A.M. No. RTJ-04-1821. August 12, 2004 (Case Brief / Digest)

Title: Heirs of Rev. Fr. Jose O. Aspiras v. Judge Clifton U. Ganay

Facts:

In this administrative case before the Supreme Court of the Philippines, the heirs of Rev. Fr.
Jose O. Aspiras filed a letter-complaint dated June 6, 2005, against Judge Clifton U. Ganay of
the Regional Trial Court, Branch 31, Agoo, La Union. The complaint alleged that Judge
Ganay abused his authority in relation to Special Proceeding Case No. A-1026, concerning
the guardianship of Rev. Fr. Jose O. Aspiras.

1. Rev. Fr. Jose O. Aspiras, after suffering a stroke in September 2001, was declared legally
incompetent, and a guardianship proceeding was initiated, with three guardians
appointed—a personal guardian and two property guardians.

2. The complaint against Judge Ganay emerged when it was discovered that he had issued
an order on December 17, 2004, allowing a withdrawal of P50,000 from the bank account of
Rev. Fr. Aspiras for his purported benefit, specifically for the purchase of law books.

3. The judge also authorized withdrawals for the purchase of cellular phones and prepaid
cards that were not consented to by the guardians, contrary to his claims.

4. On August 2005, the Office of the Court Administrator conducted a surprise investigation
to inspect the records of the case and confirmed the irregularities.

Procedural Posture:

- On January 17, 2006, the Supreme Court directed Judge Ganay and the OIC-Clerk of Court
Precilla Olympia P. Eslao to respond to the complaint and the OCA report.

- Judge Ganay’s responses included a letter dated March 3, 2006, multiple motions to be
furnished with case documents, and an Advance Comment claiming deserving of
commendation.

- Despite the judge’s claims of procedural deficiencies in being provided documents, the
Supreme Court furnished the necessary copies and received responses, including a defense
of the purchases made and the role ascribed by the guardians.

Issues:

1. Whether Judge Ganay violated the New Code of Judicial Conduct for the Philippine
Judiciary by accepting gifts or benefits.

2. The propriety of Judge Ganay’s orders permitting withdrawals from the estate of Rev. Fr.
Aspiras, suggesting an absence of consent by the proper guardians.

3. Examining the perceived impropriety of Judge Ganay’s conduct in the context of judicial
integrity.
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Court’s Decision:
The Supreme Court found Judge Ganay guilty of violating Sections 13, 14, and 15 of Canon 4
of the New Code of Judicial Conduct for the Philippine Judiciary.

1. It held that Judge Ganay’s acceptance of law books, cellular phones, and prepaid cards
suggested impropriety and created an appearance of partiality, contrary to the expectations
of judicial integrity.

2. The court found his explanations unsatisfactory, and his receipt of such items could be
reasonably perceived as influencing his judicial actions, which is impermissible.

3. The court rejected the OCA’s recommendation to fine the OIC-Clerk of Court Eslao, as
insufficient evidence suggested she acted independently of the judge’s orders.

Doctrine:

The case reiterated the doctrine that judges must avoid impropriety and the appearance of
impropriety to maintain public confidence in the judiciary. Sections 13, 14, and 15 of Canon
4 stress prohibiting the acceptance of any gifts or favors related to judicial duties.

Class Notes:

- Key elements in judicial conduct involve avoiding impropriety and demonstrating
transparency, independence, and integrity.

- Judges must disclose benefits received when mandated by law and ensure such benefits do
not influence judicial actions.

- This case illustrates the impact of judges’ conduct in the public trust and institutional
integrity of the judiciary.

Historical Background:

This case underscores the critical responsibility of judges in aligning with the standards of
ethical conduct. It illustrates the judiciary’s ongoing commitment post-implementation of
the New Code of Judicial Conduct for the Philippine Judiciary in 2004, focusing on
impartiality, independence, and maintaining the public’s trust in judicial integrity. This
administrative case became emblematic of the stricter guidelines expected of judicial
conduct in the Philippines’ modern legal landscape.
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