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SANDOVAL-GUTIERREZ, J.:

Before us is the petition for certiorari[1] filed by Carmencita D. Coronel assailing the (1) Decision dated
December 29, 2000 of the Ombudsman in Case No. OMB-MIN-ADM-99-044 finding her guilty of dishonesty for
falsifying areceipt involving the sum of P1,213.00 and dismissing her from the service with forfeiture of all leave
credits and retirement benefits and banning her from government employment; and (2) its Order dated March 23,
2001 denying her motion for reconsideration.

The petition[2] aleges that petitioner Carmencita D. Coronel is a Senior Accounting Processor B with a Salary
Grade 10 at the Linamon Water District, Lanao del Norte. On September 26, 1997, its Board of Directors, through
Resolution No. 056, Series of 1997, designated her as Officer-1n-Charge effective October 1, 1997 until a General
Manager shall have been appointed.

In the morning of October 14, 1998, petitioner conducted a meeting of the officers of the different Water Districts
in Lanao del Norte and Lanao del Sur and their advisors from the Local Water Utilities Administration (LWUA).
Since it was then about noontime, the group decided to continue the meeting in Marvilla's Store at Barangay
Buru-un, Iligan City. The luncheon meeting, attended by more than ten (10) persons, was presided by Advisor
Rhodora Gumban of the LWUA, Quezon City. Petitioner, being the host, paid P1,213.00 for the lunch based on
Cash Invoice No. 0736 dated October 14, 1998.

On November 13, 1998, petitioner asked for the reimbursement of her expenses covered by Voucher No.
98-11-23 chargeable against the Representation and Entertainment Account of her office. On the same day, the
voucher was approved and she was reimbursed in the amount of P1,213.00.

Meanwhile, on November 17, 1998, Pedro C. Sausal, Jr. was appointed General Manager of Linamon Water
District. In February 1999, he filed with the Office of the Ombudsman-Mindanao a sworn letter-complaint dated
January 28, 1999 against petitioner for dishonesty, docketed as Case No. OMB-MIN-ADM-99-044. The
complaint alleges that petitioner falsified the cash invoice she submitted for reimbursement by making it appear
therein that the luncheon bill was P1,213.00 when actualy it was only P213.00 as reflected in a photocopy of the
original duplicate of Cash Invoice No. 0736 dated October 14, 1998.

On November 27, 2000, Grace H. Moraes, Graft Investigation Officer | of the Office of the
Ombudsman-Mindanao, Davao City, rendered a Decision, approved by then Ombudsman Aniano A. Desierto on
December 29, 2000, finding petitioner guilty of dishonesty and dismissing her from the service. It reads in part:

“The issue to be decided upon is whether or not respondent Carmencita D. Coronel falsified the original copy
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of Cash Invoice No. 0736 dated October 14, 1998 issued by Marvilla's Store in order to reimburse a higher
amount by making it appear that meals in the total amount of P1,213.00 instead of P213.00 were incurred to
warrant the penalty provided under the administrative offense of dishonesty.

“This Office rulesin the affirmative. x x x. Respondent contended that the expense in the amount of P1,213.00
is but reasonable, however, she failed to controvert the fact as reflected in the photocopy of the original
duplicate of the subject cash invoice that the meals taken only amounted to P213.00. Adding the numeral “1”
followed by the punctuation “,” before the “213.00” is an effortless and uncomplicated task which can be
undertaken by anyone. Since respondent had possession of the receipt prior to its reimbursement and in fact
booked the expense and approved the voucher, it can be reasonably concluded that she is the author of the
falsification therein.

“Under Sec. 22(a), Rule XIV of the Omnibus Rules Implementing Book V of Executive Order No. 292,
dishonesty is considered a grave offense with the corresponding penalty of dismissal even for the first
commission of the offense. Dishonesty connotes an ‘absence of integrity, a disposition to betray, cheat,
deceive or defraud, bad faith’ (Arca vs. Lepanto Consolidated Mining Company, C.A. G.R. No. 17679-R
November 24, 1958, cf. Philippine Legal Encyclopedia, 1988 ed.) and this has been substantially shown to
have been committed by respondent in this case. x X x. Respondent had acted dishonestly when she increased
the amount that she could reimburse by adding the necessary numeral and punctuation mark on the subject
cash invoice before she filed for reimbursement of the meal expense incurred.

“WHEREFORE, premises considered, this Office finds and so holds that respondent CARMENCITA D.
CORONEL is guilty of DISHONESTY and is hereby DISMISSED from the service, with forfeiture of all
leave credits and retirement benefits, pursuant to Sec. 22(a) in relation to Sec. 9 of Rule X1V of the Omnibus
Rules Implementing Book V of the Administrative Code of 1987. She is disqualified from reemployment in
the national and local governments, as well as in any government instrumentality or agency, including
government-owned or controlled corporations. Let a copy of this decision be entered in the personal records of
the respondent.” (emphasis supplied)

Petitioner then filed a motion for reconsideration contending that the complaint is not supported by any proof
except complainant’s whimsical and self-serving statement. Petitioner attached to her motion the sworn statement
of Mariano Marzo, Jr., the proprietor of Marvilla's Store, attesting, among others, that: () on October 14, 1998,
he was in his store when petitioner and her group, consisting of more or less ten persons, arrived at noontime and
held a luncheon meeting; and (b) after the meeting, petitioner paid P1,213.00 for which he personally issued the
corresponding Cash Invoice No. 0736 dated October 14, 1998. Petitioner also submitted the affidavits of some of
those who attended the luncheon meeting, namely: Cedric D. Laguerta, General Manager of Kauswagan Water
District, Lanao del Norte; Romeo J. Angeles, General Manager of Wao Water District, Lanao del Sur; Bede G.
Gata, Advisor of the Local Water Utilities Administration, Balara, Quezon City; and Rhodora V. Gumban,
Advisor of the LWUA, Quezon City. They al affirmed that there were more or less ten people who attended the
luncheon meeting. Finally, petitioner submitted a Certification issued by Glenn Jose A. Quijoy, Barangay
Chairman of Buru-un, lligan City, attesting that the amount paid by petitioner vis-a-vis the number of persons
who ate lunch during the meeting is reasonable, being then the prevailing price of mealsin the area.

On March 7, 2001, Graft Investigation Officer Morales issued an Order granting petitioner's motion for
reconsideration and setting aside the December 29, 2000 Decision declaring petitioner guilty of dishonesty, thus:

“Be it noted that in a letter dated March 1, 2000, this office requested Mariano S. Marzo, Jr. to mail the
duplicate of Cash Invoice No. 0736 dated October 14, 1998, however, this was returned for reason that the
addressee did not claim said |etter despite three notices from the post office. x x X Nevertheless, examining the
second argument presented by respondent, this is found to have notably corroborated the averments in her
counter-affidavit. Respondent explained that in the morning of October 14, 1998, the general manager of Wao
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Water District together with its Resident Engineer Sam Bautista, Advisor Rhodora Gumban from LWUA,
Manila, Genera Manager of Kauswagan Water District with another LWUA personnel and Fil-Eslon
representative met at Linamon Water District and there were more or less (10) of them who had lunch at
Marvilla' s Store at Timoga area.

“The Sworn Statement dated February 2, 2001 of Mariano Marzo, Jr., viz: x X x further corroborates the
statements of respondent. The affidavits of the Local Water Utilities Administration officials and General
Managers of the different water districts lend credence to these statements. Romeo J. Angeles attested that on
October 14, 1998, he was at Linamon Water District with their Resident Engineer Samuel R. Bautista to get
various forms and that he met with Mr. Tanting Tabafiag, FIL-ESLON Manager to verify about the pipes
delivered to their water district. He met therein Cedric Laguerta, Bede Gata and Rhodora V. Gumban and there
were around ten (10) of them who proceeded to Marvillas in Timoga, Iligan City for lunch, and respondent
paid for the chit in the amount of P1,213.00. Cedric D. Laguerta issued an affidavit narrating that sometime on
October 14, 1998, he went to Linamon Water District with project crew Allan Padilla and Julieto Sefioron for
an appointment with Rhodora V. Gumban and therein he met Mr. Bede Gata, Engr. Samuel Bautista, Romeo J.
Angeles, Constante Tabafiag and they were invited by respondent to dine at Marvillas Restaurant and the latter
paid the chit in cash. Mr. Bede Gata attested that there were around nine (9) of them who proceeded to
Marvillas by the Seas for lunch upon invitation of respondent who also paid for their bill in cash. On the other
hand, Rhodora V. Gumban attested that there were eight (8) of them who had lunch at Marvillas by the Sea.

“Thus, while the difference in the amount reflected in the original copy and photocopy of the duplicate original
of official receipt No. 0736 dated October 14, 1998 still remains, doubts exist with regard to the administrative
liability of respondent considering that the amount of P1,213.00 is reasonable enough to cover mea expenses
of more or lessten (10) personsin arestaurant. It can only be reasonably surmised that the amount indicated in
the duplicate original copy receipt must have been altered while in the possession of the proprietor as it is
common knowledge that some business establishments deliberately alter the duplicate original of their official
receiptsto reflect lower gross salesin order to pay lesser tax.

“WHEREFORE, premises considered, the motion for reconsideration is GRANTED and the decision of this
office dated November 27, 2000 dismissing from service respondent Carmencita D. Coronel is hereby SET
ASIDE.

“SO ORDERED.” (emphasis supplied)

On March 23, 2001, then Ombudsman Desierto disapproved the above Order by writing this marginal note
thereon: “the original Decision stands.”

Hence, the instant petition for certiorari.

Petitioner contends inter alia that the Ombudsman acted with grave abuse of discretion amounting to lack or
excess of jurisdiction in whimsically finding her guilty of dishonesty and dismissing her from the service based on
an utterly unfounded charge. She argues that the Ombudsman’s finding of falsification was based on an
unauthenticated photocopy of the alleged duplicate original receipt, which has no probative value.

In his comment, the Solicitor General prays that the petition should be dismissed, contending, among others, that
petitioner should have filed her petition with the Court of Appeals, not this Court, in accordance with our ruling in
Fabian vs. Ombudsman Desierto.[ 3]

In Fabian, we ruled that appeals from the decisions of the Office of the Ombudsman in administrative disciplinary
cases should be taken to the Court of Appeals by way of a petition for review under the provisions of Rule 43 of
the 1997 Rules of Civil Procedure, as amended. Pursuant to this ruling, this Court issued Circular A.M. No.
99-2-02-SC[4] which provides that “any appeal by way of petition for review from a decision or final resolution
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or order of the Ombudsman in administrative cases, or special civil action relative to such decision, resolution or
order filed with this Court after March 15, 1999 shall no longer be referred to the Court of Appeals, but must be
forthwith DENIED or DISMISSED, respectively.” Thus, the instant petition should have been dismissed outright.

However, instead of dismissing the petition and although the 15-day reglementary period within which to file the
same with the Court of Appeals had lapsed, we are referring this case to that court for adjudication on the merits.
It appears prima facie from petitioner’s allegations that the Ombudsman committed gross abuse of discretion in
disapproving the Order of March 7, 2001 of Graft Investigator Officer Morales which set aside the Decision of
November 27, 2000. If the alegations were true, then the Ombudsman’s fatal error will remain uncorrected.
Consequently, petitioner will suffer grave injustice and will be banned for life to seek reemployment in any
government office or its instrumentalities. In her own words, this “will not only result in grave injustice to me but
will certainly inflict serious and irreparable damage and suffering to my family who will al be deprived of their
only means of livelihood without due process of law.”[5]

Indeed, where as here, there is a strong showing that grave miscarriage of justice would result from the strict
application of the Rules, we will not hesitate to relax the same in the interest of substantial justice.[6] It bears
stressing that the rules of procedure are merely tools designed to facilitate the attainment of justice. They were
conceived and promulgated to effectively aid the court in the dispensation of justice. Courts are not slaves to or
robots of technical rules, shorn of judicial discretion. In rendering justice, courts have always been, as they ought
to be, conscientiously guided by the norm that on the balance, technicalities take a backseat against substantive
rights, and not the other way around. Thus, if the application of the Rules would tend to frustrate rather than
promote justice, it is always within our power to suspend the rules, or except a particular case from its
operation.[7]

The case at bar calls for the suspension of the application of Circular A.M. No. 99-2-02-SC. Thus, we consider the
instant petition, pro hac vice, a petition for review under Rule 43 of the 1997 Rules of Civil Procedure, as
amended, and one filed within the prescriptive period.

WHEREFORE, this case is REFERRED to the Court of Appeals for adjudication on its merits with deliberate
dispatch.

SO ORDERED.

Davide, Jr., C.J., Bellosillo, Puno, Panganiban, Quisumbing, Y nares-Santiago, Carpio, Austria-Martinez, Corona,
Carpio Morales, Callgo, Sr., and Azcuna, JJ., concur.
Vitug, J., in the result.

[*] Now retired.

[1] Pursuant to Rule 65 of the 1997 Rules of Civil Procedure, as amended.
[2] Rollo at 3-21.

[3] G.R. No. 129742, September 16, 1998, 295 SCRA 470.

[4] Promulgated on February 9, 1999.

[5] Petition, Rollo at 12.

[6] People vs. Flores, 336 Phil. 58 (1997).
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[7] People vs. Flores, id. citing De Guzman vs. Sandiganbayan, G.R. No. 103276, April 11, 1996, 256 SCRA 171,
Manila Railroad Co. vs. Atty. General, 20 Phil. 523 (1911); Viuda de Ordoveza vs. Raymundo, 63 Phil. 275
(1936); Olacao vs. NLRC, 177 SCRA 38 (1989); Legasto vs. Court of Appeals, 172 SCRA 722 (1989); City Fair
Corporation vs. NLRC, 243 SCRA 572 (1995); Republic vs. Court of Appeals, 83 SCRA 453 (1973); Bank of
America, NT & SA vs. Gerochi, Jr., 230 SCRA 9 (1994).
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