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KHO, JR., J.:

Before the Court is a Petition for Review on Certiorari[1] under Rule 45 of the Rules of Court assailing the
Decision[2] dated January 26, 2023 and the Resolution[3] dated January 17, 2024 of the Court of Appeals (CA) in
CA-G.R. SP. No. 14748, which reversed and set aside the Decision[4] dated May 31, 2021 and the Resolution[5]
dated October 15, 2021 of the National Labor Relations Commission (NLRC). The NLRC rulings, in turn,
reversed and set aside the Decision[6] dated January 28, 2021 of the labor arbiter (LA), which dismissed
petitioner Noel C. Suataron's (Suataron) complaint for illegal dismissal against respondent Hawaiian Philippine
Company, Inc. (HPCI).

The Facts
At around midnight of November 12, 2019, while Suataron, an assistant pan man in HPCI's Boiling House
Department,[7] was manning Pan Nos. 9 and 10, the area suddenly flooded. When Suataron checked the cause of
the flooding, Suataron learned that it was due to the spillage of water from an open nash pump in Pan No. 6
operated by Rodrigo Apsay (Apsay). Suataron reported the matter to the head pan man, Noel Julayco (Julayco),
and asked for assistance in draining and cleaning the flooded area. While Suataron was conversing with Julayco,
Apsay interrupted and insisted that the water spillage was an ordinary consequence of the operation. A heated
argument erupted between Suataron and Apsay; threatened by Apsay's act of standing up with clenched fist and
aggressive goading, Suataron punched Apsay resulting in a fistfight. Apsay thereafter ran to the Supervisor's
Office followed by Suataron, armed with a steel pipe. Jenny-Ann Dorilag (Dorilag), the supervisor on duty,
locked the door to prevent Suataron from entering. Security guards then arrived to assist. Efforts to settle the
matter between Suataron and Apsay thereafter failed; thus, they were brought to the police station, where Apsay
filed a report against Suataron. Based on his medical certificate, Apsay sustained (1) "slight contusion at the
infraorbital area, left" and (2) "erythema at the helix of the left ear."[8]

On November 15, 2019, Renato Togonon (Togonon), the Boiling House Superintendent, issued a Memo to
Explain in Writing to Suataron. After the conduct of initial investigation, Suataron was placed under preventive
suspension effective December 4, 2019. An administrative investigation was thereafter conducted on December
19, 2019. In a Notice dated January 2, 2020, Suataron was found guilty of violating Rule VI, Section 3 of the
Company Regulations and Schedule of Penalties and was imposed the penalty of dismissal. Nevertheless, HPCI's
Human Resource Managers, Gloria Pasustento and John Etabag, noted that Suataron showed great concern for his
work performance and the housekeeping of his area, he was a recipient of the President's Award for Sugar
Boiling, and had no other infractions in his 201 File.[9]

Suataron thereafter filed a complaint, arguing that his dismissal was excessive considering (1) it was his first
infraction in his 28 years of service, (2) his pristine record, and (3) that his actuations were out of concern for
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HPCI and its property.[10]

In defense, HPCI argued that punching another employee is an act of serious misconduct that warrants the penalty
of dismissal. Contrary to Suataron's stance, HPCI opined that the length of his service should work against him
instead of in his favor.[11]

The LA Ruling
In a Decision[12] dated January 28, 2021, the LA dismissed Suataron's complaint for illegal dismissal.
Nevertheless, it awarded Suataron PHP 52,714.31, which represents his sick leave benefit, signing bonus, milling
bonus, differentials, and social amelioration bonus.[13]

The LA held that the failure to faithfully comply with company rules and regulations is considered a just cause in
terminating an employee's employment based on the nature, severity, and circumstances of noncompliance.
According to the LA, even if Suataron was generally a good employee and his annoyance to Apsay's careless
work is understandable, HPCI cannot be faulted for being dismayed by Suataron's violent action. The LA found
that while Suataron insists that he did not instigate the fight, he nevertheless admitted that he threw the first
punch, as he anticipated that Apsay would hit him. Before that first blow, the argument, while heated, was merely
a verbal disagreement. The LA also found that Suataron conceded that he followed Apsay, who went to report the
matter to the supervisor, armed with a steel pipe. The LA opined that Suataron's claims that he armed himself as
he was afraid that Apsay might harm him is counterintuitive to his admission that he sought out Apsay; and that
based on the administrative hearing, it appears that he was only stopped from entering the supervisor's office by
Dorilag and the security guards. Accordingly, the LA held that there was just cause to dismiss Suataron and that
his dismissal is a management prerogative, which HPCI may exercise in disciplining its employees, for as long as
it does not violate labor laws and it complies with due process requirement, which HPCI was able to do.[14]

Aggrieved, Suataron appealed to the NLRC.

The NLRC Ruling
In a Decision[15] dated May 31, 2021, the NLRC reversed and set aside the LA ruling, and accordingly, ordered
HPCI to admit Suataron back to work within 10 calendar days from the receipt of the decision under the same
terms and conditions prior to his dismissal. Suataron was likewise ordered to report back to work within 10
calendar days from receipt of HPCI's return-to-work order. His failure to do so would then be deemed as
voluntary severance of his employment with HPCI.[16]

Finding the penalty of dismissal imposed by HPCI too harsh, the NLRC held that HPCI should have taken into
consideration Suataron's unblemished 28 long years of service, its officer's commendation of Suataron's
performance and concern for his work, his receipt of President's Award for Sugar Boiling, and the absence of
derogatory records in Suataron's 201 File. The NLRC likewise observed that after Suataron found out that the
flooding in his work area was caused by the spillage of water from an open nash pump in Pan No. 6 operated by
Apsay, he immediately informed the head pan man about it, and asked assistance in cleaning the area, which
manifested Suataron's rationality, good judgment, and clear thinking. The NLRC added that it was only after
Apsay insisted that the spillage was a normal occurrence that the heated verbal altercation arose between him and
Suataron, and a fistfight ensued between them thereafter. The NLRC held that a consideration of the foregoing
would lead to a conclusion that Suataron is a desirable worker, whose only concern at work revolves around his
best performance, the welfare and preservation of HPCI's properties, and the protection of the company's product
from contamination.[17]

HPCI moved for reconsideration, which was denied by the NLRC in a Resolution[18] dated October 15, 2021.
The NLRC reiterated that Suataron's dismissal was not commensurate to his commission of a lone infraction,
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which was based on an incident that is not entirely attributable to him. Aggrieved, HPCI appealed to the CA.

The CA Ruling
In a Decision[19] dated January 26, 2023, the CA reversed and set aside the NLRC ruling, and accordingly,
reinstated the LA ruling which dismissed Suataron's complaint for illegal dismissal.[20]

The CA held that all the elements of serious misconduct is present in Suataron's case and that the totality of the
circumstances merits his dismissal. The CA held that Suataron's physical attack was unprovoked as he and Apsay
were merely engaged in a verbal altercation before Suataron threw the first punch. The CA then observed that
Suataron's act of following Apsay to the supervisor's office, armed with a steel pipe, has no justification as Apsay
was already moving away from Suataron. Moreover, the CA held that the conflict between Suataron and Apsay is
rooted in workplace dynamics after Suataron reported the flooding caused by Apsay to the head pan man. The CA
opined that a repeat attack is possible as Suataron refused to reconcile with Apsay to the effect that the issue
ultimately reached the police, as evidenced by a police report. According to the CA, Suataron's violence upon the
slightest provocation, his apparent lack of control over his anger, and his refusal to reconcile with his co-worker
showed Suataron's unfitness to continue in HPCI's employ. Lastly, the CA held that considering that Suataron's
act amounted to serious misconduct, the length of his service and the fact that he did not have any serious
infractions are immaterial.[21]

Suataron moved for a reconsideration, which was denied by the CA in Resolution[22] dated January 17, 2024;
hence, this Petition.

The Issue Before the Court
The issue before the Court is whether the CA committed grave abuse of discretion in reversing the NLRC ruling
and accordingly dismissing Suataron's complaint for illegal dismissal.

In his petition, Suataron insists that he did not initiate the attack as it was Apsay, who with a clenched fist,
verbally provoked him. Moreover, he claims that although the altercation was work-related, his actions were not
performed with wrongful intent but was a result of his genuine intention to preserve and protect HPCI's property
from water damage. He adds that the incident between him and Apsay was an isolated incident and there is no
basis to conclude that said attack will be repeated. Suataron defends that if he is indeed a person who resort to
violence upon the slightest provocation and lacks self-control over his anger, his record would not remain
unblemished for 28 years. Lastly, he avers that his 28 years of excellent record should be considered in meting his
penalty.[23]

In its Comment/Opposition,[24] HPCI avers that it was clearly established that Suataron first struck Apsay
following their verbal altercation; thus, said attack was not an act of self-defense. Moreover, Suataron's attack
together with his act of following Apsay to the supervisor's office with a steel pipe is a clear violation of HPCI's
policy, amounting to serious misconduct, which is a just cause for his termination. Lastly, HPCI claims that
Suataron's 28 years of service may not be considered in mitigating his liability for serious misconduct as the law
makes no distinction between a first-time or a habitual delinquent for said infraction. [25]

The Court's Ruling
The Petition is meritorious.

At the outset, it bears emphasizing the distinct approach of the Court in reviewing the appellate court's ruling in a
labor case. In this instance, the Court is essentially called to rule whether the CA correctly determined the
existence of grave abuse of discretion in the NLRC ruling.[26] In labor cases, grave abuse of discretion may be
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ascribed when the findings and conclusions are not supported by substantial evidence, which refers to that amount
of relevant evidence that a reasonable mind might accept as adequate to justify a conclusion.[27]

Here, the Court finds that the CA erred in finding grave abuse of discretion in the NLRC ruling which held that
Suataron's dismissal was too harsh for the acts he committed.

Under Article 297 of the Labor Code, an employer may terminate employment on the ground of serious
misconduct committed by its employee relative to the performance of his/her duties:

Article 297. [282] Termination by Employer. — An employer may terminate an employment for any of the
following causes:

(a) Serious misconduct or willful disobedience by the employee of the lawful orders of his employer or
representative in connection with his work[.]

"Serious misconduct as a valid cause for the dismissal of an employee is simply defined as improper or wrong
conduct; the transgression of some established and definite rule of action, a forbidden act, a dereliction of duty,
willful in character, and implies wrongful intent and not mere error of judgment. To be serious within the meaning
and intendment of the law, the misconduct must be of such grave and aggravated character and not merely trivial
or unimportant. However serious such misconduct, it must, nevertheless, be in connection with the employee's
work to constitute just cause for his separation. The act complained of must be related to the performance of the
employee's duties such as would show him to be unfit to continue working for the employer."[28]

Here, it was established that Suataron punched Apsay after a heated argument ensued between him and the latter
when Apsay left a nash pump open thereby flooding their work station; that Suataron followed Apsay to the
supervisor's office with a steel pipe; and that Suataron refused to reconcile with Apsay right after the incident.
HPCI argued that Suataron's actuations are punishable by dismissal under company regulations.

It is true that an employer is accorded wide prerogative in managing its own affairs including the implementation
of company rules and regulations and the imposition of disciplinary measures on its employees; however, this is
not limitless but hemmed in by good faith and due consideration of the rights of the worker.[29] Thus, in the
exercise of its management prerogative, an employer should be mindful that what is at stake is not only the
employee's position but his very livelihood; this is not only the employee's concern but likewise his family.[30]
"Unemployment brings untold hardships and sorrows upon those dependent on the wage-earner."[31]

While the power to dismiss is a normal prerogative of the employer, one limitation thereof is the reasonable
regulation by the State in the exercise of its police power; thus, even if an employee's infraction is punishable by
dismissal, the State may inquire whether the strict and rigid application thereof would be harsh to said
employee.[32]

In Farrol v. CA,[33] a station cashier incurred a shortage of PHP 50,985.37 in the Peragram, Petty and General
Cash Funds of the company, which was said to have been misappropriated. Despite being able to return majority
of the missing amount, leaving a balance of only PHP 6,995.37, said employee was dismissed on the ground that
under the company's rules, the penalty therefor is dismissal. According to the Court, the penalty of dismissal was
unduly harsh considering that the said employee had no previous infraction in his 24 long years of service. The
Court underscored therein that "although the employer has the prerogative to discipline or dismiss its employees,
such prerogative cannot be exercised wantonly but must be controlled by substantive due process and tempered by
the fundamental policy of protection to labor enshrined in the Constitution."[34]

In Manila Electric Co. v. NLRC,[35] a supervisor-leadman was dismissed for making it appear that a residence,
beyond the serviceable area of Meralco, is within the required 30-meter distance from the nearest existing
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Meralco facilities to expedite electrical connections. In reversing the employee's dismissal, the Court considered
his 20 years of service without any derogatory record and the two commendations that he received in the past.
According to the Court, "in carrying out and interpreting the Labor Code's provisions and its implementing
regulations, the workingman's welfare should be the primordial and paramount consideration. This kind of
interpretation gives meaning and substance to the liberal and compassionate spirit of the law as provided for in
Article 4 of the New Labor Code which states that 'all doubts in the implementation and interpretation of the
provisions of the Labor Code including its implementing rules and regulations shall be resolved in favor of
labor."[36]

Here, the Court cannot turn a blind eye to Suataron's untainted 28 years of service, which even merited a
President's Award for Sugar Boiling and HPCI's officer's own attestation that Suataron showed great concern for
his work performance and the housekeeping of his area. The Court likewise agrees with the NLRC's observation
that Suataron's choice to report the flooding to the head pan man when the incident occurred, and ask assistance in
the cleaning of the area, instead of confronting Apsay shows Suataron's rationality and good judgment. Verily, it
was Apsay's insistence that the spillage was a normal occurrence, which irked Suataron leading to their heated
argument. Moreover, it was Apsay's threatening act of standing up with clenched fist and aggressive goading,
which led Suataron to punch him resulting in a fistfight and Suataron eventually following Apsay to the
supervisor's office with a steel pipe. The foregoing circumstances show that Suataron's reactions were prompted
by his concern for the welfare and preservation of HPCI's properties and the protection of its product from
contamination. Although he was overtaken by his emotions, the same was not rooted in a wrongful intent.

The Court likewise notes that this is the first time that Suataron was involved in any altercation and he has no
derogatory record in his 28 years of service;[37] thus, the altercation with Apsay may be deemed an isolated
incident, moreso that the ensuing consequences of his actions ought to teach Suataron to be more circumspect in
his future dealing with work conflicts. On Suataron's alleged refusal to reconcile with Apsay, the Court notes that
the efforts for their reconciliation were made right after the altercation when their emotions were still high thereby
clouding their judgments. Time and their necessity for a livelihood can work to repair whatever grudge Suataron
and Apsay might have.

This is not to say that Suataron's misbehavior is excusable or that the Court condones his actions, only that the
penalty of dismissal is too harsh given the circumstances of the case. Considering that Suataron was not faultless
to absolve him from liability, the Court holds that his reinstatement without the payment of backwages is in order.
The forfeiture of his salary for five years that the case was pending is deemed an equitable punishment for the
infraction that he committed.[38]

ACCORDINGLY, the Petition is GRANTED. The Decision dated January 26, 2023 and the Resolution dated
January 17, 2024 of the Court of Appeals in CA-G.R. SP. No. 14748 are hereby REVERSED and SET ASIDE.
The Decision dated May 31, 2021 of the National Labor Relations Commission is REINSTATED.

- Respondent Hawaiian Philippine Company, Inc. is ORDERED to admit petitioner Noel C. Suataron under the
same terms and conditions prior to his dismissal without entitlement to backwages and to issue a
return-to-work order to him within 10 calendar days from receipt of this Resolution. Corollarily, petitioner
Noel C. Suataron is directed to report back to work within 10 calendar days from receipt of the return-to-work
order; failure to do so will be deemed as voluntary severance of his employment with respondent Hawaiian
Philippine Company, Inc.; and

- Respondent Hawaiian Philippine Company, Inc. is likewise ORDERED to pay petitioner Noel C. Suataron
the amount of PHP 52,714.31 representing his sick leave benefit, signing bonus, milling bonus, differentials,
and social amelioration bonus, as awarded by the labor arbiter in the Decision dated January 28, 2021, which
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amount was deposited with the Regional Arbitration Branch No. VI, Bacolod City of the National Labor
Relations Commission.

SO ORDERED.

Lazaro-Javier, J. Lopez, and Villanueva, JJ., concur.
Leonen, SAJ. (Chairperson), see concurring opinion.

[1] Rollo, pp. 4-17.

[2] Id. at 25-50. Penned by Associate Justice Rogelio G. Largo and concurred in by Associate Justices Marilyn B.
Lagura-Yap and Jacinto G. Fajardo, Jr. of the Nineteenth Division, Court of Appeals, Cebu City.

[3] Id. at 53-55.

[4] Id. at 69-76. Penned by Commissioner Julie C. Rendoque and concurred in by Presiding Commissioner
Violeta Ortiz-Bantug and Commissioner Nendell Hanz L. Abella of the Seventh Division, National Labor
Relations Commission, Cebu City.

[5] Id. at 65-66.

[6] Id. at 78-88. Penned by Labor Arbiter Asuncion Grace J. Divinagracia of the Regional Arbitration Branch VI,
National Labor Relations Commission, Bacolod City.

[7] Id. at 79.

[8] Id. at 26-27, 69-70.

[9] Id. at 27-28.

[10] Id. at 28.

[11] Id.

[12] Id. at 78-88.

[13] Id. at 87.

[14] Id. at 84-86.

[15] Id. at 69-76.

[16] Id. at 76.

[17] Id. at 72-74.

[18] Id. at 65-66.

[19] Id. at 25-50.

[20] Id. at 49.

[21] Id. at 41-48.

[22] Id. at 53-55.

[23] Id. at 14-16.
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[24] Id. at 92-102.

[25] Id. at 93-101.

[26] Reuyan v. INC Navigation Co. Phils., Inc., 932 Phil. 549, 554 (2022) [Per J. Kho, Jr., Second Division].

[27] Intercrew Shipping Agency, Inc. v. Calantoc, 876 Phil. 869, 878 (2020) [Per J. Inting, Second Division].

[28] Villamor Golf Club v. Pehid, 509 Phil. 33, 43-44 (2005) [Per J. Callejo, Sr., Second Division].

[29] Dongon v. Rapid Movers and Forwarders Co., Inc., 716 Phil. 533, 545 (2013) [Per J. Bersamin, First
Division].

[30] Philippine Long Distance Telephone Co. v. Teves, 649 Phil. 39, 51-52 (2010) [Per J. Peralta, Second
Division].

[31] Id. at 52.

[32] Sagales v. Rustan's Commercial Corporation, 592 Phil. 468, 482-484 (2008) [Per J. R.T. Reyes, Third
Division].

[33] 382 Phil. 212 (2000) [Per J. Ynares-Santiago, First Division].

[34] Id. at 220.

[35] 256 Phil. 735 (1989) [Per J. Medialdea, First Division].

[36] Id. at 741.

[37] Lamadrid v. Cathay Pacific Airways Limited, 905 Phil. 64 (2021) [Per J. Hernando, Third Division].

[38] Manila Electric Co. v. Beltran, 680 Phil. 417-429 (2012) [Per J. Del Castillo, First Division].

CONCURRING OPINION

LEONEN, SAJ.:

I concur with the ponencia that petitioner Noel C. Suataron was illegally dismissed from employment and is
entitled to reinstatement and backwages. I reiterate my view that a review of illegal dismissal cases must always
take into account the social justice considerations in our Constitution. The ponencia underscores this view in
stating:

It is true that an employer is accorded wide prerogative in managing its own affairs including the
implementation of company rules and regulations and the imposition of disciplinary measures on its
employees; however, this is not limitless but hemmed in by good faith and due consideration of the rights of
the worker. Thus, in the exercise of its management prerogative, an employer should be mindful that what is at
stake is not only the employee's position but his very livelihood; this is not only the employee's concern but
likewise his family. "Unemployment brings untold hardships and sorrows upon those dependent on the
wage-earner."[1]

Thus, in Rivera v. Genesis Transport Service, Inc.[2] which involved the dismissal of a bus conductor for a paltry
sum of PHP196.00, this Court had the occasion to explain:

Our laws on labor, foremost of which is the Labor Code, are pieces of social legislation. They have been
adopted pursuant to the constitutional recognition of "labor as a primary social economic force" and to the
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constitutional mandates for the state to "protect the rights of workers and promote their welfare" and for
Congress to "give highest priority to the enactment of measures that protect and enhance the right of all the
people to human dignity, [and] reduce social, economic, and political inequalities."

They are means for effecting social justice, i.e., the "humanization of laws and the equalization of social and
economic forces by the State so that justice in the rational and objectively secular conception may at least be
approximated."

Article XIII, Section 3 of the 1987 Constitution guarantees the right of workers to security of tenure. "One's
employment, profession, trade or calling is a "property right," of which a worker may be deprived only upon
compliance with due process requirements:It is the policy of the state to assure the right of workers to "security
of tenure" (Article XIII, Sec. 3 of the New Constitution, Section 9, Article II of the 1973 Constitution). The
guarantee is an act of social justice. When a person has no property, his job may possibly be his only
possession or means of livelihood. Therefore, he should be protected against any arbitrary deprivation of his
job. Article 280 of the Labor Code has construed security of tenure as meaning that "the employer shall not
terminate the services of an employee except for a just cause or when authorized by" the code. Dismissal is not
justified for being arbitrary where the workers were denied due process and a clear denial of due process, or
constitutional right must be safeguarded against at all times.

Conformably, liberal construction of Labor Code provisions in favor of workers is stipulated by Article 4 of
the Labor Code:Art. 4. Construction in favor of labor. All doubts in the implementation and interpretation of
the provisions of this Code, including its implementing rules and regulations, shall be resolved in favor of
labor.

This case is quintessentially paradigmatic of the need for the law to be applied in order to ensure social justice.
The resolution of this case should be guided by the constitutional command for courts to take a preferential view
in favor of labor in ambitious cases.[3] (Citations omitted)

In assessing infractions of employees that may give rise to disciplinary action by employers, this Court must also
consider humanizing the laborer and must be careful not to adhere to a strict interpretation of labor laws that will
result in unnecessarily enhancing the economic disparity between capital and labor.

This is not to say that petitioner was completely faultless. As found by the facts of this case, it was duly
established that he punched his co-worker after a heated argument and then followed him to the supervisor's office
carrying a steel pipe.[4] While company regulations state that such act was punishable by dismissal,[5] respondent
Hawaiian Philippine Company, Inc. should have taken into account that: (1) this was petitioner's first infraction in
his 28 years of service; (2) he had consistent work commendations; and (3) that the heated argument between him
and his co-worker was the result of petitioner merely trying to correct his co-worker's mistakes which would have
resulted in company losses.[6]

Petitioner's actions may have been caused by a bout of toxic masculinity, where violence overcomes rationality.
However, it is equally respondent's responsibility to maintain a healthy work environment, one where differences
in how to go about tasks would not result in a fistfight but rather in a calm and rational discussion.

A workplace is always a place for human collective enlightenment. Petitioner identified a problem, that is, his
co-worker caused a spillage of water from an open pump, and immediately informed the head pan man for
assistance in draining and cleaning the flooded area.[7] The carelessness of his co-worker and refusal to admit his
mistakes angered petitioner, resulting in a heated and physical argument.

While petitioner transgressed company policies on fights in the workplace, respondent should not have
immediately meted the penalty of dismissal. Respondent could have first mediated between the two of them, or
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subjected petitioner to seminars or classes that would help him manage his anger in the workplace. They chose
instead to let go of a loyal and hardworking employee with years of commendable service, for an infraction that
was easily avoidable.

In situations such as the case before us, management is equally at fault. There were better ways to resolve these
issues that would not result in the dismissal from service and the loss of an employee's right to livelihood. Thus,
when reviewing these kinds of labor cases, this Court must always be guided with our enduring principles of
social justice and the protection of labor.

ACCORDINGLY, I vote to GRANT the Petition and order respondent Hawaiian Philippine Company, Inc. to
admit petitioner Noel C. Suataron under the same terms and conditions prior to his dismissal without entitlement
to backwages.

[1] Ponencia, p. 7.

[2] 765 Phil. 544 (2015) [Per J. Leonen, Second Division].

[3] Id. at 553-554.

[4] Ponencia, p. 7.

[5] Id.

[6] Id. at 4.

[7] Id.
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