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 It is an honor and a privilege to appear before you today, as we 
close the 5th MCLE Convention for Public Attorneys and I would like 
to thank Chief Public Attorney Rueda-Acosta for this truly wonderful 
opportunity. Working alongside you, the public attorneys of the 
Republic, has been one of the highlights of my service as a public 
servant and as the Secretary of our Department.  Thus, I cannot 
think of a better way to mark the fourth year of my tenure than to 
join you in celebrating the completion of your MCLE convention.  
 

Most especially, it is an honor and a pleasure to be in the 
presence of the women and men, whose outstanding contributions to 
the community will be recognized this morning. Your 
accomplishments, though they humble us all, likewise serve to 
galvanize us to aspire to reach equal or even greater rights, asit 
reminds us of how much more we, individually and collectively, can 
do for our beloved country. 
 
 The ancient Greeks, followed by the medieval Latins and 
Arabs, defined justice as the will to give everyone his or her due. 
They distinguished different aspects of justice: distributive justice, by 
which the benefits of society are equitably shared among its 
members; and commutative justice, by which individuals observe 
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their duties to one another. When justice is violated, the relations 
among society's members are disturbed, and it loses the good order 
that makes their life and flourishing possible. Injustice damages the 
institutions—the organizations, the practices, and above all, the 
relationships of trust—that, as proven by the economist Douglas 
North, form the qualitative basis of social life. 
 
 It is our role as lawyers and, in particular, as lawyers of the 
Department of Justice, to redress the balance of justice and restore 
social relationships, so that good order and peace may be assured to 
our people. This is why the motto of our Department is Pax Justitiae 
Opus, ―Peace is the Work of Justice‖. It is a direct quote from the 
Good Book, in which the prophet Isaiah (32:17) declares: 
 

“And the work of justice shall be peace, and the service of 
justice quietness, and security for ever.”  

 
 
 No other passage so fully captures the nature of our calling as 
lawyers and as officers of the Department of Justice. For the purpose 
of our work is, indeed, service: service to clients, who have the right 
to be heard and to be given redress to the courts; service to the 
courts, who require our assistance in determining the truth in each 
case; service to the profession, which stands or falls on whether we 
faithfully fulfill our duties; and service to society, whose ability to 
reach the common good depends on the right order given by law. 
And the fruit of that service transcends the bounds of a case 
concluded before the court or amicably settled outside its four walls. 
Rather, it reaches to all of the community, which draws strength 
from the knowledge that once more, and ever more, justice is done. 
 
 This, to reach and improve the life of every single member of 
the Filipino community through the delivery of justice, is what I call 
the highest of aspirations that we, in the Department of Justice, can 
have.  It is not publicity or celebrity; not wealth; not power; not 
influence; not even accolades for our accomplishments; but the 
simultaneously humbling and gratifying knowledge that, somehow, 
somewhere out there, we have touched someone’s life for the better, 
whether they realize it or not.  In that sense, it is a highly demanding, 
stressful and, at times, extremely thankless work – but we all, 
nonetheless, continue to tirelessly serve because we are in it, not for 
selfish reasons, but for selfless ones.  That’s what makes what we do, 
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not a common career or profession, but a calling.  The calling of 
public service. 
 
 In order to achieve this highest of goals, we all have our 
respective jobs to accomplish.  It may seem strange to some to 
discover that the Public Attorney and the Public Prosecutor, who are 
commonly adversaries when they appear in court, belong to the same 
family – the DOJ family.  But that is but proper because, being 
government lawyers, we do not serve individual interests.  
Everything we do is for one public purpose.  Though each performs a 
different task - the Public Attorney’s Office being, primarily and 
above all, to defend indigents who cannot afford to hire their own 
advocate to protect their most basic of rights; while that of the 
National Prosecution Service is to prosecute criminal offenders – 
both, indubitably work towards a common goal: That Justice Be 
Done.   
 

It is, therefore, the pinnacle of narrow-mindedness to think 
that we, when we perform our mandate, are performing something 
so pedestrian as picking a fight with anybody for any reason other 
than to serve the Truth, the Rule of Law and Justice.  When a 
member of the Public Attorney’s Office steps into a courtroom to 
defend an accused, is he or she, then, to be considered as being the 
―enemy‖ of the private complainant and their family?  Of course not.  
That is not just a disservice to him or her as a person, but to the 
institution, to the law, and even to our Fundamental Law and very 
system of government. 

 
So it goes, too, with the DOJ when it performs its core mandate 

to investigate criminal offenses and prosecute criminal offenders.  
Yet, it seems that whenever the DOJ dares to have the temerity to 
performing its mandate, we are invariably challenged by those at the 
receiving end of investigations and prosecution.  

 
Their repertoire of ripostes have become tiresomely unoriginal, 

repetitive and, to be plain, evasive.  The higher the position held by 
those under investigation, and the more cornered they seemingly 
feel, the more reckless and fallacious their responses are.  
Unfortunately for them, we, whether we are lawyers or simply people 
capable of critical thinking, are too keen in spotting the red herrings 
they attempt to throw our away – from appeal to pity, to fear, to 
consequence, to motive, to ridicule, to erstwhile poverty, or, the ever 
popular fallacy of relative privation, of dismissing the legitimacy of 
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the questions being raised due to the existence of other unrelated, 
problems in the world – we have heard nearly all logical fallacies ever 
spotted and named.  

 
They have said everything except the one thing we really, really 

seek and need: the Truth.  
 
Instead, they make the worst ever argument possible: they 

attempt to make us believe that two wrongs make a right, that is, for 
the DOJ to stand aside, looking on, doing nothing, while accusations 
and evidence of corruption and accumulation of undeclared and 
unexplained wealth are raised against no less than one of the highest 
officials in government. 
 

But let me ask you, what if the senators, congressmen and 
executive officials implicated in the PDAF and Malampaya scam had 
asked the DOJ to stop investigating them, should the DOJ have 
stopped investigating them? What if former President Arroyo had 
asked the DOJ to stop investigating her electoral sabotage case and 
plunder cases, should the DOJ have stopped investigating her?   

 
If every time a subject of an investigation asks the DOJ or the 

NBI to stop the investigation because ―politika lang yan‖, and the 
DOJ complies, what will happen to the justice system? 

 
Isn’t the very basic premise of our democratic and republican 

form of government, as stated in the very first line under the 
Declaration of Principles in our Constitution, is that the people, in 
whom sovereignty resides and from whom all government authority 
emanates, be able to make an informed choice of leaders?  Need we 
be reminded that ―politics‖ derives its origin from the Greek word 
politikos, meaning amongst others "of, for, or relating to citizens"?  
Doesn’t that, therefore, make the very fact that politics is involved a 
reason to go ahead and investigate, rather than to stop it and allow 
silence and ignorance to prevail? 
 

If the subject of the investigation asks the DOJ to stop for one 
reason or another, the common sense response is not to grant the 
request, but to do the exact opposite, pursue the investigation even 
further. The refusal to be investigated indicates evasiveness rather 
than candor, so all the more should the DOJ act, rather than do 
nothing at all. There is only one Department of Justice. If we do not 
perform our duties, no one else in government will. 
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Part of the media sound bites that have been circulating lately 

about the DOJ investigation on the Vice President concern legal 
issues on the immunity of the Vice President from suit. This is all 
well and good because the lfevel of debate is on questions of law that 
all of us lawyers love so much. For my part, I maintain that only the 
President is recognized to be immune from suit, as laid down in 
Soliven v. Makasiar (167 SCRA 393), In Re Bermudez (145 SCRA 
160), and Forbes v. ChuocoTiaco (16 Phil. 534). I have not 
encountered a single case on the Vice President’s immunity from 
suit. Certainly he is an impeachable official, and as such can only be 
removed by impeachment.  
 

But not a single jurisprudence seems to point out that the other 
impeachable officers, aside from the President, are also immune 
from suit. Jurisprudence though is careful in explaining the legal 
effect of impeachability on the conduct of criminal proceedings. In 
the case of In Re Gonzales (A.M. No. 88-4-5433 April 15, 1988), the 
Court said that impeachable officers ―cannot be charged criminally 
before the Sandiganbayan or any other court with any offence 
which carries with it the penalty of removal from office, or 
any penalty service of which would amount to removal 
from office‖. The Court further said: ―It is important to make clear 
that the Court is not here saying that its Members or the 
other constitutional officers we referred to above are 
entitled to immunity from liability for possible criminal 
acts or for alleged violation of the Canons of Judicial Ethics or other 
supposed misbehavior. What the Court is saying is that there is a 
fundamental procedural requirement that must be observed before 
such liability may be determined and enforced.xxx‖ 
 

The Court itself also said that even impeachable officers are not 
exempt from criminal proceedings. In Re: Order of the First Division 
of the COMELEC (A.M. No. 03-8-22-SC, September 16, 2003) the 
Court said the notion that impeachable officers such as 
COMELEC commissioners are totally exempt from criminal 
proceedings is a reckless innuendo, and that COMELEC 
Commissioners cannot pretend to be exempt from criminal 
proceedings or be more special than congressmen and senators 
who are not so exempted. 
 

Impeachable officers are not exempt from criminal 
proceedings because they are not immune from suit. However, they 
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cannot be removed from office by virtue of said criminal proceedings 
unless they are first impeached. All of this was said in the spirit of 
academic discussion, regardless of the current issues and parties 
concerned. I merely raised this because of the ―reckless innuendo‖, in 
the words of the Court, coming from the spokespersons of the Vice 
President that impeachable officers are exempt from criminal 
proceedings, contrary to the statement made by the Court in the 
previously mentioned COMELEC case. 
 

Let me clarify that all these academic legal issues are being 
thrown out there and relayed as purely legal discussions on 
contentious points of law, regardless of the context in which they are 
discussed. As such, my answers based on my understanding of the 
law and jurisprudence will still be the same, regardless of whether or 
not the subject is Vice President Binay, or another impeachable 
officer. I never said that the Vice President should be impeached. I 
was merely clarifying that the Ombudsman  has the authority to file a 
verified impeachment complaint against any impeachable officer in 
accordance with Section 22 of the Ombudsman Act. So all of this 
academic discussion should not be taken personally, most of all by 
the Vice President and his spokespersons. In the first place, why 
would immunity even be an issue, when there is supposedly no 
wrongdoing on which to invoke immunity? 
 

Most importantly, the issue of immunity and impeachability in 
relation to the question of whether or not the DOJ can conduct an 
investigation becomes utterly irrelevant for a single reason. The Vice 
President is not the only one who is going to be the subject of the 
investigation, but also his family, the alleged dummies, the private 
contractors, and all Makati and COA officials involved. The Vice 
President’s claim of immunity and impeachability cannot extend to 
them. If ever, immunity from criminal prosecution ends with him. 
And the filing of possible criminal cases can and should proceed with 
respect to the others. 
 

As the Department is poised to pursue its own investigation on 
the various allegations raised against the Vice President, it is not up 
to him or his spokespersons to determine the limits of the 
Department’s power to investigate impeachable officers. It is only the 
Supreme Court that can interpret the Department’s powers of 
investigation under the law, in accordance with its own statement 
that impeachable officers are not exempt from criminal proceedings. 
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The Department has also taken into the fold of the Witness 
Protection Program the Blue Ribbon Committee witnesses, led by 
former Makati Vice Mayor Ernesto Mercado, not upon any pre-
conceived notion of absolute credibility, but simply because of our 
mandate under RA 6981. Sec. 4 of said Act provides that in case of 
legislative investigations in aid of legislation, a witness may be 
admitted into the Program upon the recommendation of the 
legislative committee. It is only upon the recommendation of the 
Blue Ribbon Committee that the witnesses were admitted into the 
WPP. For the Department to do otherwise would have constituted 
neglect in the performance of its duties and functions under the WPP 
Law. 
 

It is also in the same spirit of performing our mandate under 
the Administrative Code that we are therefore now minded to do our 
own investigation parallel to that of the Blue Ribbon Committee and 
the Ombudsman. We had hoped that this would be welcomed by the 
Vice President, since he believes he can no longer rely on the 
impartiality of the Blue Ribbon investigation. But instead, he seems 
to have taken our declaration as an affront to his office and status as 
an impeachable officer. We have no such intention. 
 

The Vice President said that he is ready to defend himself, as 
he has done so in the past. At the same time though, his 
spokespersons ask us to drop any intention of conducting an 
investigation. This position will only continue to raise doubts in the 
mind of the public as to the strength of their evidence and the 
capability of the Vice President to defend himself. If there is nothing 
to hide, the investigation should be welcomed with open arms, and 
not questioned at every turn for irrelevant reasons.  
 

According to them, the DOJ has better things to do, a lot of 
other cases to investigate. Yes, there are a lot of cases that needs to 
be investigated and prioritized. But let our record speak for us. In the 
past four years, the DOJ has never shied away from investigating and 
prosecuting the most controversial cases involving the most powerful 
politicians and officials. The DOJ investigated a former President, 
three sitting Senators, aside from several congressmen and executive 
officials.  
 

That the case is high profile or involves a powerful politician 
was never a reason for the DOJ to inhibit itself from conducting a 
probe. Definitely it is not a reason for the DOJ to refrain from 
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investigating now. This case is no different. Why would the DOJ now 
shy away from another investigation of another case of alleged 
corruption and plunder? If the DOJ does refrain from investigating 
now, would it not constitute a case of special treatment or even 
dereliction of duty?  
 

Rather than question the Department’s jurisdiction and 
priorities, the Vice President should instead directly confront the 
allegations on the systemic corruption of Makati’s procurement 
system. Rather than question the legal basis of the DAP, he should 
confront accusations of amassing ill-gotten wealth.  
 

To say that the DAP was used by Secretary Abad to bribe 
Senators is not a valid defense against the accusations of corruption 
in Makati. To claim that former President Arroyo is innocent and 
merely being persecuted by this Administration despite her illness is 
not a convincing response to testimonial evidence of unprecedented 
plunder of local government coffers. To say that he once fed his Vice 
Mayor from his own hands only for Mercado to turn against him, and 
that he has no ―utang na loob‖, is definitely not the best way to 
impeach a witness. 
 

To question why I did not release the supposed five-hour video 
of Janet Lim Napoles spilling the beans on administration allies will 
never rebut the COA audit of overpriced hospital beds and medical 
equipment. To expose the alleged eight luxury vehicles of Senator 
Trillanes will never explain the provenance of the air-conditioned 
piggery and English garden inside a 350-hectare estate.   
 

We are all lawyers here. Every single day of your job as PAO 
lawyers, you interview accused offenders for their story and cross-
examine witnesses against them. We all know when a person is 
raising valid arguments against the accusations against him, and 
when he is being evasive. Complaining about ―selective justice‖ is 
never the defense of the innocent. It is the common refuge of those 
terrified to be the subject of an inquiry, for reasons that we can only 
presume. The other day, the spokesperson of the Vice President 
came out with another press release, telling us to focus on the 
Maguindanao Massacre Trial, the killing of Jennifer Laude, and the 
PDAF cases, instead of investigating the Vice President. Is this a 
valid argument to prove his innocence? 
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Let us in the DOJ worry about these other cases and 
investigations. Indeed there are a lot of things to worry about with 
not enough Department resources and personnel to go around. The 
Vice President’s men, with all the resources at their command, have 
only one thing to worry about, to clear their principal from all the 
accusations leveled against him. They are expected to do only one 
thing, to clear the name of the Vice President. And we ask - can they 
prove that all the witnesses against the Vice President are lying? We 
are not seeing that. If they are not able to do that, they should not 
take out their frustration on the DOJ. They should not tell us how to 
do our job.  
 

There is no lack of opportunity for the Vice President to clear 
his name. Instead of claiming immunity, which will not disprove or 
resolve anything, the Vice President’s spokespersons will do better at 
their job if they simply present the evidence that will prove the 
accusations false. 
 

As I said before and as I say again now, this is all part of our 
job. There is only one Department of Justice. No other agency in the 
entire government bureaucracy is expected to do our work for us. 
During those times when our motives or persuasions are questioned 
and challenged, our only answer is a clear conscience and the moral 
conviction to do the right thing and give justice to every person.  
 

In the case of the accusations against the Vice President, I am 
convinced that the right thing to do because we owe it to the public is 
to get to the bottom of things. The issue here is not whether or not 
the DOJ can investigate the Vice President. The issue still is and will 
remain whether or not the accusations of systemic corruption in 
Makati and the amassing of ill-gotten wealth are true. The issue is 
not the DOJ or the Secretary of Justice. The issue is the Vice 
President, the members of his family, his alleged dummies and other 
cohorts. 

 
We shall not be derailed or fooled into neglecting and forsaking 

our role in the administration of Justice.  The people expect no less 
from us and, in truth, none of us ought to expect less from ourselves.  
We are in a position to be of true service to the Filipino people.  Shall 
we let this gift, given to a select few like you, members of the Public 
Attorney’s Office, go to waste? 
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 In view of your role in the administration of justice, so vital to 
our nation and its people, allow me to re-affirm what I believe to be 
the twin pillars of your work as Public Attorneys.  
 
 The first pillar is Mission. You must always call to mind your 
purpose as Public Attorneys. You, above all other members of our 
profession, embody the role of justice as the restorer of balance 
among parties and in society. The reason is not hard to see. For one 
consequence of a free economy is that the price of services would be 
pushed upward by the scarcity of service providers; and given the 
difficulty of learning legal expertise, this means that the price of legal 
service is driven ever higher until it rises beyond the reach of our 
poorer sisters and brothers. They retain the same rights under the 
law; but they come to lack what the economist Amartya Sen calls 
positive freedom—the ability to achieve their goals, like the goal to 
receive defense or redress in the courts and tribunals or law.  
 
 Thus, although the Public Attorney’s Office’s mandate has been 
expanded, allow me please to implore you to put the first and highest 
consideration for the truly indigent.  In my time as Secretary of 
Justice, I have learned that the management of scarce government 
resources – foremost, in terms of manpower – is a crucial balancing 
act.  We do not choose our battles, but we do have to choose our 
priorities: we go where we are needed the most, where we can make 
the most significant contribution, where the issue is of the utmost 
and all-encompassing importance.  
 
 It is upon you, the lawyers of the Public Attorney’s Office, that 
the defenseless rely on to restore their positive freedom; you who 
help the courts give justice and restore social relationships; and you 
who bear witness to the highest purpose of our profession. You 
protect the most vulnerable of our people; you make sure that the 
law dispenses justitia omnibus, ―justice for all‖. Remember that 
purpose, when your patience is overtaxed and your compassion is 
overburdened. Remember that purpose, when, in the dark of night, 
preparing a memorandum, you wonder why you work so hard. 
Remember your purpose, and know that every moment you give is a 
blow against deceit, oppression, and chaos, and a victory for truth, 
justice, and peace. 
 
 The second pillar of your work is Mastery. For we do not live in 
a juridical vacuum. We have a system of laws and jurisprudence that, 
however imperfectly, embodies the ideal of righteousness; and if we 
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do not carefully and continually study these laws and jurisprudence, 
we will never truly fulfill our duties as women and men of law and 
servants of justice. Again, as Public Attorneys, your mission is to 
offset the imbalance of power and resources that puts indigents at 
such a disadvantage. You cannot do so with more power and 
resources, which frankly, we do not possess. You can only do so with 
the knowledge and skill you bear—which, if kept sharp and wielded 
well, can cut through all the money in all the world. This MCLE 
Convention is one of the means by which you maintain that 
expertise, as the very best lawyers in the arsenal of justice. 
 
 My sisters and brothers in the legal profession and public 
service, Public Attorneys, thank you for your selfless and dedicated 
service. And Chief Public Attorney Rueda-Acosta, thank you for 
giving these stalwart men and women your leadership, your 
knowledge, and most importantly, your example.  
 
 Thank you, and congratulations to PAO for a successful 
Convention.  

 
 


