G.R. No. 60100. March 20, 1985 (Case Brief / Digest)

Title: **People of the Philippines v. Jaime Rodriguez, Rico Lopez, Davio de Reyes, and Peter
Ponce (Piracy and Multiple Murders Case)**

Facts:

On August 31, 1981, the M/V Noria 767, a Philippine barter trade vessel, was within the
territorial waters of Tawi-Tawi when the accused - Jaime Rodriguez, Rico Lopez, Davio de
Reyes, and Peter Ponce - conspired to commit piracy. Being crew members, they were
armed and used violence and intimidation to take control of the ship, stealing cash and
valuables worth PHP 3,687,300.00. Additionally, they committed multiple murders and
inflicting serious physical injuries on the passengers and crew.

After arraignment, Rodriguez and Lopez pleaded guilty and were sentenced to death on
March 5, 1982. Reyes entered a not guilty plea but later changed to guilty and received the
death penalty as well, on March 10, 1982. Ponce maintained his innocence, but after a trial,
he was found guilty and sentenced to death. The case was automatically reviewed by the
Supreme Court due to the imposition of the death penalty.

Issues:

1. Was the imposition of the death penalty proper for the accused-appellants who pleaded
guilty?

2. Was it proper for the court to consider the accused’s extrajudicial confessions without
appropriate objections from the defense?

3. Is Peter Ponce y Bulaybulay guilty of the crime of piracy?

4. Was the defense of Peter Ponce merely a denial inadequately addressing the charges
against him?

5. Was the handling of personal money entrusted to authorities appropriately considered in
the case?

Court’s Decision:

The Supreme Court affirmed the decision of the lower court. The Anti-Piracy Law prescribes
the mandatory death penalty for piracy when accompanied by murder, thus the plea of
guilty could not mitigate the sentence. The extrajudicial confessions were admissible as they
were given without objection and were corroborated by admissions made during cross-
examination. Furthermore, direct testimony and positive identification by witnesses
supported the guilt of Peter Ponce, indicating involvement in the conspiracy to commit
piracy and murder. His defense was considered a mere denial and did not overcome the
evidence against him. Issues regarding the handling of money did not impact the conviction
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for the crime charged.

Doctrine:

The Anti-Piracy Law (Presidential Decree No. 532) mandates the imposition of the death
penalty for piracy if committed alongside murder, irrespective of a plea of guilty. Article 63
of the Revised Penal Code applies an indivisible penalty regardless of any mitigating or
aggravating circumstances.

Class Notes:

- In cases where law prescribes a single indivisible penalty, it is applied regardless of
mitigating/aggravating circumstances (Article 63, Revised Penal Code).

- Conspiracy in the commission of a crime holds all participants equally culpable.

- Guilty plea to a capital offense does not necessarily warrant mitigation under the Anti-
Piracy Law when murder is involved.

Historical Background:

This case reflects the Philippines’ strict stance against piracy and the severity of penalties
associated with acts of violence and theft committed at sea. The decision illustrates the
judiciary’s interpretation of laws concerning capital punishment and conspiracy during a
period of heightened concern over maritime security and piracy in the region.
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