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RESOLUTION
ROSARIO, J.:

Before the Court is a Petition for Review on Certiorari' under Rule 45
of the Rules of Court seeking the review of the Decision? and Resolution® of
the Court of Appeals (CA), where the CA affirmed the Order* of the Regional
Trial Court (RTC) which lifted the Order of Contempt against respondent
Manuel L. Te (Te).

L' Rollo, pp. 31-65. o

2 Id at 11-19. The October 29, 2021 Decision in CA-G.R. SP No. 10244-MIN was penned by Associate
Justice Richard D. Mordeno and concurred in by Associate Justices Evalyn M. Arellano-Morales and
Alfonso C. Ruiz I of the Twenty-Third Division, Court of Appeals, Cagayan De Oro.

3 Id at 21-22. The March 16, 2022 Resolution in CA-G.R. SP No. 10244-MIN was penned by Associate
Justice Richard D. Mordeno and concurred in by Associate Justices Evalyn M. Arellano-Morales and
Ana Marie T. Mas of the Special Former T'wenty-Third Division, Court of Appeals, Cagayan Dé Oro.

4 Jd at 273~278. The July 17, 2020 Order in SPL Civil Case No. 88-10 was penned by Judge Eddie R.
Rojas of Branch 39, Regional Trial Court, Polomolok, South Cotabato.



‘Resolution - | 2 G.R. No. 260664
Factual Antecedents

, On December 1, 2010, Development Bank of the Philippines (DBP)

filed a Petition for Indlrect Contempt® against Te before RTC Branch 39 in
Polomolok, South Cotabato. The case was docketed as Special Civil Action
No. 88-10.

The indirect contempt action stemmed from the incidents of another
civil case pending before the same court, docketed as Civil Case No. 347.7
The civil case was filed in November 2001 by Te, in his capacity as attorney-
in-fact for the plaintiffs Abdullah Abedin et al. (Abedin group), to recover
from DBP 131 certificates of title and 34 other proofs of ownership covering
their respective properties. The subject titles were previously surrendered by
the Abedin group to DBP as secumty for their loan. Te also moved for the
issuance of a writ of replevin.®

In the course of the proceedings for the civil case, the RTC issued the
writ of replevin. DBP surrendered the certificates of title and other proofs of
ownership to the sheriff, and in turn, the sheriff handed them to Te. Then, Te
filed a motion to dismiss the civil case on the ground of the Abedin group’s
lack of interest to further prosecute the case.’

On March 2, 2004, the RTC issued an Order'® denying the motion to
dismiss and requiring Te, as the Abedin group’s attorney-in-fact, to surrender
to the trial court the physical and legal custody of all the certificates of title
and other proofs of ownership within 30 days from notice.!! Te moved for the
RTC’s partial reconsideration of its Order. On October 11, 2004, the RTC
issued another Order'? denying the motion for partial reconsideration and
reiterating its March 2, 2004 Order."?

Despite the RTC’s directives, Te supposedly refused to surrender all
the certificates of title and other proofs of ownership before the trial court. .
~This prompted DBP to file an action for indirect contempt against Te.'*

Not attached to the rollo.

Rollo, p. 12.

Id: at 13, 67.

Id at 6768, 118.

Id at 13-14, 68, 135.

10 74 at 134-136. The March 2, 2004 Order in Civil Case No. 347 was issued by Judge Eddie R. Rojas of
Branch 39, Regional Trial Court, Polomolok, South Cotabato.

W rd at13s5.

‘12 14 at 137-138. The October 11, 2004 Order in Civil Case No. 347 was issued by Judge Eddie R. Rojas
of Branch 39, Regional Trial Court, Polorolck, South Cotabato.

13 Id at 138. .

4 Id at 13-14.
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Resolution L Bos G.R. No..260664

On April 16, 2014 the RTC rendered a Decision® finding Te guilty of
indirect contempt. The dispositive portion reads:

IN LIGHT OF THE FOREGOING, the present PETITION is
GIVEN DUE COURSE for reasons adverted above. Consequently, the
Court declares respondent Manuel GUILTY of indirect contempt of court
and sentences him to pay a fine of [PHP] 30,000.00 and imprisonment of
[two] months or until he duly complies with the court ORDER dated 4
March 2004, in accordance with [Rule 71, Section 3(b) and (d) and Section
7} of the 1997 Rules of Civil Procedure. No cost.

SO ORDERED.'S .
On appeal, the CA affirmed the RTC’s ruling.!”

‘Undeterred, Te elevated the case to the Court by way of a petition for
review on certiorari. On September 14, 2016, the Court issued a Resolution
denying the petition for failure to show any reversible error on the part of the
appellate court in.the assailed judgment.!® Te moved for the Court’s
reconsideration, which was denied with finality in a Resolution dated June 18,
2018.Y

The Court’s ruling became final and executory on June 18, 2018, as
evidenced by the Entry of Judgment? issued by the Court.?!

Later on, Te filed a Manifestation of Compliance?? before the RTC,
where he alleged that he was able to recover 12 out of the 131 certificates of
titles and 34 proofs of ownership. He prayed that he be considered to have
satisfactorily complied with the penalty against him, considering that he
already retrieved some of the subject titles. He also emphasized that the
March 2, 2004 RTC Order, which required the turnover of the subject titles to
the trial court, was directed to the Abedin group and not to him.?

15 Jd at 67-71. The April 16, 2014 Decision in Civil Case No. 88-10 was penned by Judge Eddie R. Rojas
of Branch 39, Regional Trial Court, Polomolok South Cotabato.

6 Id at71.

17 Id at 116~126. The January 8, 2016 Decision in CA-G.R. CR No. 01220 was perned by Associate
Justice Edgardo T. Lloren and concurred in by Associate Justices Rafael Antonio M. Santos and Ruben
Reynaldo G. Roxas of the Twenty-Third Division, Court of Appeals, Cagayan De Oro.

18 J4 at 130. The September 14, 2016 Resolution in G.R. No. 225250, Manuel L. Te v. People of the
Philippines/Development Bank of the Phili zppmes represented by its General Sanios Branch, was issued
by the First Division of the Court.

¥ Id at 131. '

20 J4 at 132-133. The Entry of Judgment in G.R. No. 225250, Manuel L. Te v. People of the
Philippines/Development Bank of the Philippines, represented by its General Santos Branch was issued
by the Clerk of Court through the Deputy C‘erk of Court and Chief Judicial Records Officer, Atty. Basilia
T, Ringol.

21 [d

22 - Not attached to the rollo.

2 Rollo, pp. 74, 274-276.



Resolution 4 G.R. No. 260664

In the July 17, 2020 Ordes,?* the RTC lifted the Order of Contempt
against Te. The RTC found that Te’s failure to return the titles does not
constitute “willful disregard” of the RTC’s order, since those titles were
already returned to the actual landowners, which is a matter beyond his
control.” The relevant portion of the said Order reads:

Furthermore, it may not be amiss to point out: the circumstances
herein collectively appreciated, while indeed the subject judgment herein
has already attained finality, the Court may still exercise sound discretion
whether to mete out the appropriate penalty impose [sic] or consider the
Manifestation of Compliance as satisfactory and adequate.

IN LIGHT OF THE FOREGOING the Orders dated [March 2, 2004]
and [April 16, 2004] (Contempt Order) are DEEMED COMPLIED WITH.

Corollarily, the Order of Contempt 1squed against respondent Manuel Te is
therefore LIFTED.

SO ORDERED.*

DBP moved for the RTC’s recc)n31derat10n which was denied by the
RTC on December 2, 2020.%

Then, DBP filed a petition for certiorari before the CA, claiming that

-the RTC committed grave abuse of discretion when it lifted the Order of

Contempt despite Te’s failure to fully comply with the same. DBP further

pointed out that since Te failed to comply with the said RTC Order, then the

ruling holding him in contempt, which had already attained finality, shall
stand pursuant to the doctrine of immutability of final judgments.?®

On October 29, 2021, the CA rendered the assailed Decision?®
dismissing the petition for certiorari for lack of merit.’® The CA held that the
RTC did not modify a fival judgment when it lifted the contempt order.
Rather, the RTC only gave effect to the compliance made by Te.?!

As to whether there was substantial compliance when Te delivered only

12 out of the 131 certificates of title and 34 proofs of ownership, the CA ruled
that: (1) there is no clear showing, apart from DBP’s assertions, as to how
many certificates of title and other proofs of ownership were involved in the
proceedings before the court a quo;*? and (2) Te cannot be faulted if he is

2 Id. at 273-278. The July 17, 2020 Order in SPL Civii Case No. 88-10 was penned by Judge Eddie R.
Rojas of Branch 39, Regional Trial Court, Polomolok, South Cotabato.

B Id at277.

% Id at278.

27 Id. at 279-283.The December 2, 2020 Order in SPL Civil Case No. 88-10 was issued by Judge Eddie R.
Rojas of Branch 39, Regional Trial Cowrt, Polomolck, South Cotabato.

2 Id at14. ‘

2 Id at11-19.

N Id at18.

31 Id at15.°

2 Id at16.
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Resolution G.R. No. 260664

unable to fully comply with the drder of the trial court inasmuch as he does
not have custody of the remaining certificates of title and other proofs of
ownership, nor has it been duly established that the said certificates and
documents are in his possession.*? -

| |
‘ The CA also explained that in a petition for certiorari under Rule 65 of
the Rules of Court, there must be a clear abuse of the authority vested in a
tribunal, which must be so serious and grave to warrant the interference of the
court to nullify or modify the challenged action and to undo the damage done.
Here, - the subject petition for certiorari did not identify specific acts
coustituting grave abuse of discretion; as DBP merely imputed errors in the
RTC’s interpretation of Te’s compliance with its Order.>*

DBP filed a Motion for Reconsideration (MR) before the CA, which
was denied in the assailed CA Resolution.?’

Hence, this Petition,3® where petitioner essentially claimed that the CA
committed grave abuse of discretion when it affirmed the ruling of the RTC
which lifted the Order of Contempt. Petitioner averred that the RTC’s ruling
is a clear modification of the final judgment of the Court and is tantamount to
a violation of the doctrine of immutability of judgments.’’ ’

Moreover, petitioner further ascribed fault to the CA when it allegedly
failed to consider the arguments raised by the petitioner in its MR, where
petitioner allegedly refuted the grounds relied upon by the CA in the assailed
Decision in affirming the RTC. Thus, petitioner reiterated that the RTC Order
dated March 2, 2004 and Decision dated April 16, 2014 clearly directed
respondent, not the Abedin group, to return the certificates of title and other
proofs of ownership to the trial court, and that respondent had possession of
all these certificates of title and proofs of ownership considering that he
voluntarily distributed these to the plaintiffs without the RTC’s permission.>®

In his Comment,” respondent primarily maintained that the RTC did
not err when it lifted the Order of Contempt, considering that he had already
complied with the RTC Order dated March 2, 2004.%° He further claimed that
the reason for punishing him for contempt ceased to exist in view of the
evidence he submitted and witnesses he presented during the hearing on his
Manifestation with Compliance before the RTC. Finally, respondent argued
that there was no modification of the terms of the final and executory ruling
of the Court. He reiterated that he merely complied with what was directed of

3 Jd at 15-17.
4 Jd at 17-18.

3% Id at 21-22.

3% Id at31-58.

37 Id at 4245,

3® Id at 45-52.
3 Id at 197-225.
O 1 at217.



Resolution 6 G.R. No. 260664

him and that the satisfaction of judgment was brought about by circumstances
beyond his control.*!

Issue

N The main issue for the Court’s resolution is whether the CA committed
grave abuse of discretion when it affirmed the RTC’s ruling which lifted the
judgment of indirect contempt against respondent.

Ruling (;f the Court

The petition is impressed with merit.

Contempt of court has been exhaustively discussed by the Court in
Lorenzo Shipping Corporation v. Distribution Management Association of the
Philippines* in this manner:

Contempt of court has been defined as a willful disregard or
disobedience of a public authority. In its broad sense, contempt is a
disregard of, or disobedience to, the rules or orders of a legislative or judicial
body or an interruption of its proceedings by disorderly behavior or insolent
language in ils presence or so near thereto as to disturb its proceedings or to
impair the respect due to such a body. In its restricted and more usual sense,
contempt comprehends a despising of the authority, justice, or dignity of a
court. The phrase contempt of court is generic, embracing within its legal
signification a variety of different acts.

Contempt of court is of two kinds, namely: direct contempt, which
is committed in the presence of or so near the judge as to obstruct him in the
administration of justice; and constructive or indirect contempt, which
consists of willful disobedience of the lawful process or order of the court.*?

In Lorenzo Shipping, the Court differentiated the two classes of
proceedings for contempt in this wise:

Proceedings for contempt are sui genmeris, in nature criminal, but
may be resorted to in civil as well as criminal actions, and independently of
any action. They are of two classes, the criminal or punitive, and the civil or
remedial. 4 criminal contempt consists in conduct that is directed against
the authority and dignity of a court or of u judge acting judicially, as in
unlawfully assailing or discrediting the authority and dignity of the court or
Judge, or in doing a duly forbidden aci. A civil contempt consists in the
failure to do something ordered to be done by a court or judge in a civil case

U Id at217-224. ‘
#2672 Phil. 1 (2¢11) {Per J. Bersamin, First Division].
4 Id at 10-11.



Resolution - . : A G.R. No. 260664

for the benefit of the opposing party therein. It is at times difficult to
determine whether the proceedings are civil or criminal. In general, the
character of the contempt of whether it is ¢riminal or civil is determined by
the nature of the contempt involved, regardless of the cause in which the
contempt arose, and by the relief sought or dominant purpose. 7he
proceedings are to be regarded as criminal when the purpose is primarily
punishment, and civil when the purpose is primarily compensatory or
remedial. Where the dominant purpose is to enforce compliance with an

- order of a court for the benefit of a party in whose favor the order runs, the
contempt is civil; where the dominant purpose is to vindicate the dignity and
authority of the court, and to protect the interests of the general public, the
contempt is criminal. Indeed, the criminal proceedings vindicate the dignity
of the courts, but the civil 11:)r(')cec—3dings protect, preserve, and enforce the
rights of private parties and compel obedience to orders, judgments and
decrees made to enforce such rights.** (Emphasis supplied)

Here, it is undisputed that the respondent had been found guilty of
indirect contempt by the RTC when he failed to heed the directives of the trial
court in the Order dated March 2, 2004. Moreover, the contempt proceedings
are evidently civil in nature as DBP filed the indirect contempt case as a
remedial measure to ensure Te’s compliance with the said trial court order.

Having established the nature of the contempt proceedings in the instant
case, the Court shall now determine whether the final and executory judgment
rendering the contemnor guilty of indirect civil contempt may be lifted upon
his or her obedience to the trial court’s orders which rendered him or her liable
for indirect contempt in the first place.

Under the doctrine of ﬁnahty or immutability of Judgments a decision
that has acquired finality becomes immutable and unalterable, and may no
longer be modified in any respect, even if the modification is meant to correct
erroneous conclusions of fact and law.*

This doctrine was reiterated in Industrial Management International
Development Corp v. NLRC,*® where the Court declared:

Once a decision or order becomes final and executory, it is removed
from the power or jurisdiction of the court which rendered it to further alter
or amend it. It thereby becomes immutable and unalterable and any
amendment or alteration which substantially affects a final and executory
judgment is null and void for lack of jurisdiction, including the entire

~ proceedings held for that purpose.”’ ‘

44 Id at 14-15.

4 Eusebio v. Civil Scrvice i amfrrwcn, 869 Phil. 728, 738739 (2020) [Per J. Lazaro-Javier, First
Division].

% 387 Phil. 659 (2000} {Per J. Buera, Second Division].

47 Id. at 667.



Resolution o o 3 G.R. No. 260664

Further, in Fusebic v. Civil Service Commission,*® the Court held that
the CA erred in reducing the fine imposed by the public respondent in a final
and executory judgment which adjudged Eusebio guilty of indirect contempt.
The Court emphasized that the authority to impose appropriate penalties for
contemptuous conduct was properly exercised by the public respondent, and
that such judgment, having attained finality, could no longer be disturbed.
Accordingly, the Supreme Court modified the Court of Appeals’ ruling and
reinstated the original penalty imposed by the public respondent, thereby
underscoring the binding nature of final and executory decisions.*

The ruling in Eusebio reinforces a fundamental tenet of procedural law:
that a judgment which has attained finality is no longer subject to alteration,
modification, or reversal, even by appellate courts, except under specific and
narrowly defined exceptions. This principle is especially vital in cases
involving judgments for indirect contempt, which are punitive in nature and
rendered after due process.

In the present case, this Court previously affirmed the decisions of the
RTC and the CA in GR} No. 225250, which found respondent guilty of
indirect contempt. Despite the finality of this judgment, the RTC gravely erred
in issuing its Order dated July 17, 2020, which effectively nullified the
contempt ruling by lifting it and removing the penalties previously imposed.
“The respondent’s subsequent attempt to comply with the RTC’s Order cannot
operate to invalidate or undo a judgment that has long attained finality. While
the RTC couched its ruling as a recognition of respondent’s .alleged
compliance, its practical effect was-to nullify a final judgment, an act that
constitutes an impermissible modification. This directly contravenes the
- doctrine of finality or immutability of judgments.

As a result, the proceedings conducted by the RTC for the purpose of
amending the dispositive portion of the final decision, specifically, the
removal of the penalties imposed against respondent for his contemptuous
acts, are void ab initio for lack of jurisdiction. The lower court has no authority
to alter, revise, or disregard a final and executory ruling, particularly one
which had been upheld by the Supreme Court, the highest tribunal of the land.

- By affirming the RTC’s unauthorized modification of a final and
executory judgment, the CA likewise committed grave abuse of discretion. It
is well-settled that grave abuse of discretion arises when a court or tribunal
acts in a capricious, whimsical, arbitrary, or despotic manner, thereby
amounting to an evasion of a positive duty or a virtual refusal to perform a
Jegal obligation, and thereby equating to a lack or excess of jurisdiction.

1 .

4 869 Phil. 728 (7020) [Per J aro- Jw’cr First Distimﬂ.

¥ Id at738-744.-

3 See United Coconut Planters Ha akv. L ooyukc 560 Ph 581, 391592 (2007) [Per J. Austria-Martinez,
Third DIV‘SIOHJ




Resolution ~ 9 G.R. No. 260664

Here, the CA erroneously upheld an RTC Order that effectively altered
a judgment that had long attained finality. Such action runs afoul with the
doctrine of immutability of judgments, which mandates that once a judgment
becomes final and executory, it can no longer be modified in any respect, even
if the modification is meant to. correct a perceived error. The CA’s act of
affirming the RTC’s patently void order falls squarely within the ambit of
grave abuse of discretion and warrants corrective action by this Court.

Consequently, this Court finds that the CA gravely abused its discretion
in affirming the RTC’s Order that unlawfuﬂy disturbed a final and executory
judgment.

"ACCORDINGLY, the Petition for Review on Certiorari is
GRANTED. The assailed Decision dated October 29, 2021 -and Resolution
dated March 16, 2022 of the Court of Appeals in CA-G.R. SP No. 10244-
MIN, which affirmed the Order dated July 17, 2020 issued by Branch 39,
Regional Trial Court, Polomolok, South Cotdbato are REVERSED and SET
ASIDE.

Respondent Manuel Te is directed to STRICTLY COMPLY with the
Orders dated March 2, 2004 and October 11, 2014 issued by Branch 39,
Regional Trial Court, Polomolok, South Cotabato.

SO ORDERED.”

RICARD@R. ROSARIO
Assodgiate Justice

WE CONCUR:

1ef- Justice
Chairperson
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~ Associate Justice

CERTIFICATION

Pursuant to Article VIII, Section 13 of the Consti%ution, I certify that
the conclusions in the above Resolution had been reached in consultation
before the case was assigned to the writer of the opinion of the Court’s
Division.

/7 CChief Justice



