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MELO, J.:

At bar is a sworn letter-complaint dated October 20, 1997 filed by 10 members of the Sangguniang Bayan of
Taguig, Metro Manila charging Judge Santiago G. Estrella of Branch 68 of the Regional Trial Court of the
National Capital Judicial Region stationed in Pasig City with serious misconduct relative to Election Protest No.
144, entitled “Ricardo D. Papa, Jr. vs. Isidro B. Garcia”.

The present controversy stems from an election protest filed by then mayoral candidate Ricardo D. Papa, Jr.
against Isidro B. Garcia, the candidate proclaimed mayor of Taguig, Metro Manila in the May 8, 1995 elections.
In his protest, Papa impugned the results of all 713 precincts in the municipality. This was filed with the Regional
Trial Court of Pasig and eventually raffled to the sala of respondent wherein it was docketed as Election Protest
No. 144.

Garcia filed his answer with counter-protest and after the rejoinder of issues, Papa filed a Motion to Withdraw
First, Second, Fourth, and Fifth Causes of Action, thereby limiting his cause of action to only one: the
determination of the number of the plain “Garcia” votes which should be considered stray and their number
deducted from votes credited to protestee Garcia, there having been another candidate surnamed “Garcia”.

The motion was granted and forthwith, the revision committee opened 712 questioned ballot boxes, examined the
contents, and revised the ballots.

On March 14, 1996, after the revision of ballots was completed, Papa filed a “Motion for Technical
Examination,” wherein he objected to more than 5,000 ballots, the same allegedly having been “Written By One”
(WBO) or “Written By Two (WBT)” persons. Respondent judge granted the motion. However, on March 25,
1996, Papa withdrew this motion.

On April 10, 1996, a final revision report was submitted to respondent judge by Atty. Katherine A. Go, the
over-all chairperson of the Revision Committee. The report stated that Papa actually objected to a total of 11,290
ballots for Garcia, over 5,000 of which were objected to by reason of the same having been written by one person
(WBO) or written by two (WBT). The said report also mentioned that Garcia had 3,049 plain “Garcia” votes.

Thereafter, both parties offered their respective exhibits, which were all admitted by respondent judge.

On February 11, 1997, respondent issued an order directing the National Bureau of Investigation (NBI) to
examine the contested ballots in the presence of a representative of both parties. The pertinent portion of the order
provided that so as to enable the court to get a complete overview of the matter, it was better to have a
handwriting expert examine the questioned ballots to settle once and for all the questions and objections relative
to the ballots.
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After the NBI finished its examination of the contested ballots and upon the determination by respondent that he
had no further need of the ballot boxes, he issued an order dated May 19, 1997 directing the removal of the ballot
boxes and election paraphernalia from his courtroom. On May 27, 1997, respondent ordered the immediate
transfer of all the ballot boxes and election paraphernalia to the sala of Judge Vivencio Baclig, Branch 157 of the
Regional Trial Court of Pasig City, so that Judge Baclig may proceed with the trial of the vice-mayoralty election
protest of the same municipality. On June 5, 1997, all the ballot boxes which contained both contested and
uncontested ballots were removed from the custody of respondent and transferred to RTC, Branch 157. On June
26, 1997, the NBI Report was submitted to respondent.

On July 22, 1997, Garcia filed a Manifestation and Formal Motion with Formal Query, praying that an order be
issued to the Branch Clerk of Court to be furnished a copy of the NBI Reports and/or allow him to copy or review
or at least to read said reports. Respondent judge denied the motion on the same day, proclaiming that the
examination of contested ballots by the NBI was ordered, upon the instance of the court, and not by the parties,
hence, only the court was given copies of the NBI Reports.

On the same day that Garcia’s motion was denied, respondent also set the date of promulgation of judgment for
July 31, 1997. This prompted Garcia to file a “Manifestation and Most Urgent Motion to Defer and/or Cancel
Scheduled Promulgation of Judgment” premised on respondent’s refusal to furnish him a copy of the NBI
Reports, and Garcia’s physical impossibility of examining the contested ballots because (a) the report was
submitted on June 26, 1997, and (b) the contested ballots and other election paraphernalia had been transferred to
the sala of Judge Vivencio Baclig in RTC, Branch 157. Respondent judge denied Garcia’s motion on July 28,
1997, explaining that:

. . . To allow parties at this stage to secure copies of the NBI report and to comment on the same before
promulgating the decision would be opening the floodgates for undue delay.

Thereafter, Garcia filed a petition for certiorari, prohibition, and mandamus, with a prayer for restraining order
and preliminary injunction with the COMELEC on July 29, 1997. The very next day or on July 30, 1997, the
COMELEC issued a Temporary Restraining Order (TRO) enjoining respondent judge from proceeding with the
scheduled promulgation of judgment set on July 31, 1997.

On August 21, 1997, after the expiration of the TRO, Papa filed a Motion for Immediate Promulgation of
Judgment, requesting that the same be heard on August 25, 1997. This was, however, granted by respondent judge
the very next day, three days ahead of the date set for hearing of the motion, with respondent setting August 27,
1997 as the promulgation date. Forthwith, Garcia filed with the COMELEC an Urgent Manifestation and Motion
Reiterating Prayer for Preliminary Injunction.

One day before the scheduled promulgation of judgment, or on August 26, 1997, the COMELEC issued an order
directing respondent to allow both parties or their counsel to have access to the NBI reports and to give the parties
copies thereof before the promulgation of the decision.

On the day of the promulgation of judgment (August 27, 1997), respondent gave Garcia’s counsel 5 minutes to go
over Questioned Documents Report No. 152-297 which consisted of 53 pages, and Questioned Document Report
No. 152-297(A), which consisted of 17 pages.

Thereafter, judgment was promulgated, disposing:

WHEREFORE, and all the forgoing considered, the Court resolves to SUSTAIN as it hereby SUSTAINS the
Protest lodged by Ricardo D. Papa, Jr., and accordingly renders judgment DECLARING the aforenamed
Protestant the duly elected mayor of the Municipality of Taguig, Metro Manila.
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The Counter-Protest filed by protestee Isidro B. Garcia is ordered DISMISSED.

No pronouncement as to damages as no proof was presented by either party.

Complainants further claim that it was only after the promulgation of judgment that Garcia was able to secure
copies of the NBI Reports.

It must be noted that Papa filed an “Urgent Motion for Execution Pending Appeal” on August 26, 1997, a day
before the scheduled promulgation of judgment lending credibility to the claim of Garcia that Papa had prior
knowledge of respondent’s decision. Despite Garcia’s opposition, respondent granted said motion on September
2, 1997. That same day, respondent also issued the Writ of Execution.

Complainants now allege that respondent judge, together with Papa and the NBI officials concerned, violated
Section 3(e) of Republic Act 3019 or the Anti-Graft and Corrupt Practices Act, which provides that:

Sec. 3. In addition to acts or omissions of public officers already penalized by existing law, the following shall
constitute corrupt practices of any public officers and are hereby declared to be unlawful:

x x x

x x x

x x x

(e) Causing undue injury to any party, including the government, or giving any private party any unwarranted
benefits, advantage or preference in the discharge of his official administrative or judicial functions through
manifest partiality, evident bad faith or gross inexcusable negligence. . . .

Complainants claim that: respondent gave unwarranted benefits to Papa and caused, on the other hand, undue
injury to Mayor Garcia as well as to the people of Taguig by depriving the latter of their duly elected mayor, and
giving Papa unwarranted benefits; the decision and reports were prepared, issued, and executed with manifest
partiality, evident bad faith, and gross inexcusable negligence; that respondent conspired, confederated, and
confabulated with the NBI officials concerned and Papa to make the NBI Reports and the decision favorable to
Papa; that respondent did not bother to check the figures and to analyze the data contained in the reports, allegedly
because a careful perusal of said reports would have led to the discovery of flaws and mistakes; and that the hasty
transfer of ballot boxes from respondent’s sala to that of Judge Vivencio Baclig violated Section 255 of the
Omnibus Election Code which requires the examination and appreciation of the ballots to be done by the judge
himself rather than mere reliance on the work of the Revision Committee.

In his Comment dated December 10, 1997, respondent vehemently denied the allegations in the complaint by
addressing complainant’s two main issues: (1) whether it was proper for respondent to have designated the NBI
to conduct the necessary handwriting examination and to submit reports on the results thereof to the court and not
to the parties considering that said reports were the sole basis of the decision rendered by the court, and (2)
whether it was proper for respondent to have granted the “Motion for Execution Pending Appeal” filed by the
declared winner Ricardo D. Papa, Jr., allowing him to take his oath notwithstanding the pendency of an appeal
filed with the Commission on Elections concerning the decision rendered by respondent.

In addressing the first issue, respondent claimed that the examination conducted by the NBI, which included the
segregation, photocopying, and photographing of the contested ballots was in fact done in the presence of the
court and the representatives of the parties. Respondent also alleged that the NBI gave one copy each of the
reports only to the court since the request therefor did not emanate from the parties. He further claimed that the
reports were made available to the parties as early as August 25, 1997, but that neither party took the time to
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reproduce the same.

Concerning the second issue, respondent asserted that he acted in accordance with the Rules of Civil Procedure
which provide that upon motion of the prevailing party with notice to the adverse party, the court may, in its
discretion and upon good reasons, order the execution of a judgment or final order even before the expiration of
the period to appeal. Respondent further contended that Papa, the rightful winner of the May 1995 elections, had
been deprived of his right to sit as the duly elected mayor of the Municipality of Taguig and that his constituents
had been equally deprived of his services as their duly elected municipal head.

In the letter-reply dated August 12, 1998, complainants informed this Court that the COMELEC had promulgated
an En Banc resolution in SPR No. 42-97 entitled, “Isidro B. Garcia vs. Hon. Santiago G. Estrella, Judge, RTC,
Branch 68, Pasig City and Ricardo D. Papa, Jr.”, nullifying the September 2, 1997 order of respondent directing
execution pending appeal of his July 21, 1997 decision and the corresponding Writ of Execution, and ordering (a)
Papa to cease and desist from performing or continuing to perform the duties and functions of Mayor of the
Municipality of Taguig pending the final resolution of the appeal, and (b) to immediately relinquish the position
of Mayor of Taguig in favor Garcia.

Both complainants and respondent were required by the Court on April 12, 2000 to manifest whether they were
willing to submit the case for resolution on the basis of the record. Respondent did manifest that he was so
willing, while complainants, despite proper service of the notice, failed to respond. They are, therefore, deemed to
be likewise willing to submit the case for resolution without further pleadings and arguments.

In the previous report and recommendation dated February 29, 2000 submitted by Court Administrator Alfredo L.
Benipayo, it was pertinently observed that respondent gravely abused his discretion in deciding the case and in
issuing the questioned order since grave abuse of discretion amounting to lack of jurisdiction occurs when a
board, tribunal or officer exercising judicial functions exercises its judgment in a capricious, whimsical, arbitrary
or despotic manner, or fails to consider the evidence adduced by the parties. The Office of the Court
Administrator echoed the COMELEC’s finding that respondent’s action showed utter disregard of the
appropriate procedure required of him, resulting in the disenfranchisement of thousands of voters.

No less than the Code of Judicial Conduct mandates that a judge should be the embodiment of competence,
integrity, and independence (Rule 1.01, Canon 1). Indeed, in every case, a judge shall endeavor diligently to
ascertain the facts and applicable laws unswayed by partisan interests, public opinion, or fear of criticism (Rule
3.02, Canon 3, Code of Judicial Conduct). Thus, this Court has continually reminded members of the bench that:

The Judge should always be imbued with a high sense of duty and responsibility in the discharge of his
obligation to promptly and properly administer justice. He must view himself as a priest for the administration
of justice is akin to a religious crusade. Thus, exerting the same devotion as a priest “in the performance of the
most sacred ceremonies of religious liturgy”, the judge must render service with impartiality commensurate
with public trust and confidence reposed in him”. (Dimatulac vs. Villon, 297 SCRA 679 [1998])

In the case at bar, respondent’s demeanor during the entirety of the trial is clearly wanting. From the outset, it
must be noted that Garcia obtained a total of 41,900 votes as compared to Papa’s 36,539. However, respondent
based his decision to proclaim Papa the winner of the 1995 elections on the basis of the NBI reports which
recommended the deduction of 12,734 votes from Garcia's total votes of 41,900 (per revision report), and 3,809
votes from Papa’s total votes of 36, 539 (per revision report). Deducting 12,734 votes from Garcia’s votes would
give him a total of 29,166; while deducting 3,809 votes from Papa’s votes would result in him getting a total of
32,730 votes. This will wipe out Garcia’s edge of 5,361 and give Papa a judge-made plurality of 3,564 votes.

A more careful perusal of the data contained in the NBI reports would have shown a different outcome. Upon
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analyzing the NBI report, it should have been apparent to respondent that the actual count of the listed
Garcia-manufactured ballots (GMB) to be deducted is 12,388 votes. This would have resulted in a total of 29,512
votes for Garcia as compared to 32,730 for Papa. It must also be noted that there were 3,049 votes for Garcia
which were not counted because these were considered stray votes, there having been another candidate surnamed
Garcia. This other candidate was, however, declared a nuisance candidate. Upon adding these 3,049 alleged stray
Garcia votes to Garcia’s 29,512, we get a total of 32,561 votes for Garcia as compared to 32,730 for Papa. This
would have given Papa only a margin of 169 votes. This close margin between the two candidates should have
given respondent reason enough to subject the NBI Reports to closer scrutiny. It should be noted that respondent
had already transferred the questioned ballot boxes to another RTC sala on June 5, 1997, 21 days before he
received the reports and recommendation of the NBI. This fact made it impossible for him to form a proper basis
for his decision, as clearly, there was no way for him to ascertain the veracity of the NBI Reports. Section 255 of
the Omnibus Election Code requires that, “where allegations in a protest or counter-protest so warrant, or
whenever in the opinion of the court the interests of justice so require, it shall immediately order the book of
voters, ballot boxes and their keys, ballots and other documents used in the election be brought before it and that
the ballots be examined and the votes recounted.”

In this case, respondent was remiss in examining the questioned ballots despite the wrong figures, computations,
and typographical errors and mistakes present in the NBI Reports. Notwithstanding these errors, respondent based
his decision solely on the conclusions and findings of the NBI.

Respondent’s obvious partiality for Papa is further bolstered by his acts during the promulgation of judgment on
August 27, 1997. The facts show that respondent did not set the NBI Reports for hearing, nor was Garcia allowed
to confront the NBI officials concerned. He did not even allow Garcia to get copies of the reports until after the
promulgation of the decision on August 27, 1997, and this, only after the COMELEC had ordered respondent to
do so on August 26, 1997. In fact, the only time Garcia’s counsel was able to study the two reports of the NBI
consisting of 53 and 17 pages, respectively, was five minutes before the promulgation of judgment. Respondent’s
justification that he alone should have copies of the reports since these were court-sponsored and the request did
not emanate from either of the parties, is an explanation which this Court finds hard to accept.

Judge Estrella’s obvious bias became even more apparent when he granted the motion for execution pending
appeal filed by Papa on the day of promulgation of judgment, August 27, 1997. What is disturbing is that said
motion was dated August 26, 1997, a day before the scheduled promulgation, indicating that Papa had prior
knowledge of a decision favorable to him.

On this score, we find pertinent our ruling in the recent case of Evelyn Agpalasin vs. Judge Ernesto M. Agcaoili,
(A.M. No. RTJ-95-1308, April 12, 2000), that:

A judge should, in pending or prospective litigation before him, be scrupulously careful to avoid such action as
may reasonably tend to waken the suspicion that his social or business relations or friendships constitute an
element in determining his judicial course. He must not only render a just, correct and impartial decision but
should do so in such a manner as to be free from any suspicion as to his fairness, impartiality and integrity. A
decision which correctly applies the law and jurisprudence will nevertheless be subject to questions of
impropriety when rendered by a magistrate or tribunal believed to be less than impartial and honest.

We also find credence in the COMELEC resolution promulgated on January 5, 1998 which observed that it was
physically impossible for the NBI document examiners to have examined over 16,000 ballots and to have come
out with an accurate finding. Declared thus the COMELEC:

In the case at bench, the NBI necessarily examined xerox copies of 14,664 ballots from 713 precincts and
without the guidance of objections from revisors, the NBI document examiner, on his own initiative and
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determination, sorted out as written by one person 12,274 ballots in six (6) groups. This was done in a record
time of less than two (2) months, from March 31, 1997 to May 19, 1997.

As we know, standard document examination procedure requires the examination of original documents
(ballots, in this case) not photocopies. Other than this, invalidating ballots not objected to by the revisors in the
revision report, as pointed out, is not sanctioned by the rules on revision and appreciation of ballots.

To conduct this kind of examination, involving enormous number of ballots, is almost impossible to
accomplish. One would have to spread the 14,664 ballots from 713 precincts beside each other, in a floor or
table space bigger than the size of a basketball court, and by going over those thousands of ballots, pick at
random groups of ballots – six groups in all – and, by examining them, reach a conclusion that the ballots in
each of these groups were written by one person. Common sense dictates that this is simply an impossible
procedure. And we are not convinced that through this method, the NBI could correctly and with scientific
precision invalidate 12,724 ballots of the protestee.

Indubitably, the foregoing have raised the suspicion of partiality on the part of respondent. Verily, a judge must
promote public confidence in the integrity and impartiality of the judiciary. These stringent standards are intended
to assure parties of just and equitable decisions and of a judiciary that is capable of dispensing impartial justice in
every issue in every trial (Abundo vs. Manio, Jr., 312 SCRA 1 [1999]).

WHEREFORE, Judge Santiago G. Estrella is hereby found guilty of serious misconduct, partiality, and
inexcusable negligence, and is ordered to pay a fine in the amount of Twenty Thousand Pesos (P20,000.00), with
the stern warning that any similar misconduct on his part in the future will be dealt with more severely.

SO ORDERED.

Vitug, Panganiban, Gonzaga-Reyes, and Sandoval-Gutierrez, JJ., concur.

BATAS.org - Philippine Law Library A.M. No. 01-1608-RTJ (Formerly OCA IPI No. 97-471-RTJ). January...

© 2026 batas.org  ·  Philippine Bar Review & Law-School Companion Page 6 of 7

Study hands-free: podcast-style lessons with read-along highlighting - batas.org



ABOUT BATAS.ORG

Study smarter at BATAS.org
The Philippine bar review and law-school companion built around how your brain actually remembers.

The complete Philippine law library - free for everyone.
More than 100,000 Supreme Court decisions, Republic Acts, and executive issuances - full-text searchable, browsable
by category and year, and always free. No paywall, no login. This PDF came from it.

Audio case-brief lectures.
Any decision becomes a podcast-style lecture - facts, issues, ruling, and doctrine - with read-along highlighting and a
hands-free presentation mode. Study while commuting, working out, or resting your eyes.

Bar review built on the science of memory.
Complete, sequenced courses for all eight bar subjects, narrated like podcasts and reinforced with retrieval practice and
spaced review - the study techniques with the strongest evidence behind them.

The full law-school curriculum.
One subscription unlocks the entire J.D. curriculum - every subject, every lesson, with your progress tracked down to
the paragraph so you can pick up exactly where you left off, on any device.

Mock exams that tell you where you stand.
Timed multiple-choice exams graded instantly, with per-subject score breakdowns and focus suggestions that point you
at your weakest topics first.

A study planner that keeps you on pace.
Set your schedule and BATAS tells you every day whether you are on track for bar day - and exactly which lesson to
take next.

Start free at https://batas.org
The law library is free forever - and your first lesson is one click away.

The text of this document is an official public record and remains in the public domain. Formatting, presentation, and compilation © 2026
batas.org.

Downloaded free from the batas.org Law Library. Share it freely - the library is free for every law student, bar reviewee, and practitioner.

BATAS.org - Philippine Law Library A.M. No. 01-1608-RTJ (Formerly OCA IPI No. 97-471-RTJ). January...

© 2026 batas.org  ·  Philippine Bar Review & Law-School Companion Page 7 of 7

Turn this case into an audio lecture - facts, issues, ruling and doctrine - at batas.org


