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THIRD DIVISION

[ A.M. No. RTJ-07-2093 (Formerly OCA IPI No. 05-
2312-RTJ), February 13, 2009 ]

SYLVIA SANTOS, COMPLAINANT, VS. JUDGE EVELYN S. ARCAYA-
CHUA, REGIONAL TRIAL COURT, BRANCH 144, MAKATI CITY,

RESPONDENT.




R E S O L U T I O N

AUSTRIA-MARTINEZ, J.:

Before the Court is the Complaint of Sylvia Santos (complainant) dated July 14,
2005, against Judge Evelyn S. Arcaya-Chua (respondent), of the Regional Trial Court
(RTC) Branch 144, Makati City for serious misconduct and dishonesty.[1]

Complainant, an aunt of respondent's husband, alleges: In the first week of
September 2002, she asked respondent's help, who was then the Presiding Judge of
the Metropolitan Trial Court (MeTC), Branch 63 of Makati City, regarding the cases[2]

of complainant's friend, Emerita Muñoz, pending before the Supreme Court.
Respondent, a former employee of the Court, said that she could help as she had
connections with some Justices of the Court; she just needed P100,000.00 which
she would give to an employee of the Court for the speedy resolution of said cases.
In the first week of October 2002, complainant gave respondent P100,000.00 in the
privacy of the latter's chamber. When complainant followed up the cases in February
2003, respondent told her that there was a problem, as the other party was offering
P10 million to the Justices. Complainant asked respondent to return the
P100,000.00; however respondent could no longer be contacted.[3]

In her Comment dated August 19, 2005, respondent denies the charges against her
and avers: In the months adverted to by complainant, she (respondent) was facing
protests, damaging newspaper reports and administrative cases which caused her
hypertension; thus, she could not have agreed to the supposed transaction of
complainant. When she became a judge, complainant asked a lot of favors from her,
and knowing that she worked as a Court Attorney of the Supreme Court,
complainant asked her to talk to a certain Mario Tolosa of the Third Division, to
whom complainant gave P50,000.00 for a favorable resolution of Muñoz's cases.
Respondent declined; thereafter complainant started spreading malicious
imputations against her. On April 23, 2005, complainant begged respondent to talk
to anyone in the Third Division to recover the money she gave Tolosa. Respondent
again refused; complainant then repeatedly tried to talk to her until April 25, 2005
when complainant threatened to file a case against respondent with the Supreme
Court. Complainant sent two demand letters addressed to respondent's court asking
for the return of the P100,000.00 complainant allegedly gave her, which letters were
read by respondent's Clerk of Court. Complainant also told respondent's husband,
outside respondent's house, that she (respondent) was corrupt, as she asked for
money in order to settle cases in court. Respondent filed cases of Grave Oral



Defamation, Intriguing Against Honor and Unjust Vexation against complainant,
while complainant filed an estafa case against her.[4]

Complainant and respondent filed several pleadings reiterating their respective
claims.[5]

The Court in its Resolution dated July 4, 2007, referred the instant case to Associate
Justice Marina L. Buzon of the CA for investigation, report and recommendation.[6]

A preliminary conference was set for September 4, 2007.[7] On said date,
complainant manifested her desire to move for the dismissal of her complaint
against respondent.[8] In a Verified Manifestation dated September 6, 2007,
complainant stated that in the latter part of August 2007, she and respondent had a
long and serious discussion about the dispute and bad feelings between them; that
after a sincere exchange of views, it dawned on complainant that her accusation
against respondent was brought about by misunderstanding, confusion and
misapprehension of facts concerning the incident subject of the present
administrative case; that for the sake of unity and harmonious relations in their
family, the complainant and respondent had reconciled and restored friendly
relations with each other; and that in view of the foregoing, complainant was no
longer interested in pursuing her administrative case against respondent.[9]

In her Report dated October 5, 2007, Justice Buzon recommended the dismissal of
the administrative case in view of paucity of evidence upon which a conclusion could
be drawn, brought about by the withdrawal by Santos of her complaint and her
failure and refusal to prove the allegations in her complaint.[10]

The Court, adopting the recommendation of Justice Buzon, issued its Resolution
dated December 5, 2007 dismissing the complaint against respondent for lack of
evidence. The Court in the same Resolution also ordered complainant to show cause
why she should not be held in contempt of court for filing an unfounded verified
complaint dated July 14, 2005 against respondent.[11]

Complainant submitted her Compliance dated January 6, 2008 stating that:

x x x x



2. Contrary to the impression of the Honorable Court, her
administrative complaint against Judge Evelyn Argaya [sic]
Chua is not unfounded;




3. All the allegations therein are true and based on
respondent's personal knowledge;




4. The main reason why respondent did not anymore pursue her
complaint was because of the pressure of her family to forgive
Judge Chua, for the sake of unity and harmony in the family, given
the fact that Judge Chua's husband is her nephew;




5. On several occasions in August 2007, Judge Chua, her husband and
their children came to respondent's house and pleaded for



forgiveness. Later, respondent's sister, husband and children, as
well as her close friends persuaded her to forgive Judge Chua and
let bygones be bygones, for the sake of peace and unity in the
family;

6. It is solely due to the foregoing events as well as for humane
reasons that respondent gave up her complaint against Judge Chua.
[12] (Emphasis supplied)

In its Resolution dated March 3, 2008, the Court found that complainant's
compliance was not satisfactory, and that she was trifling with court processes. The
Court then resolved to: reprimand complainant with a stern warning that a more
severe penalty would be imposed on her in the event of a repetition of the same
offense; recall the Resolution of the Court dated December 5, 2007; reopen the
administrative case against respondent; direct Justice Rebecca D. Salvador[13] to
conduct an investigation and submit her report and recommendation; and directed
complainant to attend all hearings scheduled by Justice Salvador under pain of
contempt of court.[14]




Justice Salvador issued an order setting the preliminary conference on April 9 and
10, 2008, and respondent filed a motion to defer the proceedings pending her
motion for reconsideration of the Court's March 3, 2008 Resolution.[15] In a
Resolution dated April 10, 2008, Justice Salvador denied the motion to defer
proceedings.[16] A preliminary conference was conducted on September 3, 2008
where both parties presented their respective exhibits; and a clarificatory hearing on
September 17, 2008 attended by complainant, her counsel and respondent.[17]




In her Report dated September 23, 2008, Investigating Justice Salvador found
sufficient grounds to hold respondent liable for the offenses charged and
recommended that "respondent be administratively penalized for the grave
misconduct and dishonesty charged by complainant."[18]




Justice Salvador found that: complainant was able to present substantial evidence in
support of her complaint against respondent; while respondent denied that she
asked for and received from complainant P100,000.00 for the facilitation of a
favorable decision on Muñoz's cases, respondent, however, admitted meeting
complainant in her office in September 2002, claiming only a different reason for
such meeting; that is, complainant was there to console her for the protests against
respondent at the time; respondent claims to have incurred complainant's ire for
declining complainant's request for favors in June 2004; however, it was respondent
who asserted that the complainant asked her to talk to Mario Tolosa of the Supreme
Court; complainant asserted that she had not heard of Tolosa before; however it
was respondent's comment[19] and her husband's affidavit[20] which stated that
complainant informed them on April 23, 2005 that Tolosa had gone on absence
without leave; it was respondent, as a former employee of the Supreme Court who
stood to know who Tolosa was; there was also a strong reason to believe that
respondent knew and associated with Muñoz prior to the parties' falling out, since
the affidavit of Robert Chua (Robert), respondent's husband, stated that Muñoz was
introduced to them by complainant in September 2003, and that they went to
Tagaytay with her in 2004; Robert claimed, however, that the topic of case-fixing



never cropped up; although respondent filed a complaint for grave oral defamation,
intriguing against honor and unjust vexation on June 20, 2005 before complainant
filed the instant administrative complaint, it cannot be denied, however, that
respondent at the time had already been served complainant's demand letters dated
April 28, 2005 and May 27, 2005; respondent's failure, both as a judge and as a
lawyer, to reply to complainant's first demand letter, was unusual; considering
complainant's advanced age and illnesses, respondent's claim -- that complainant's
motive for filing the administrative case was respondent's refusal to give in to
complainant's request to intercede in the cases of the latter's friend -- was too
paltry an explanation for complainant's willingness to expend the time, money,
effort and aggravation entailed by the administrative case as well as the criminal
case filed by and against her; complainant's compliance with the Court's Resolution,
which directed her to show cause why she should not be held in contempt for filing
an unfounded complaint against respondent, stated that the allegations in her
complaint were true and based on personal knowledge, and it was only because of
respondent and their family's pleas, as well as for humane reasons, that she gave
up her complaint against respondent.

Justice Salvador particularly observed the demeanor of complainant at the
September 3, 2008 hearing. According to her, complainant, while weary of the
demands entailed by the administrative case, staunchly stood pat over the veracity
of her complaint and the reasons why she decided to withdraw the same;
respondent also had no reason to ask forgiveness from complainant, if indeed
complainant falsely instituted the administrative case against her.[21]

Justice Salvador also gave weight to complainant's testimony that the return of the
money by respondent, in addition to familial interests, induced her to withdraw the
complaint.[22]

Respondent filed a Motion dated October 10, 2008 claiming that there were
significant omissions of testimonies in the Transcript of Stenographic Notes (TSNs)
particularly on the statement "Ibinalik naman ho nila ang pera"; such question was
also beyond the scope of clarificatory questions that may be propounded, as
nowhere in the previous testimonies of complainant, either in the direct or the
cross-examination, did she mention the return of the money, and it was only during
the clarificatory hearing that it surfaced; thus, she (respondent) was deprived of her
right to cross-examine complainant. Respondent prayed that corrections on the TSN
be made, or that the testimonies of complainant -- that "the money was returned to
me" and "ibinalik naman ho nila ang pera" -- be stricken off; and in case the
correction of the TSN was no longer proper, her manifestation that the said
testimony of complainant was given only during the clarificatory hearing and, in
effect, without an opportunity for her to cross-examine the complainant.

In the Court's Resolution dated November 26, 2008, the Court denied respondent's
prayer that the proposed corrections on the TSN be made, and that the subject
testimonies of complainant be stricken off. The Court, however, granted her prayer
and noted her manifestation that the subject testimony was given only during the
clarificatory hearing and in effect without granting her an opportunity to cross-
examine complainant about the same.

The Court agrees with the findings and recommendation of Justice Salvador.



It is settled that in administrative proceedings, the quantum of proof required to
establish malfeasance is not proof beyond reasonable doubt, but substantial
evidence, i.e., that amount of relevant evidence that a reasonable mind might
accept as adequate to support a conclusion.[23]

In this case, Justice Salvador found that substantial evidence existed to support the
allegations against respondent.

Try as she might to show the implausibility of complainant's claims, respondent
could not deny that she and complainant met at her office sometime in September
2002; that she and her husband knew Muñoz and associated with her on several
occasions, and that it was she (respondent), being a former employee of the
Supreme Court, who stood to know who Tolosa was.

But most telling of all the circumstances pointing to respondent's guilt is the
unwavering stance of complainant that respondent did solicit and receive
P100,000.00 from her in order to facilitate a favorable ruling in Muñoz's cases.

As aptly observed by Justice Salvador, complainant, when repeatedly asked during
the hearing, was consistent in her testimony:

J. DE GUIA-SALVADOR:

x x x At the start of this afternoon's proceedings, you affirmed the

truth of the matters stated in your verified complaint?



MS. SANTOS:

Opo.




J. DE GUIA-SALVADOR:

And according to you they are based on your personal knowledge?




MS. SANTOS:



My complaint is true. That is all true.[24]



x x x x



J. DE GUIA-SALVADOR:

Ano ang totoo?




MS. SANTOS:

Ang sabi ko sa kanya, "Evelyn, tulungan mo lang si Emerita kasi

napakatagal na ng kaso niya. Hindi niya malaman kung siya ay
nanalo o hindi." Ang sabi niya, "Sige Tita, tutulungan ko."




Evelyn, sasabihin ko ang totoo ha. Huwag kang magagalit sa akin.



J. DE GUIA-SALVADOR:

Just tell us what happened.




MS. SANTOS:




