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FIRST DIVISION

[ A.M. No. MTJ-18-1911 (Formerly A.M. No. 17-08-98-MTC), April
16, 2018 ]

OFFICE OF THE COURT ADMINISTRATOR, COMPLAINANT, V. WALTER INOCENCIO V.
ARREZA, JUDGE, MUNICIPAL TRIAL COURT, PITOGO, QUEZON, RESPONDENT.




R E S O L U T I O N

DEL CASTILLO, J.:

From September 19, 2016 to October 1, 2016, a judicial audit was conducted in Branches 61 and 62, Regional
Trial Court (RTC), Gumaca, Quezon, and all the Municipal Trial Courts (MTC)/Municipal Circuit Trial Courts
(MCTC) under the said RTC's jurisdiction. The results thereof,[1] particularly with respect to the MTC, Pitogo,
Quezon presided by Judge Walter Inocencio V. Arreza (Judge Arreza), showed, that out of the 35 pending cases,
there were numerous undecided cases which had been overdue for several years.[2]

In view of this, Deputy Court Administrator Raul B. Villanueva (DCA Villanueva) issued a Memorandum[3] dated
October 28, 2016 to Judge Arreza which stated in part, viz.:

x x x x

MTC Pitogo, Quezon, has six (6) court personnel headed by the Clerk of Court II, Ms. Mederlyn F.
Orfanel. We note that the positions of Court Stenographer I and Clerk II are vacant. The court's latest
monthly reports of cases for the last six (6) months show the clearance and disposition rates and
average inflow and outflow of cases as follows:

  Pending 

Beginning Inflow Outflow Pending


Cases
Clearance Rate 


(Outflow÷Inflow)
Disposition Rate


[Outflow÷(Beg+Inflow)]
Mar-16 45 1 4 42

183.33% 21.57%

Apr-16 42 0 1 41
May-16 41 0 2 39
Jun-16 39 4 2 41
Jul-16 41 0 0 41
Aug-16 41 1 2 40
Average   1 2

While the clearance rate may appear high at 183.33%, the disposition rate is quite low at 21.57%.
The data also shows that the high clearance rate is only due to the fact that very few cases are being
filed in court, or an average of 1 case per month. The disposal of the court leaves much to be
desired. It was able to dispose of only 2 cases per month, on the average.

The audit team examined a total of 35 pending cases (cutoff is 31 August 2016). Of these cases,
23 were already submitted for decision; all are already overdue for several months and even years,
with the exception of 1 case. Thus, if we remove the 23 cases submitted for decision from the 35
pending cases, [Judge Arreza was] left with only 12 cases in active trial. With only 12 cases to
handle, Judge Arreza clearly had more than enough time to render decisions. Further, we see no
reason why there could still be any protracted proceedings. But surprisingly, there were 7 cases that
have been pending trial for over 3 years. In fact, the oldest case has been pending trial for almost 9
years x x x.

In view of the above observations, Judge Arreza should be made to explain why no administrative
sanction should be imposed against him for gross inefficiency and undue delay in deciding cases.[4]

Thus, Judge Arreza was ordered to:

x x x x

a. IMMEDIATELY DECIDE the [twenty-three (23), cases submitted for decision x x x which are
overdue;




b. TAKE APPROPRIATE ACTION on the one (1) case with no further action/setting for a
considerable length of time x x x;[5]






c. EXPEDITE the disposition of the seven (7) cases aged three (3) years and above and SUBMIT a
status report thereon as of 30 June 2017 on or before 5 July 2017;[6] and

d. SUBMIT copies of the pertinent decisions and orders, as proof of the action taken on Item Nos.
1(a) and 1(b) above, on or before 30 December 2016, together with a written explanation why
no administrative sanction should be imposed against [Judge Arreza for] gross inefficiency and
undue delay in deciding cases.

x x x x

For strict compliance.[7]

In the Compliance[8] dated December 27, 2016, a table was presented indicating that: (1) all of the 23 cases
submitted for decision had already been resolved/decided; (2) the one case with no further action/setting for a
considerable length of time had already been acted upon;[9] and (3) two of the seven pending cases aged three
years and above had already been resolved while the remaining five were undergoing hearings. Judge Arreza
likewise submitted his written explanation[10] dated December 29, 2016 wherein he admitted his inefficiency.
He, however, begged for understanding and narrated the circumstances which he claimed led to his failure to act
on and decide cases. According to him, he and his wife were having marital problems in 2008 or just a year
after his appointment as Judge. Things became worse in March 2010 when his wife finally left him and their
children. In December 2012, he suffered a stroke, was hospitalized for two weeks, and almost became
paralyzed. He has since then started taking maintenance medicine and was lucky enough to have now
recovered. All these, according to Judge Arreza, took a toll in his performance as a judge. Be that as it may, he
now undertakes to perform all his tasks, duties and responsibilities in line with the Court's mission and vision.

In the latest update[11] dated July 3, 2017, Judge Arreza reported the status/specific actions taken on the
remaining five cases aged over three years and beyond which as of the said date were still in active trial.

Recommendation of the Office of the Court Administrator (OCA)

In its Memorandum[12] of July 20, 2017, the OCA made the following observations:

Judge Arreza's explanation that he experienced marital problems and suffered a stroke in 2012
cannot justify the delay. While we commiserate with him for having been abandoned by his wife and
having to take care of their children on his own, such is not a valid ground to excuse his failure to
discharge his duties. We note that his stroke happened years ago in 2012. How he allowed his court
to incur the 23 overdue cases for too long a time despite only around 12 active cases to hear at a
once a month hearing schedule, is abhorrent. More than half of said cases were in fact submitted for
decision even prior to his stroke. We note further that after said cases were discovered during the
audit, he was able to dispose of all of them within a three (3) month period without a hitch. This only
shows that he had the capability but chose not to act on said cases.

This Court has consistently impressed upon the members of the Bench the need to decide cases
promptly and expeditiously, on the time-honored principle that justice delayed is justice denied.

As frontline officials of the Judiciary, trial court judges should at all times act with dedication,
efficiency, and a high sense of duty and responsibility as the delay in the disposition of cases is a
major culprit in the erosion of public faith and confidence in the judicial system.

This is embodied in Rule 3.05, Canon 3 of the Code of Judicial Conduct which states that a judge shall
dispose of the court's business promptly and decide cases within the required periods; and in Section
5, Canon 6 of the New Code of Judicial Conduct for the Philippine Judiciary which provides that
judges shall perform all judicial duties, including the delivery of reserved decisions, efficiently, fairly,
and with reasonable promptness.

No less that the Constitution requires that cases at the trial court level be resolved within three (3)
months from the date they are submitted for decision, that is, upon the filing of the last pleading,
brief, or memorandum required by the Rules of Court or by the court itself. This three (3)-month or
ninety (90)-day period is mandatory and failure to comply can subject the judge to disciplinary
action.[13] Accordingly, the OCA recommended that Judge Arreza be held liable for gross inefficiency
and undue delay in deciding cases and fined in the amount of P40,000.00, with stern warning, it
being his first offense.

The Court's Ruling

The Court adopts the findings of the OCA with modification as regards the recommended penalty.


