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PANGANIBAN, J.:

Delay in the administration of justice undermines the people's faith in the judiciary. Hence, judges should be
prompt in disposing of all matters submitted to them, for justice delayed is often justice denied.[1]

The Case

In a sworn letter-complaint[2] filed before the Office of the Court Administrator (OCA) on November 27, 1997,
Atty. Nescito C. Hilario charged RTC Executive Judge Crisanto C. Concepcion with inefficiency and grave abuse
of discretion. Allegedly, respondent took six months to act on the inhibition of an MTC judge under his
administrative supervision. Worse, without any legal basis, he overruled the inhibition and directed the said judge
to continue hearing the case. The pertinent part of the Complaint reads:

"Pending with the MTC of Obando, Bulacan is Criminal Case No. 4597 entitled People vs. SPO1 Froilan
Bautista for perjury. On January 21, 1997, the undersigned filed a Motion to Inhibit Judge Quilantang from
further hearing the said case because he was personally involved in the immoral and illegal dismissal of other
criminal cases (for grave threats and illegal possession of firearm) against a certain Reynaldo Marquez. The
private complainant in the said cases is my client, Jonathan de la Cruz, and these same criminal cases are
directly connected with the perjury case against SPO1 Bautista, wherein de la Cruz is also the private
complainant. X X X.

"When the said Motion to Inhibit was being heard by Judge Quilantang, he questioned my appearance as
private prosecutor, and asked the public prosecutor (A[ssistant] P{ublic] P[rosecutor] Emily A. Bajar) for her
comment whether or not | [was] entitled to act as private prosecutor in the said case. On February 27, 1997,
APP Bgjar filed her Comment dated February 26, 1997, upholding my appearance as private prosecutor X X X.
marie

"On March 3, 1997, Judge Quilantang issued [a] Resolution inhibiting himself from hearing the case but
declaring that | was not qualified to appear as private prosecutor. He then directed his Clerk of Court to send a
copy of the said resolution to the Office of the Executive Judge of the RTC, Maolos, Bulacan for the latter to
designate another judge to hear and decide the merit of the case. X x X. Immediately thereafter (on March 12,
1997), the said Resolution of Judge Quilantang was sent to Executive Judge Concepcion.

"Before | left for the United States and Canada on April 1, 1997, | followed up the raffle of the case at the
Office of Judge Concepcion, whose Branch Clerk of Court, Atty. Teodulo C. Cruz, informed me that there had
been no action taken yet by the Executive Judge; in other words, the case had not yet been raffled! After |
returned from my foreign travel on May 13, 1997, again | followed up the matter personally with the Office of
Judge Concepcion for at least five (5) times (i.e.,, from May to August, 1997) but in vain: Atty. Cruz was
always telling me that Judge Concepcion was aready working on it; yet, the case had not yet been raffled,
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although five (5) months had lapsed!

"In the meantime, the Clerk of Court of the MTC of Obando, Bulacan, probably getting impatient also with the
action to be taken by Judge Concepcion, sent by personal service a follow-up letter dated July 10, 1997, which
was received by the Office of Judge Concepcion on July 14, 1997. X X X.

"Since | hald] not yet received any communication from either Judge Quilantang or Judge Concepcion
involving the said case, | went back to the Office of Judge Concepcion on September 8, 1997. Thistime, Atty.
Cruz showed me the unsigned origina copy of Judge Concepcion's letter to Judge Quilantang dated July 4,
1997. Upon my request, Atty. Cruz went into the chamber of Judge Concepcion to have the letter signed; after
about two (2) minutes, he came out and gave me a copy of the signed letter. x X x. In the said letter to Judge
Quilantang, Judge Concepcion stated the following:

"Y our voluntary inhibition ‘for loftier motive and principle' is not one of those instances alowed by Rule 137
of the Rules of Court.

""WHEREFORE, your voluntary inhibition as the presiding judge of the MTC Obando is hereby DENIED,
ordering you to proceed trying the subject criminal case.0"[3]

On April 29, 1998,[4] Court Administrator Alfredo L. Benipayo required Judge Concepcion to comment on the
Complaint. In compliance with the said Order, the respondent judge submitted his Comment[5] in which he
denied the accusations against him, as follows:

"If it took that [length of] time from the voluntary inhibition of Judge Quilantang on March 3, 1997, up to the
denial of said inhibition on July 4, 1997 (a period of four (4) months, not six (6) months as alleged), the reason,
as it clearly appears from the complaint, [was] that the order of inhibition issued by Judge Quilantang did not
reach the desk of the undersigned sooner than it should. According to herein complainant Atty. Hilario, he had
been communicating and following up the matter with Atty. Teodulo E. Cruz, the Branch Clerk of Court (now
resigned) of Branch 12, RTC, Bulacan, presided by the undersigned, for several times and, yet, not even once
did he bother to find out from the undersigned Executive Judge himself if he was at that time indeed still
working on a very simple matter, as what Atty. Cruz alegedly told him. He should have dispelled any doubt
about the efficiency of the undersigned when he finally said in his complaint that it took only about two (2)
minutes for the undersigned to act on the matter of inhibition of Judge Quilantang when Atty. Cruz finally
brought it inside his chamber. Up to now, and surely Atty. Hilario cannot deny this, the undersigned has never
yet met him in person nor talked to him at all. Whatever delay [was]caused [by] such an easy task is not for the
undersigned to explain. As stated earlier, it was between Atty. Hilario and then Branch Clerk of Court Atty.
Cruz that the matter was discussed allegedly on several occasions without the knowledge and participation of
the undersigned. And there was no reason why Atty. Hilario could not have followed up such a simple matter
with the undersigned Executive Judge himself for [the] early action he was supposed to seek, although, he had
been disqualified by Judge Quilantang as private prosecutor and without personality to represent a possible
prosecution witness who was not even interested to appear and testify in that criminal case after executing an
affidavit of desistance.

"The resolution of Judge Quilantang x x x sent to the undersigned for action on his voluntary inhibition clearly
states the foregoing circumstances justifying the stand of said MTC judge in denying the entry of appearance
of herein complainant lawyer as without any personality to ask for his inhibition, his client not being the
private offended party, but somebody else in that criminal case before his sala. Surprisingly, however, for
vague reason of Oloftier motive and principle® Judge Quilantang suddenly inhibited himself from further
sitting in said criminal case, asking the undersigned to assign another MTC judge to try and decide the case.
Finding the reason for such inhibition to be unclear and without valid justification, a bad precedent for other
judges to follow anytime they want[ed] to free themselves of any case they no longer want[ed] to handle and
try, the undersigned Executive Judge refused to re-assign that criminal case to another MTC tria judge by
denying the voluntary inhibition of Judge Quilantang, telling him that 'your voluntary inhibition 'for loftier
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motive and principle' is not one of those instances allowed by Rule 137 of the Rules of Court." As the
Executive Judge for the Province of Bulacan and its court administrator, it is incumbent upon him to see to it
that re-assignment of cases within his administrative area shall be allowed only on meritorious and justifiable
ground. What he did on the voluntary Inhibition of Judge Quilantang is surely not an abuse of discretion as
[seen in @] cock-eyed [manner] by complainant Atty. Hilario who actually, again, has no personality, business
or concern to interfere in such intra-court affair."

In a Memorandum dated March 30, 1999, the OCA[6] recommended that the parties be directed to manifest if
they were willing to submit the case for resolution on the basis of the pleadings filed. It also recommended that
Judge Concepcion be held liable for inefficiency and grave abuse, and that he be fined in the amount of P3,000.[7]

In his July 29, 1999 Manifestation, the respondent judge prayed that a thorough investigation be conducted before
the matter was submitted for decision.[8]

Consequently, this Court referred this case to Justice Eriberto U. Rosario of the Court of Appeas for
investigation, report and recommendation.[9]

Report of the Investigating Justice

After conducting hearings and requiring the parties to file their respective memoranda, the investigating justice
submitted his Report[10] recommending that Judge Concepcion be held administratively liable for inefficiency,
and that he be fined in the amount of P3,000. The pertinent portions of his Report are quoted hereunder:

"A thorough evaluation of the pleadings submitted by the parties and the annexes thereto, including their
testimonies during the hearing, reveals that action was taken on the order of voluntary inhibition by respondent
judge on July 4, 1997 or after the lapse of four (4) month months and fourteen (14) days from the official date
of receipt thereof on March 20, 1997. Specifically, this fact is attested [to] by the letter itself, dated July 4,
1997, denying the order of voluntary inhibition of Judge Quilantang and directing the latter to proceed with the
hearing of the subject criminal case. x x x

"However, while it may be true that respondent judge has acted on the order of inhibition sooner than what
complainant stresses it to be, nonetheless, respondent judge failed to act thereon within the required period set
forth by law.

"X XXXXXXXX

"Clearly, the requirement that judges should promptly take action within a specified period x x x is not limited
to rendition of decision but include 'all matters pending before his sala. Thisistrue no matter how insignificant
the matters to be taken in a case to the judge. For, any delay in the resolution of a case is still a delay in the
administration of justice.

XXX XXX XX

"In addition, the undersigned notes that respondent judge requested x x X this investigation in a Manifestation,
dated July 29, 1999, filed before the Third Division of the Honorable Supreme Court, invoking his innocence
and the frivolity of the complaint. Sadly, not only did the undersigned [find] that respondent judge failed to act
on the 'referred’ order of voluntary inhibition of Judge Quilantang within the period specified by law, as
discussed above, he likewise failed to adduce convincing and reasonable explanation in support of hi[s] claim.
To evade responsihility, respondent judge merely reiterates his contention that the order of voluntary inhibition
did not reach his desk sooner than it should. He asserts that the said order had been inadvertently filed by his
receiving clerk, not knowing that it needed his immediate action. But the said clerk was not even presented as
witness to verify the foregoing allegations. Nor did respondent judge ever [show] that he called the attention of
said clerk regarding this matter. x x X.

"Anent the third issue, respondent judge simply holds that the ground upon which Judge Quilantang anchored
his order of voluntary inhibition, i.e., for loftier motive and principle,' is not among the enumeration under
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Rule 137 of the Rules of Court, which provides for the grounds for disqualification of judges. Respondent
judge should have considered that the [enumeration] therein cited is not exclusive. Paragraph two of Section 1,
Rule 137 provides that Oa judge may, in the exercise of his sound discretion, disqualify himself from sitting in
acase, for just and valid reasons other than those enumerated above." And under Supreme Court Circular No.7,
dated November 10, 1980, the orders of inhibitions are judicial in nature, and not administrative, which should
be disposed of within a period of three (3) months and which respondent judge failed to comply [with]."[11]

This Court's Ruling
We agree with the findings and the recommendation of Justice Rosario that respondent be held administratively
liable and fined in the sum of P3,000.

First Charge:

Gross Inefficiency

We iterate that atrial judge must resolve motions and incidents pending before him within 90 days, in consonance
with the mandate of the Constitution[12] and the Code of Judicial Conduct.[13] Failure to decide cases and other
matters within the reglementary period constitutes gross inefficiency and warrants the imposition of
administrative sanction.[14]

In the present case, only on July 4, 1997 did respondent act on Judge Quilantang's Order of voluntary inhibition,
even if the former's office had received the said Order as early as March 20, 1997. In other words, respondent
resolved the matter after alapse of four months and fourteen days, or beyond the reglementary period.

Duty to Manage
Office Efficiently

Respondent, however, maintains that the delay was the fault of his clerk of court, who had failed to call his
attention to the matter immediately. We are not persuaded. Judges are ultimately responsible for order and
efficiency in their courts. They cannot be allowed to use their staffs as shields to evade responsibility for mistakes
and mishaps in the course of the performance of judicial duties. The subordinates are not the guardians of the
judges' responsibilities. In Ricolcol v. Camarista,[15] we ruled:

"X X X. A judge ought to know the cases submitted to her for decision or resolution and is expected to keep her
own record of cases so that she may act on them promptly. It is incumbent upon her to devise an efficient
recording and filing system in her court so that no disorderliness can affect the flow of cases and their speedy
disposition. Proper and efficient court management is as much her responsibility. She is the one directly
responsible for the proper discharge of her official functions."

Second Charge: Abuse of Discretion

Administrative Circular No. 1[16] provides that inhibitions and disqualifications of judges are judicial actions that
do not require prior administrative approval. The duty of executive judges, therefore, is merely to elevate the
order of inhibition to the Supreme Court through the Office of the Court Administrator or, otherwise, to appoint
another MTC judge under their supervision to handle the case. Judge Concepcion, however, overruled the Order
of Judge Quilantang inhibiting himself and, instead, directed him to continue hearing the case. Respondent's act
was clearly contrary to the aforesaid Circular and bereft of legal basis. Besides, the question of whether to inhibit
is best left to the sound discretion and the conscience of the judge, "based on his rational and logical assessment
of the circumstances prevailing in the case brought before him."[17]

We remind the respondent judge that he should be the embodiment of competence, integrity and
independence.[18] He must keep himself abreast of statutes, procedura rules and jurisprudence.[19] Hence, heis
called upon to exhibit more than just a cursory acquaintance with the statutes and procedura rules, lest public
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confidence in the judiciary be eroded.[20]

Nevertheless, the respondent should not be held administratively liable on this ground, for there was no showing
that his contested Order had been issued in bad faith.[21] Rather, he should merely be admonished for having
failed to observe the said administrative circular.

Pursuant to current jurisprudence,[22] we sustain the recommendation of the investigating justice that respondent
should be fined in the amount of P3,000.

WHEREFORE, Judge Crisanto C. Concepcion is hereby found guilty of GROSS INEFFICIENCY and FINED in
the sum of three thousand pesos (P3,000). He is further ADMONISHED to be more circumspect in the
performance of hisjudicial functions. A repetition of the same or similar acts in the future will be dealt with more
severely.

SO ORDERED.
Melo, (Chairman), Purisima, and Gonzaga-Reyes, JJ., concur.

Vitug, J., in the result.

[1] Paragraph 6 of Canons of Judicial Ethics.
[2] With Annexes"A" to "G"; rallo, pp. 1-18.
[3] Letter-complaint, pp. 1-2; rollo, pp. 1-2.
[4] Rollo, p. 19.

[5] Rollo, pp. 21-22.

[6] Through then Officer-in-charge Reynaldo L. Suarez; rollo, pp. 23-25.
[7] Rollo, p. 25.

[8] Ibid., p. 28.

[9] Ibid., p. 29.

[10] Consisting of 10 pages.

[11] Report, pp. 7-10.

[12] Par. 1 of Section 15, Article VIII, states:

"All cases or matters filed after the effectivity of this Constitution must be decided or resolved within
twenty-four months from date of submission for the Supreme Court, and, unless reduced by the Supreme
Court, twelve months for all lower collegiate courts, and three months for al other lower courts."

[13] Rule 3.05 of Canon 3 states. marinella

"A judge shall dispose of the Court's business promptly and decide cases within the required periods.”

[14] Request of Judge Irma Zita V. Masamayor, RTC-Branch 52, Talibon, Bohol, for extension of time to decide
Civil Case No. 0020 and Criminal Case No. 98-384, AM No. 98-12-381-RTC, October 5, 1999. See also Report
of the Judicial Audit Conducted in Municipal Trial Court, Sibilan, Negros Oriental, 282 SCRA 463, December 5,
1997; Lambino v. De Vera, 275 SCRA 60, July 7, 1997; Abarquez v. Judge Rebosura, 285 SCRA 109, January
28, 1998; Bernardo v. Judge Fabros, AM No. MTJ99-1189, May 12, 1999.

[15] AM No. MTJ-98-1161, August 17, 1999, per Kapunan, J.

[16] Dated January 28, 1988.

[17] Atty. Gacayan v. Hon. Pamintuan, AM No. RTJ-99-1483, September 17, 1999, per Y nares-Santiago, J.

[18] Canon 1 of the Code of Judicial Conduct.
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[19] Cortesv. Agcaoili, 294 SCRA 423, August 20, 1998; Atty. Macalintal v. Judge Teh, 280 SCRA 623, October
16, 1997; Espiritu v. Jovellanos, 280 SCRA 579, October 16, 1997.

[20] Carpio v. de Guzman, 262 SCRA 615, October 2, 1996.

[21] Naval v. Panday, AM No. RTJ95-1283, July 21, 1997; Del Calar v. Salvador, AM No. RTJ-97-1369,
February 17, 1997; Contrerasv. Solis, AM RTJ94-1266, August 21, 1996.

[22] See Bernardo v. Fabros, AM No. MTJ-99-1189, May 12, 1999.
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