G.R. No. 70556. December 26, 1990 (Case Brief / Digest)

Title: People of the Philippines vs. Mario Ablao, et al.

Facts:

On the evening of July 6, 1980, Municipal Judge Hon. Lotus Sobejana Sr. and his seven-year-
old son, Lotus Jr., were shot and killed in Lumban, Laguna, resulting in immediate death due
to multiple gunshot wounds. Thirteen individuals were indicted for double murder qualified
by treachery and evident premeditation. The accused were Mario Ablao, Isagani Sacop,
Leopoldo de Guzman, Pedro Ladiana, Zenon Samonte, Alfredo del Mundo, Hector Samonte,
David Ablao, Bruno Ablao, Isidoro Galema, Danilo Mercado, Rustico Liwanag, and Francisco
Baldemeca. All entered not guilty pleas during arraignment.

In the progress of the trial, three defendants were dismissed for insufficient evidence.
Another defendant, Bruno Ablao, deceased, and one, Francisco Baldemeca, escaped custody
and remained at large. The Trial Court acquitted Hector Samonte and David Ablao for lack
of sufficient evidence, and convicted the six appellants, Mario Ablao, Pedro Ladiana,
Leopoldo de Guzman, Isagani Sacop, Zenon Samonte, and Alfredo del Mundo, with the first
four receiving death sentences and the latter two indeterminate prison sentences.

Issues:

1. The credibility of the identification of Mario Ablao as the triggerman.

2. The credibility of prosecution witnesses, Pedro and Jose de los Reyes.

3. The evidentiary support for certain factual conclusions set out in the trial court’s
decision.

4. The court’s finding of conspiracy among the accused.

Court’s Decision:

The Supreme Court found the evidence insufficient to establish Mario Ablao as the gunman,
or to sufficiently establish that there was a conspiracy among the accused in the commission
of the killings. Upon closer examination, identification witness Leoncia Osorio Alarcon’s
testimony was deemed unreliable due to inconsistencies. The evidence against Ablao did not
corroborate the witness’ initial vague description of the killer.

The alleged conspiracy was found weak; the Reyes’ testimonies against the accused,
suggesting premeditated behavior leading to the murder, lacked credibility due to personal
grudges against the appellants. Furthermore, actions by the accused deemed “frantic” or
“unusual” by the trial court were commonplace, raising doubts about the conspiratorial
nature implied by such behaviors.
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Due to lack of sufficient evidence, the Supreme Court found merit in the defense’s argument
for reversal of conviction, thereby acquitting the appellants.

Doctrine:

In criminal law, the prosecution must prove the guilt of the accused beyond a reasonable
doubt. When identification evidence is inconclusive, and testimonies from witnesses are
potentially biased or unreliable, the evidence may be insufficient to overcome the
presumption of innocence.

Historical Background:

At the time, political and land disputes were prevalent in the area, influencing relationships
and potentially affecting witness testimonies. The trial demonstrated the challenges in
securing convictions in a setting where personal animosities and community strife could
color the adversarial process. The case highlighted concerns regarding the reliability of
eyewitness identification and witness testimonies influenced by external factors, such as
possible bias or enmity towards the accused.
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