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MELENCIO-HERRERA, J.:

Thisis an administrative case against respondent Nora B. Nemefio, Court Interpreter in the Regional Trial Court,
National Capital Region (NCR), Branch XVII, Manila, instituted by Ms. Constancia Fabrigaras, a retired school
teacher, for "conduct unbecoming of a government employee.”

Ms. Fabrigaras averred, in her Affidavit Complaint dated November 23, 1985, the following:

"That on October 28, 1985 Ms. Nora B. Nemefio, Court Interpreter, RTC Manila, Branch XVII, City Hall,
Manila got from me a gold ring, gold necklace and bracelet, al 24 karat in the amount of P6,500.00;

"That Ms. Nora B. Nemefio promised to pay a downpayment of P2,500.00 on October 29, 1985 and the
balance of P4,000.00 payable on four equa installments beginning November 15, 1985 and every 15 days
thereafter until the amount was to be fully paid by December 30, 1985, as per attached xerox copy of the
promissory note dated October 28, 1985;

"That despite repeated demands, Ms. Nora B. Nemefio refused and still refuses to pay the full amount of
P6,500.00;

"That as a consequence, | demanded from Ms. Nora B. Nemefio the return of the jewelries to me, but to date
she still refuses to do the same;

"That due to the failure of Ms Nora B. Nemefio either to pay or return the jewelries, | was forced to pay my
supplier the entire amount causing me damage and inconvenience;

“That my almost daily visit to the office of Ms. Nemefio at City Hall, Manilato demand payment/return of the
jewelries has prejudiced me because | have to cancel my other transactions just to wait for Ms. Nemefio for
nothing and in vain" (Rollo, p. 4).

In her Comment, respondent contended that complainant had aready filed a complaint for Estafa against her to
which she had filed a Motion to Dismiss on the ground that the complaint is civil in nature and that this complaint
isan act of harassment.

Referred for investigation and report to the Acting Executive Judge, Alfin S. Vicencio, of the Regional Trial
Court, NCR, Manila, said Judge disclosed that during the hearing, although respondent waived her appearance,
her counsel admitted that she had received the jewelry from Complainant and that she failed to pay even asingle
centavo. Her only defense was that because the Fiscal's Office had already dismissed the Estafa charge, "she could
not be charged administratively but only civilly in Court." Considering her admission, Judge Vicencio
pronounced her guilty as charged and finding that respondent "being a Court Interpreter is a public officia,
holding a public trust and her failure to pay her just obligation is a ground for disciplinary action against her,"
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recommended that respondent "be suspended for sixty (60) days without pay, with the admonition to pay her
obligation" (Rollo, p. 17).

Upon the facts, we find that respondent is guilty of misconduct (Section 36 [b] [4], Article I X, Presidential Decree
No. 807), a "conduct unbecoming of a public official" for her willful failure to pay her just debt to the
complainant. In fact, willful failure to pay just debtsis a separate and specific ground for disciplinary action under
the Civil Service Decree (Section 36 [b] [22], Article IX, ibid.), aside from misconduct.

Aswe held in the case of Alfredo de Chavez vs. Jesus R. Lescafio (139 SCRA 103 [1985]):

"As provided in Section 36(h)(22) of Presidential Decree No. 807, willful failure to pay just debtsis one of the
grounds for disciplinary action against an employee in the Civil Service. And Section 19(n), Rule XVIII, B, of
the Civil Service Rules defines just debts as: ‘(1) claims adjudicated by a court of law, or (2) claims the
existence and justness of which are admitted by the debtor.' Also, under Civil Service Commission
Memorandum Circular No. 8, Series 1970, such administrative offense of willful failure to pay just debts is
classified as alight offense calling for afine or suspension of one (1) day to thirty (30) days.

"X X X. Asin the cases of AM No.P-1808 entitled Aurora Flores vs. Rosario Tatad (96 SCRA 676), and AM
No. 2758-P entitled Sol M. Sipin vs. Gloria Gironella (114 SCRA 607), we find that respondent's suspension
of fifteen (15) days for willful failure to pay just debtsisin order. Respondent's improper conduct unavoidably
tarnishes the image of the judiciary. Court personnel must comply with just contractual obligations, act fairly
and adhere to high ethical standards to pre-serve the Court's integrity. (Garciano vs. Oyao, AM No. P-208, 102
SCRA 195)"

ACCORDINGLY, respondent Nora B. Nemefio is found guilty of misconduct and willful failure to pay just debts.
As recommended by the Court Administrator, however, "taking into account the present economic situation and
that respondent is already saddled with a debt which she is unable to pay," she is sentenced to suffer fifteen (15)
days' suspension, without pay, and is admonished to pay complainant the amount still owing, or to return the
jewelries she had taken from said complainant within fifteen (15) days from notice hereof. Respondent's failure to
pay said obligation or to return said jewelries to the complainant within the period herein stipulated will call for a
more severe penalty.

A copy of this Resolution shall be attached to her personal file.

SO ORDERED.

Y ap, (Chairman), Narvasa, Cruz, and Feliciano, JJ., concur.
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