G.R. No. 47722. July 27, 1943 (Case Brief / Digest)

Title: The People of the Philippines vs. Antonio Z. Oanis and Alberto Galanta

Facts: On December 24, 1938, Captain Godofredo Monsod, the Constabulary Provincial
Inspector at Cabanatuan, Nueva Ecija, received a telegram from Major Guido instructing
the capture of an escaped convict Anselmo Balagtas, “dead or alive.” The telegram indicated
that Balagtas was in Cabanatuan with a “bailarina” named Irene. Acting on this information,
Captain Monsod called for his men, including the defendants, Chief of Police Antonio Z.
Oanis and Corporal Alberto Galanta. They were shown the telegram and a newspaper
clipping containing a picture of Balagtas.

The defendants volunteered for the mission, and the party was split into two groups, with
Oanis, Galanta, and Private Fernandez heading to Irene’s house. Upon arrival, they spoke
with Brigida Mallare, who pointed them to Irene’s room and confirmed that Irene was
sleeping with her “paramour.” Oanis and Galanta then entered Irene’s room and, mistaking
Tess for Balagtas as he slept with his back turned, simultaneously or successively fired their
guns at him.

The victim was not the notorious criminal Balagtas but Serapio Tecson, Irene’s partner. An
autopsy confirmed multiple gunshot wounds from .32 and .45 caliber revolvers as the cause
of death.

Oanis and Galanta were charged with murder. However, both gave different accounts of the
incident that contradicted each other and the testimony of Irene Requinea, the bailarina.
The trial court found the defendants’ testimonies to be incredible and accepted Irene’s
version of the events. Initially, the trial court convicted the defendants of homicide through
reckless imprudence.

Their appeal brought the case to the Supreme Court of the Philippines, arguing that they
acted upon an honest mistake of fact in the performance of their official duties and should
therefore not incur any criminal liability.

Issues:

1. Whether or not the defendants acted within the scope of their official duties when they
killed Serapio Tecson.

2. Whether or not the defendants can evade criminal liability by claiming they made an
honest mistake of fact under the belief that the person killed was Anselmo Balagtas.

Court’s Decision:
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The Supreme Court disagreed with the lower court’s finding of homicide through reckless
imprudence. It held that the defendants were not acting within their official duties when
they killed Serapio Tecson, given that their actions were hasty and lacked precaution, as
Tecson offered no resistance and posed no threat.

The Supreme Court found that the doctrine of honest mistake of fact did not apply in this
case because the defendants acted with haste and without verifying the identity of the
person they were pursuing. The Court concluded that the defendants’ claim of mistake did
not absolve them of criminal liability, as they should have taken reasonable steps to confirm
the person’s identity before using deadly force.

The Court determined that the defendants were guilty of murder, with the qualifying
circumstance of alevosia (treachery), as the victim was killed while asleep and therefore
unable to defend himself. The Court recognized the mitigating circumstance that the
defendants were acting under orders to arrest Balagtas, resulting in the imposition of an
indeterminate penalty of from five years of prision correccional to fifteen years of reclusion
temporal, and ordered them to indemnify the heirs of the deceased.

Doctrine:

1. A criminal act done with intent cannot be considered as committed by reckless
imprudence.

2. Officers of the law cannot invoke innocence by mistake of fact if they have not taken
reasonable steps to verify the situation and have acted unnecessarily violently or
precipitately.

Class Notes:

- In criminal law, an honest mistake of fact is only excusable if it is committed without fault
or carelessness.

- In the lawful exercise of official duties, only the necessary force should be used in making
an arrest.

- The doctrine of ignorance of fact (ignorantia facti excusat) is not applicable when the
mistaken belief is due to fault or carelessness.

- Murder with treachery (alevosia) is when the victim cannot defend themselves, such as
being killed while sleeping.

- When due performance of duty includes a violent crime that was not necessary, there is no
justifying circumstance to exculpate culpability.

- The penalty can be mitigated if there is an incomplete justifying circumstance, such as
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acting in the performance of a duty, but the act is not a necessary consequence of said duty.

Historical Background:

The context of this case is set against a backdrop of law enforcement measures undertaken
during the early 20th century in the Philippines. An escaped convict, Anselmo Balagtas, was
notorious and posed a significant threat. The case exemplifies the tension between fulfilling
law enforcement duties and upholding the rights to life and due process even of those with a
criminal background. This case highlights the strict liability that law enforcement officers
have in properly identifying and apprehending suspects without resorting to unnecessary or
excessive force. It serves as a cautionary tale and legal precedent for the consequences of
rash and indiscriminate actions by police officers against supposed criminals, shedding light
on the legal protections even criminals have against punitive actions taken without proper
verification and due process.
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