G.R. No. 209195. September 17, 2014 (Case Brief / Digest)

**Title:** *Manuel ]J. Jimenez, Jr. vs. People of the Philippines: The Discharge of a State
Witness and Judicial Discretion*

**Facts:**

This case began with Manuel A. Montero, a former employee of BS] Company owned by the
Jimenezes, confessing his and the involvement of others in the murder of Ruby Rose
Barrameda. Montero’s evidence led to the recovery of Barrameda’s body, prompting murder
charges against Montero, Manuel J. Jimenez, Jr., and others.

Montero motioned for his discharge to become a state witness under the Witness Protection
Program, which the prosecution supported. The Regional Trial Court (RTC), however,
initially denied it, citing a failure to prove Montero was not the most guilty and found a lack
of corroborative evidence for conviction.

Upon reconsideration requested and a change of presiding judge to Judge Zaldy B. Docena,
the court reversed its decision based on the conditions set by the Rules of Court for
discharging an accused as a state witness. Jimenez opposed this discharge and sought Judge
Docena’s inhibition, which the latter denied.

Jimenez took his grievances to the Court of Appeals (CA), which after a series of decisions,
affirmed that there was no grave abuse of discretion in Montero’s discharge. The CA,
however, ordered to re-raffle the case to avoid claims of bias. Both the prosecution and
Jimenez contested parts of the CA’s decisions, taking their grievances to the Supreme Court.

**[ssues:**

1. Legitimacy of discharging Montero as a state witness.
2. Allegations of bias and required re-raffling of the case.
3. The procedural soundness in the discharge of Montero.

**Court’s Decision:**

The Supreme Court upheld the CA’s decisions, concluding that Judge Docena did not
commit grave abuse of discretion in discharging Montero as a state witness and in his
refusal to inhibit himself from the case. It dismissed Jimenez’s appeal, thus allowing
Montero’s discharge as a state witness and disagreed with the necessity of re-raffling the
case.
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**Doctrine:**

The case reiterates the **doctrine on the discharge of an accused as a state witness**,
distinguishing the criteria under Section 17, Rule 119 of the Revised Rules of Criminal
Procedure, focusing on the necessity of the witness’ testimony, absence of direct evidence,
substantial corroboration of testimony, and assessment of the witness’ guilt relative to co-
accused.

**Class Notes:**

- The essential elements for the discharge of an accused as a state witness include absolute
necessity of the testimony, no other direct evidence available, testimony can be significantly
corroborated, and the accused does not appear to be the most guilty.

- The judge’s discretion and coordination with the prosecutor play pivotal roles in
determining whether to discharge an accused to become a state witness.

- Grave abuse of discretion entails a capricious, whimsical exercise of judgment, amounting
to lack or excess of jurisdiction.

- Judicial bias and prejudice claims require concrete proof, and voluntary inhibition is
subject to judicial discretion based on valid causes.

**Historical Background:**

This case unfolds against the backdrop of the Philippine judiciary’s larger effort to balance
procedural fairness with achieving justice, especially in complex criminal cases involving
multiple accused and the reality of crimes committed in secrecy. The decision underscores
the judiciary’s adaptive mechanisms, like state witness discharge, to uncover truth and
ensure accountability, reflecting the ongoing evolution of legal procedures to accommodate
the intricate nature of criminal conspiracies and the challenges in prosecuting them.
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