clearly, her aleged need for verification of the records was but a flimsy excuse since al the pertinent
documents were already attached to the complaint which the OCA furnished her. Moreover, respondent Judge
knew fully well how and where to secure copies of the rest of the records she needed relative to the case that she
decided as these were available upon request with the RTC, Pasig City.

We quote with approval the following disquisition of the OCA regarding this matter:

The Court's Resolution dated June 14, 2005 gave the respondent judge a non-extendible period of fifteen days
from notice within which to file her answer/comment, with the warning that failure to comply shall be deemed
waiver to submit comment and that the case shall thereafter be evaluated based on the evidence available on
record. Her failure to comply with the said Resolution has thus resulted in her waiver to present further
evidence but has also exposed her indifference to and lack of respect for the Court.

The respondent judge's failure to comply with the Court's directive to file her comment to the complaint
against her constitutes a blatant display of her disobedience to the lawful directives of the Court. A resolution
of the Supreme Court requiring comment on an administrative complaint against officials and employees of the
judiciary should not be construed as a mere request from the Court. Nor should it be complied with partialy,
inadequately or selectively. Respondents in administrative complaints should comment on all accusations or
allegations against them because it is their duty to preserve the integrity of the judiciary.

In the instant case, the respondent judge's continued failure to comply with the directive of the Court
underscores her lack of respect for and defiance of authority. Respectful obedience to the dictates of the law
and justice is expected of every judge. Willfully omitting to comply with the Court's directive aready exposes
the respondent judge to administrative sanction.[14]

With regard to the charge of gross ignorance of the law, we agree with the findings of the OCA that the bases for
this charge involve contentious issues which could properly be resolved through an appropriate appeal or other
judicia remedies and not through the instant administrative action.

For one, a careful perusal of the documents submitted reveals that the assailed TRO was issued only on June 18,
2004 and not in open court on June 11, 2004 as complainant contends.[15] Respondent Judge, in open court,
stated that the TRO was to be issued "upon posting of the bond on June 18, with the condition that the plaintiff
will padlock the premises on or before June 19 if the proper bond is not posted on or before June 18."[16]
Consequently, the same suggests that the TRO was subject to the posting of a bond which was apparently paid by
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Atty. Algjandro within the deadline given in open court and was likewise approved by respondent Judge only after
the payment was made.

For another, the issue on the award of excessive damages is, under the Rules of Court, a ground for a motion for
reconsideration[17] and as such complainant and his client's remedy isjudicial in nature. In any event, the assailed
grant of relief purportedly not prayed for by a party may be allowed for, indeed, courts of equity are not precluded
from granting reliefs which are just and equitable under the circumstances, as long as they are based on evidence
and within their jurisdiction to grant.

The OCA summarized the charge of manifest partiality asfollows:
a) cancellation of the hearings on June 22, 2004 and September 21, 2004;
b) refusal to calendar for hearing on June 4, 2004 [Oakridge's] manifestation and motion;
¢) delay in resolving the case since it was submitted for resolution in November 2002,
d) disregard of the evidence favorable to [Oakridge];

€) rendering the August 17, 2004 Decision which disposed of the merits of the case despite the pendency of
unresolved incidents; and

f) undue haste in the issuance of the successive Orders dated August 16 and 17, 2004.[18]

On this score, we again agree with the OCA when it held that:

- The June 22, 2004 scheduled hearing, as the complainant himself asserted, was cancelled because the court
was then conducting an inventory, indeed a valid ground for postponement, unless such excuse had been
fabricated. Upon the other hand, the cancellation of the September 21, 2004 scheduled hearing was an
inevitable conseguence of the Decision dated August 17, 2004, which necessarily passed upon the defendant's
"Motion to Cancel Hearing on September 21, 2004 and to Deem Case Submitted for Resolution" dated July 9,
2004;

- The alleged refusal to calendar for hearing the plaintiff's [Oakridge's] manifestation is not substantiated. The
complainant failed to adduce proof to establish the incident of refusal, much less the respondent's responsibility
therefor;

- The delay in resolving the case is partly explained in the August 17, 2004 Decision (p. 5 thereof) which states
that supplemental position papers were submitted by both parties and other incidents transpired, giving the
impression that the complainant himself was party to the delay. At any rate, why the respondent allowed these
incidents indicate leniency but not partiality to the prejudice of one party;

- The supposed disregard of evidence is a judicia issue which should be properly threshed out through the
appropriate judicial remedy, such as the pending appeal of the instant case;

- and f. The same observation in the preceding paragraph applies to the aleged pending incidents rendered
moot and academic by the August 17, 2004 Decision. Necessarily, these motions and pleadings were integrally
considered in the assailed Decision since the issues therein are intertwined with the premises of the case.
However, the haste which accompanied the issuance of the August 17, 2004 Decision is suspect. Even before
the complainant could explain the "show cause order" contained in the August 16, 2004 Order, the respondent
judge issued the August 17, 2004 Decision which, in one portion, already labeled the complainant's questioned
act asa"truly devious' violation of the June 11, 2004 Order. This precipitate judgment, taken together with the
respondent's observed leniency and procedural delays, evinces bias and partiality as well as abuse of
authority.[19]
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After a close scrutiny of al the foregoing circumstances, the Court cannot conclude that respondent Judge was
guilty of such misapplication of elementary court rules and procedure as to constitute gross ignorance of the law.
However, the same circumstances, taken together and measured against the high ethical standards set for members
of the Judiciary, are clear indicators of manifest bias and partiality as well as grave abuse of authority on the part
of respondent Judge. Indubitably, the unseemly haste with which respondent Judge issued the August 17, 2004
Decision without waiting for complainant's explanation to her August 16, 2004 show-cause order plainly
prejudiced complainant and favored the other party.

Established is the norm that judges should not only be impartial but should aso appear impartial. Judges must not
only render just, correct and impartial decisions, but must do so in a manner free from any suspicion as to their
fairness, impartiality and integrity.[20]

Thus, in the case of Wingartsv. Mgjia,[21] this Court ruled:

A judge should be the embodiment of competence, integrity and independence and should administer justice
impartialy and without delay. He should be faithful to the law and maintain professional competence, dispose
of the court's business promptly and decide cases within the required periods.

This reminder applies even more to lower court judges like herein respondent because they are judicial
front-liners who have direct contact with litigants.[22] A review of past decisiong[23] shows a wide range of
penalty for cases of similar nature. These include reprimand, fine, suspension, and even dismissal. In assessing the
proper penalty against respondent Judge, her deliberate omission to heed the Court's directive to answer or to
comment on the complaints against her may likewise be factored in.

Asamatter of public policy, not every error or mistake of ajudge in the performance of his official duties renders
him liable. In the absence of fraud, dishonesty or corruption, the acts of a judge in his official capacity do not
aways constitute misconduct although said acts may be erroneous. It is true that a judge may not be disciplined
for error of judgment absent proof that such error was made with a conscious and deliberate intent to cause an
injustice. This does not mean, however, that a judge need not observe propriety, discreetness and due care in the
performance of his official functions. Indeed, all members of the Bench are enjoined to behave at all times as to
promote public confidence in the integrity and impartiality of the judiciary.

We now delve on the matter of penalties. Judge Julia Reyes's disregard of the directive of this Court as embodied
in its Resolution of June 14, 2005, warrants disciplinary sanction. Her conduct in the premises constitutes less
serious charges under Section 9, Rule 140 of the Rules of Court, as amended by A.M. No. 01-8-10-SC on
September 11, 2001, for which a judge may be suspended from office without salary and other benefits for not
less than one (1) nor more than three (3) months, or fined in the amount of more than Ten Thousand Pesos
(P10,000.00) but not exceeding Twenty Thousand Pesos (P20,000.00), depending upon the circumstances in each
case. Moreover, the OCA correctly found respondent Judge guilty of manifest bias, partiality, as well as grave
abuse of authority, and recommended that respondent Judge be dismissed from the service with forfeiture of all
benefits, except accrued leave credits.

However, during the pendency of this case, respondent Judge was meted the penalty of dismissal from the service
with forfeiture of al retirement benefits except accrued leave credits, if any, and with prejudice to re-employment
in any branch of the government including government-owned or -controlled corporations, in the Court's per
curiam Decision dated September 18, 2009 on the consolidated administrative cases, A.M. Nos. MTJ-06-1623,
MTJ06-1624, MTJ06-1625, MTJ-06-1627, MTJ06-1638, and P-09-2693.[24] Unfortunately for respondent
Judge, this does not render the instant case moot.[25] Respondent Judge must not be allowed to evade
administrative liability by her previous dismissal from the service.
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Thus, in view of respondent Judge's previous separation from the service, this Court finds it proper to impose in
the present case afine of Forty Thousand Pesos (P40,000.00) to be deducted from her accrued |eave credits.[26]

WHEREFORE, respondent Judge Julia A. Reyes of the Metropolitan Trial Court (MeTC) of Pasig City, Branch
69, isfound guilty of manifest bias, partiality and grave abuse of authority and ordered to pay afine in the amount
of Forty Thousand Pesos (P40,000.00) to be deducted from her accrued leave credits, if sufficient; if not, then she
should pay the said amount directly to this Court.

SO ORDERED.

Corona, C.J., (Chairperson), Nachura,[*] Del Castillo, and Perez, JJ., concur.

[*] Per Raffle dated June 28, 2010
[1] Rollo, pp. 1-34.
[2] Oakridge Properties, Inc. v. Joseph Anthony Alegjandro, Civil Case No. 9209.

[3] Section 4 of the Contract of Lease dated August 29, 2000, cited in the complaint filed by Jose A. Bernas; rollo,
p. 2.

[4] Rollo, p. 41.

[5] Id. at 43.

[6] Id. at 59-69.

[7] 1]st] Indorsement dated October 13, 2004; rallo, p. 97.

[8] Id. at 98.

[9] Id. at 99-103.

[10] Dated September 11, 2001 and effective on October 1, 2001.

[11] Rollo, p. 104.

[12] Cited in the OCA Report and Recommendation dated April 6, 2006; id. at 108.
[13] Id. at 105-113.

[14] Id. at 108-109.

[15] Id. at 41.

[16] TSN, June 11, 2004, p. 44; id. at 37.

[17] Section 1, last paragraph, Rule 37, 1997 Rules of Civil Procedure, as amended.
[18] Rollo, pp. 109-110.

[19] Rallo, pp. 110-111.

[20] Rallosv. Gako, Jr., 385 Phil. 4, 20 (2000); cited in Dacera, Jr. v. Dizon, Jr., 391 Phil. 835, 844 (2000).
[21] 312 Phil. 518, 527 (1995).
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[22] Supranote 17.

[23] Meris v. Ofilada, 355 Phil. 353 (1998); Benjamin, Sr. v. Alaba, 330 Phil. 130 (1996); Sandoval v. Manalo,
329 Phil. 416 (1996); Santosv. De Gracia, 531 Phil. 204 (1982).

[24] 600 SCRA 345.

[25] Office of the Court Administrator v. Cunting, A.M. No. P-04-1917, December 10, 2007, 539 SCRA 494,
512; Sibulo v. San Jose, A.M. No. P-05-2088, November 11, 2005, 474 SCRA 464, 471.

[26] Cafiadav. Suerte, A.M. No. RTJ04-1875, November 9, 2005, 474 SCRA 379, 389-390.
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