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EN BANC

[ A.M. NO. P-06-2110 (FORMERLY OCA IPI NO. 02-
1377-P), April 26, 2006 ]

CRISTETA D. ORFILA, COMPLAINANT, VS. STIFANA S.
ARELLANO, H.R.M.O. II, RESPONDENT.

  
[A.M. NO. P-03-1692] (FORMERLY OCA IPI NO. 02-1424-P) 

 
SPS. ROMULO AND ESTIFANA ARELLANO, COMPLAINANTS, VS.
CLERK OF COURT JESUSA P. MANIÑGAS, ASSISTANT CLERK OF
COURT JENNIFER C. BUENDIA AND PROCESS SERVER CRISTETA
D. ORFILA, REGIONAL TRIAL COURT, OFFICE OF THE CLERK OF

COURT, MANILA, RESPONDENTS.
  

R E S O L U T I O N

TINGA, J.:

Under consideration is the "Motion For Reconsideration & Appeal For Justice" filed by
respondent Judge Jesusa P. Maniñgas (Judge Maniñgas) assailing this Court's
Decision dated February 13, 2006, imposing upon her a fine of P20,000.00 for the
offense of borrowing money from a subordinate she was found guilty of.

Judge Maniñgas submits that the penalty imposed upon her "is not in contemplation
of law" since borrowing money from a subordinate is a light offense punishable only
by reprimand for the first offense under the Implementing Rules of the Civil Service.
She further avers that mere borrowing of money by a superior officer from a
subordinate does not per se constitute a ground for disciplinary action as it must
first be shown that she acted with sinister or ulterior motives arising from the loan
morass which has undermined the administration of justice. She claims that when
she borrowed money from complainant Estifana Arellano, she did so in the privacy
of her cubicle and without knowledge that Arellano was at that time a moneylender
in the Office of the Clerk of Court. Finally, she appeals to this Court for generosity
and mercy to temper the penalty meted out to her considering the present economic
conditions of court employees.

While it is true that the Civil Service rules consider borrowing of money from a
subordinate only as a light offense punishable by reprimand for the first offense, this
Court deemed reprimand to be too light a penalty considering the circumstances in
the instant case. This Court in past cases has imposed more severe penalties on
erring court employees than that provided in the rules in the greater interest of
protecting public service.[1] It has been repeatedly emphasized that every employee
of the judiciary, from the judge down to the lowliest clerk, should be an example of
integrity, uprightness and honesty as the image of the courts is mirrored in the
conduct of every man and woman working thereat.[2] Any act which diminishes or
tends to diminish the faith of the people in the judiciary should not be



countenanced. This Court has not hesitated to impose the utmost penalty of
dismissal for even the slightest breach of duty by, and the slightest irregularity in
the conduct of, said officers and employees, if so warranted.[3]

In the case at bar, Judge Maniñgas was then the Clerk of Court of the Regional Trial
Court (RTC) of Manila when the offense was committed. As a clerk of court, she is
an essential and ranking officer of our judicial system who performs delicate
administrative functions vital to the proper administration of justice. As such, she is
expected to be more circumspect in her dealings with others, private or otherwise.

Records reveal that she obtained not just one, but two loans from Arellano, who was
her subordinate at that time. It is irrelevant that she received the money from
Arellano in private as any irregular or unlawful transaction is hardly done in public
view. Furthermore, it is incredible that she did not know that Arellano was a
moneylender as she admitted in her pleadings that she learned of Arellano's money
lending from a fellow employee and that Arellano kept a notebook where she listed
payments made by borrowers, including hers. As the clerk of court, she should have
known that Arellano's acts were illegal. Instead of admonishing the latter as a
superior officer, she countenanced Arellano's illegal activities and even joined in
without hesitation. Moreover, it is even suspect that her cordial relationship with
Arellano has affected the way she handled the situation as her superior.

Furthermore, Judge Maniñgas misunderstood our ruling in the case of Villaseñor v.
De Leon[4] wherein this Court stated as follows:

We must likewise point out that respondent occupies sensitive position in
the Office of the Clerk of Court. If moved by sinister or ulterior
motives arising from the loan morass she found herself in, she
could undermine the administration of justice by simply failing to
act or by tampering with the record books for a consideration with which
to pay her debts. x x x (Emphasis supplied.)

 
In said case, therein respondent was found guilty of willful failure to pay a just debt.
In stating the afore-quoted, this Court did not mean that in order to be disciplined,
one must have been moved by sinister or ulterior motives arising from the loan
obligation, as Judge Maniñgas suggests. Rather, this Court was emphasizing that
given the sensitive position the respondent therein occupied, being Clerk III in the
Office of the Clerk of Court, she could very well use her position in order to raise
money to pay her debts and thereby undermine the administration of justice. This is
the dubious situation that the rules and this Court seek to prevent.

 

Considering the foregoing, this Court stands by its ruling that Judge Maniñgas
deserves more than a mere reprimand for the offense she committed. However,
considering her service in the judiciary for 33 years, as well as her clean record and
efficiency presumably because of which she was promoted to the position of MeTC
Judge, we deem that a reduction in the fine imposed upon her is in order. This Court
is mindful of the fact that there have been previous instances when, for
humanitarian reasons[5], we reduced the penalty imposed upon an erring court
employee. In Perez v. Hilario,[6] this Court found respondent therein guilty of the
light offense of conduct unbecoming a public servant by first refusing and then
failing to pay on time a just debt. While the imposable penalty is suspension from
office for one (1) to thirty (30) days, we deemed it proper to temper the penalty to


