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[ CA-G.R. CV No. 98722, December 19, 2014 ]

EDGAR S. SAN LUIS, PLAINTIFF-APPELLEE, VS. EDWIN L.
FARGAS, DEFENDANT-APPELLANT.




D E C I S I O N

BRUSELAS, JR. J.:

Before us is an ordinary appeal from a Decision[1] and Order[2] which were rendered
in favor of the plaintiff-appellee Edgar S. San Luis (“San Luis”) and against the
defendant-appellant Edwin L. Fargas (“Fargas”) in an action for damages. The
dispositive portions of which read:

“WHEREFORE, premises considered, this Court decided in favor of the
plaintiff and the defendant is hereby ordered to pay the plaintiff:

1. Moral damages in the amount of TWO MILLION PESOS (P
2,000,000.00);


2. Exemplary damages in the amount of ONE MILLION PESOS (P
1,000,000.00);


3. Attorney's fees in the mount of FIVE HUNDRED THOUSAND PESOS (P
500,000.00); AND


4. The costs of suit.



SO ORDERED.”[3]



xxx     xxx     xxx

“Finding merit on the manifestation of Atty. Fernando F. Manas, Jr.,
counsel for the plaintiff, supported by his OPPOSITION TO (“Motion For
Reconsideration dated October 29, 2009), the said MOTION FOR
RECONSIDERATION is hereby DENIED and the decision is final.




SO ORDERED.”[4]

The antecedent facts of the case are as follows:



The then President Joseph Estrada (“President Estrada”) issued a Memorandum
dated May 12, 1999 directing the Presidential Commission on Good Government
(PCGG) Chairman Magdangal Elma to streamline the structure of Radio Philippines
Network, then known as RPN-9 Channel in the TV industry, in accordance with the



recommendations contained in the audit report of the Presidential Management Staff
(PMS). President Estrada issued a letter dated May 13, 1999 to the PCGG Chairman
which read:

“It is my desire that MR. EDGAR S. SAN LUIS be elected PRESIDENT AND
GENERAL MANAGER, RADIO PHILIPPINES NETWORK, INC. (RPN-9)”

Due to the streamlining of the said channel, a new Table of Organization was drawn
up and the News and Current Affairs Department headed by Fargas was merged
with the Operations Division headed by the Assistant General Manager, who directly
reported to San Luis – the then President and General Manager of the said channel.
The office formerly headed by Fargas was consequently abolished.




On July 12, 1999, San Luis notified Fargas, pursuant to the PMS audit findings and
Board Resolution No. 07-06-99-02, that the latter be considered “retired” effective
July 13, 1999 after having rendered thirty-one (31) years of continuous service to
the network and be entitled to retirement pay computed at 80-days pay for every
year of service. Fargas was paid the amount of P 5,223,899.13 for which he signed
a waiver, release and quitclaim to file any claims, causes of actions, rights,
demands, losses, actions and suits against the network or its directors and officers.




San Luis also issued a Memorandum dated June 17, 1999 requiring that the cars
previously provided to the executives be returned, and as a result of such
Memorandum, the Board of Directors issued a Resolution dated September 17, 1999
that San Luis had the authority to sign and deliver the contract of sale of the car to
the employee who in turn will buy the car.




In January 2001, San Luis resigned from his position as President and General
Manager of RPN-9.




On March 20, 2001, Fargas filed an affidavit-complaint with the Ombudsman
docketed as Case No. 0-01-0275 charging San Luis, as the former President and
General Manager of the network, its Board of Directors, and its Finance and
Administration Manager, Vivencio Reyes (“Reyes”), for violation of the provisions of
R.A. 3019 or the Anti-Graft and Corrupt Practices Act which was eventually resolved
in favor of San Luis in a Resolution dated December 13, 2001 and approved by the
Ombudsman on February 1, 2002 for insufficiency of evidence.




As a consequence of Fargas' false and malicious prosecution against San Luis, the
latter underwent medical treatment for hypertension and depression and incurred
hospital expenses for such treatment.




Instead of filing an Answer, however, Fargas filed a Motion to Dismiss dated May 13,
2002 wherein he alleged that the complaint stated no cause of action because San
Luis was a public official and the institution of the said action for Violation of RA No.
3019 arose from a legitimate source of action arising from injury or grief. The said
motion was denied by the court a quo for lack of merit.




In his testimony, San Luis testified that he was the then elected Congressman of the



Fourth District of Laguna; that for more than twenty (20) years, he was engaged in
the marketing and advertising of premium brand names in the food and beverage
market for television; that he also provided advertisers for nationwide coverage of
important public affairs, news and current events, sports contests and movie box
entertainment, both in local and international networks; that he likewise held the
position of Sales and Marketing Contractor of PTV-4 during the time of President
Corazon Aquino; and that during the time of President Estrada, he was appointed as
the President and General Manager of RPN-9.

San Luis further claimed that it was the first time he was charged with any offense
and as a result of the case filed against him he suffered psychological, emotional
and physical stress. Because of the stress that he experienced, he was taken to a
cardiologist at the Cardinal Santos in the person of Dr. Jaime Tan. He thus incurred
expenses in the amount of P 40,000.00- P 50,000.00 for the consultation,
medication and medical care extended by Dr. Tan.

San Luis likewise asked for the award of P 5,000,000.00 for moral damages because
of the malicious suit filed by Fargas. He claimed that it tarnished the name of his
father, Governor Felicisimo T. San Luis. In defending himself at the Ombudsman's
Office, San Luis hired the services of Ongkiko, Kalaw, Manhit and Acorda Law Office
and thereby incurred the following expenses: P 150,000.00 for acceptance fee and P
350,000.00 for costs of suit.

The court a quo thereafter rendered the assailed decision in favor of San Luis.
Fargas moved to reconsider the adverse decision but his motion was denied by the
court a quo via the assailed order.

Hence, this appeal.

The defendant-appellant Fargas interposes the following assignment of errors:

“The trial court committed reversible errors and gravely abused its
discretion amounting to lack of jurisdiction on the following grounds:

a. The evidence is insufficient to justify the Decision;

b. The Decision is contrary to law; and


c. The damages awarded are excessive.”

The appeal is devoid of merit.



Fargas maintains that San Luis, as a public official, being the then President and
General Manager of RPN-9, a Government Owned and Controlled Corporation
(GOCC), was prone to the watchful eye of the taxpayers and ordinary people can
criticize his actions and conduct; that being a Filipino Citizen, Section 11, Article III
of the 1987 Constitution guarantees him free access to the courts; and that the
filing of a complaint-affidavit with the Office of the Ombudsman for the violation by
San Luis of R.A. 3019 arose from a legitimate cause of action arising from injury or
grief.






Fargas likewise argues that to constitute malicious prosecution and hold a defendant
liable, there must be proof that the prosecution was prompted by a sinister design
to vex and humiliate a person and that the prosecution was initiated with the
deliberate knowledge that the charge was false and baseless. He claims that there
was no malicious intent when he filed the complainant-affidavit against San Luis
with the Ombudsman and that the element of malice is not present because he
relied on his belief that a violation of RA 3019 was committed by San Luis and the
other public officials.

We resolve.

Malicious prosecution has been defined as an action for damages brought by one
against whom a criminal prosecution, civil suit, or other legal proceeding has been
instituted maliciously and without probable cause, after the termination of such
prosecution, suit, or other proceeding in favor of the defendant therein.[5] To
constitute malicious prosecution, there must be proof that the prosecution was
prompted by a sinister design to vex or humiliate a person, and that it was initiated
deliberately by the defendant knowing that his charges were false and groundless.
[6]

A damage suit for malicious prosecution seeks redress for the defendant's act of
instituting a criminal prosecution or civil suit in bad faith and without probable
cause.[7] Hence, the elements of (1) malice and (2) absence of probable cause
should be present.

In the letter-complaint filed by Fargas with the Ombudsman charging San Luis, as
President of RPN-9, its Board of Directors, who were, however, not named in
particular, and its Finance Administration Manager, Reyes, with violating the
provisions of RA 3019, as amended, also known as the Anti-Graft and Corrupt
Practices Act, he alleged, among others, that:

“ 1. With the machinations of Mr. Reyes, the Board authorized the sale of
several Nissan vehicles, including Cefiros, at outrageously low prices to
chosen Managers and certain individuals with less than two years tenure
in the Network.

The sale was made despite earlier efforts by retired network officers to
buy the vehicles at very much higher prices.”[8]

Fargas claimed that he did not buy the Nissan Cefiro car assigned to him because of
its high price, but found out later that it was sold to a newly appointed manager at a
very low price of P 15,154.00, and which sale was contrary to San Luis'
Memorandum that authorized Mr. Reyes to determine the price of the vehicles.




The same letter-complaint contained a request to the Ombudsman to, “expedite and
finish the investigation before the end of the month to prevent Mr. Reyes from
getting his retirement pay.” It was claimed by Fargas that Reyes was the
“henchman” of San Luis.





