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“[Ilmmoral conduct” should relate to their conduct as officers of the court.
To be guilty of “immorality” under the Code of Professional
Responstbility, a lawyer’s conduct must be so depraved as to reduce the
public’s confidence in the Rule of Law.’

In the ponencia’s words, a lawyer shall not “engage in conduct that
adversely reflects on his [or her] fitness to practice law, nor should he [oc¢
she], whether in public [or] private life, behave in a scandalous manner to
the discredit of the legal profession.”® Moreover, the grossly immoral
conduct must be so gross as to be “willful, flagrant, or shameless, and which
shows a moral indifference to the opinion of the good and respectable
members of the community.””

It is against this backdrop that I have proposed the use of a clear,
objective, and secular standard to govern cases of immorality, lest we run the
risk of imposing arbitrary benchmarks for professional conduct.® As I have
previously stated, “an objective criterion of immorality is that which is
tantamount to an illegal act.”

In this case, the ponencia faults respondent Atty. Villarente mainly for
two things: first, his continued cohabitation with another woman who is not
his wife; and second, his siring of two children with the same woman. It
then finds respondent guilty of gross immorality and imposes on him the
penalty of disbarment.

With due respect, I disagree.

In my separate opinion in Anonymous Complaint v. Dagala:'®

The highest penalty should be reserved for those who commit
indiscretions that (a) are repeated, (b) result in permanent rearrangements
that cause extraordinary difficulties on existing legitimate relationships, or
(c) are prima facie shown to have violated the Jaw. '

1. Leonen, Concurring and Dissenting Opinion in Aronymous Complaint v. Dagala, 814 Phil. 103, 154
{2017) [Per Curiam, En Banc] citing Perfecto v. Esidera, 764 Phil. 384 (2015) [Per J. Leonen, Second
Division].

Ponencia, p. 4.

7 Arcigav. Maniwang, 193 Phil. 730, 735 (1981) [Per J. Aquino, Second Division].

See Perfecto v. Esidera, 764 Phil. 384 (2015) [Per J. Leonen, Second Division]; J. Leonen, Concurring
and Dissenting Cpinion in Zerna v. Ay, Zerna, A.C. No. 8700, September 8, 2020,
<https://sc.judiciary.gov.ph/14203/> [Per Curiam, En Banc]; J. Leonen, Concurring and Dissenting
Opinion in Anonymous Complaint v. Dagala, 814 Phil. 103 (2017) [Per Curiam, En Banc].

J. Leonen, Dissenting Opinion in Sabillo v. Atty. Lorenzo, A.C. No. 9392, December 4, 2018 [Per
Curiam, En Banc] citing J. Leonen, Separate Opinion in Anonvinous Complaint v. Dagala, 814 Phil.
103 (2017) |Per Curiam, En Banc). ‘

814 Phil. 103 (2017) [Per Curiam, En Banc].
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Hence, while I do not find the evidence sufficient to disbar respondent
for gross immorality, it is my view that it is enough to hold him liable for
gross misconduct and suspend him from the practice of law.

ACCORDINGLY, I vote to SUSPEND respondent Atty. Benigno C.
Villarente from the practice of law for three (3) years.
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