G.R. No. L-399. January 29, 1948 (Case Brief / Digest)

Title: The People of the Philippines vs. Eduardo Prieto (alias Eddie Valencia)

Facts:

In the People’s Court, Eduardo Prieto (alias Eddie Valencia) was tried on the charge of
treason comprising seven counts. Initially, Prieto pleaded not guilty to all charges. However,
he changed his plea to guilty concerning counts 1, 2, 3, and 7, while maintaining his not
guilty plea for counts 4, 5, and 6. Evidence was introduced only on count 4, as the
prosecutor admitted a lack of sufficient evidence for counts 5 and 6. Ultimately, Prieto was
found guilty of count 4 alongside counts 1, 2, 3, and 7 and was sentenced to death and
ordered to pay a fine of P20,000. Diverging testimonies from witnesses Juanito Albano and
Valentin Cuison on count 4 led to significant issues in their corroboration. In addition, the
proceeding in the People’s Court created ambiguity as to whether the commission of the
offenses mentioned in counts 1, 2, 3, and 7 were to be considered distinct from the crime of
treason or aspects of it.

The case advanced to the Supreme Court on appeal.

Issues:

1. Whether the evidence provided satisfies the two-witness rule necessary for a conviction of
treason.

2. Whether the crimes of murder and physical injury can be considered separate offenses or
enhancing circumstances when charged as overt acts of treason.

3. Whether the defense counsel’s initial reluctance to represent the appellant affected the
fairness of the trial.

Court’s Decision:

1. The Supreme Court found that the evidence on count 4 did not meet the two-witness rule
for treason, as the testimony of the two witnesses did not corroborate each other.

2. It further established that the commission of murder and physical injuries when charged
as overt acts in a crime of treason cannot be punished separately under their general
denomination. Such acts become identified with treason and cannot be grounds for a
separate conviction, but may be considered an aggravating circumstance if they
unnecessarily augmented the sufferings of the victims.

3. Regarding the defense counsel’s capability, the Court presumed the regularity of the trial
court’s proceedings, including the right to counsel. The record did not indicate that the
defense did not fulfill their duty, and subjective feelings of the attorney were deemed not to
affect the rights of the appellant or the case outcome.
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The Supreme Court concluded that Prieto was not guilty of count 4 while affirming his guilt
for treason on counts 1, 2, 3, and 7, modifying the sentence to reclusion perpetua due to the
presence of both an aggravating and mitigating circumstance.

Doctrine:

The Supreme Court reaffirmed the two-witness rule for treason, where two witnesses must
corroborate the testimony on each overt act of treason. It also reiterated the concept that
when a deed or physical activity is charged as an element of treason, it cannot be subject to
separate punishment as a distinct crime or combined with treason to increase the penalty.
Only aggravating circumstances, such as acts of brutality, can augment the penalty for
treason under specific provisions of the law.

Class Notes:

- Treason requires both adherence to the enemy and the giving of aid and comfort.

- Two-witness rule: Two witnesses must corroborate each overt act of treason.

- Crimes inherent in treason: They cannot be punished separately when used as evidence in
a treason charge but can affect sentencing as aggravating circumstances.

- Right to counsel: Presumption of regularity in the appointment and performance of
counsel unless proven otherwise.

Historical Background:

The context of this case takes place during World War II, with the Philippines under
Japanese occupation. The time was marked by heightened conflict between the Japanese
forces and Filipinos, with guerrilla warfare being a common form of resistance. Acts of
treason during this period often involved Filipino collaboration with Japanese authorities
against fellow Filipinos, which included providing intelligence or participating in the
apprehension and punishment of resistance members. The judicial decisions of the time
were heavily influenced by wartime context and the definition of loyalty versus betrayal of
one’s country.
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