G.R. No. 188191. March 12, 2014 (Case Brief / Digest)

**Case Title:** People of the Philippines v. Sandiganbayan and Manuel G. Barcenas
**Facts:**

1. On May 21, 2004, Manuel G. Barcenas, then Vice Mayor of Toledo City, was charged with
violation of Section 89 of Presidential Decree No. 1445 before the Sandiganbayan for failing
to liquidate cash advances totaling PHP 61,765.

2. The Information alleged that Barcenas received the cash advances by reason of his office
and failed to liquidate them despite demands from the government, causing prejudice to the
state.

3. The case was docketed as Criminal Case No. 27990 and assigned to the Third Division of
the Sandiganbayan. On October 20, 2004, Barcenas was arraigned and entered a plea of not
guilty.

4. The prosecution presented one witness, Manolo Tulibao Villad, a State Auditor from the
Commission on Audit (COA), then rested its case.

5. On April 20, 2006, Barcenas filed a motion for leave to file a demurrer to evidence. The
Sandiganbayan granted the motion on June 16, 2006.

6. Barcenas filed his demurrer to evidence on June 30, 2006, challenging the sufficiency of
the prosecution’s evidence.

7. On July 26, 2006, the Sandiganbayan granted the demurrer to evidence, finding the
prosecution’s evidence insufficient, particularly since the cash advances were eventually
liquidated.

8. The Sandiganbayan dismissed the case, concluding that the government incurred no
damages with the belated liquidation of funds.

**[ssues:**

1. Whether the Sandiganbayan’s grant of the demurrer to evidence, resulting in dismissal,
constituted grave abuse of discretion amounting to lack or excess of jurisdiction.

2. Whether the gravamen of the offense under Section 89 of P.D. No. 1445 requires proof of
actual damage to the government from non-liquidation of cash advances.
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**Court’s Decision:**

1. **Grave Abuse of Discretion:**

- The Supreme Court held that an acquittal by granting a demurrer to evidence is typically
non-appealable due to double jeopardy, unless there is grave abuse of discretion.

- In this case, no grave abuse was found. The Sandiganbayan’s decision did not deprive the
prosecution of due process, nor was the trial a sham. The order of dismissal, though
potentially based on an erroneous legal conclusion, was not beyond the court’s jurisdiction.

2. **Requirement of Actual Damage:**

- The Court emphasized that under relevant laws and based on the implementing COA
Circular, actual damage is not an essential element of the offense. The main offense is the
failure to account for cash advances promptly.

- However, the error by Sandiganbayan was considered an error of judgment rather than
jurisdiction. Hence, rectification cannot occur without violating double jeopardy protections.

**Doctrine:**

- The dismissal of a case through a demurrer to evidence is tantamount to acquittal and
cannot be appealed. It is only reviewable via certiorari for grave abuse of discretion.

- Actual damage is not an essential element of the offense under Section 89 of P.D. No.
1445. The offense pivots on the failure to liquidate the cash advances on time.

- Errors of judgment, including misinterpretations of law, do not equal grave abuse of
discretion unless they involve a fundamental deprivation of jurisdiction.

**Class Notes:**

- Key legal concepts: Double Jeopardy, Demurrer to Evidence, Grave Abuse of Discretion,
Jurisdiction.

- Relevant laws: Section 89 of P.D. No. 1445, COA Circular No. 90-331.

- Double Jeopardy prevents appeal of acquittals except in cases of jurisdictional void.

- Importance of timely accounting for public funds by officials, underpinning accountability
and transparency.

**Historical Background:**

This case occurred against the broader backdrop of efforts to enhance accountability and
anti-corruption in the Philippines’ public sector. P.D. No. 1445, enacted as the Government
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Auditing Code, underscored the state’s endeavor to impose fiscal discipline on public
officers and ensure transparency in public finance management. The legal tools within it,
such as sanctions for non-liquidation of advances, highlight the country’s focus on curbing
the misuse of public resources during a period when the misuse of funds by public officials
was under significant scrutiny.
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