G.R. No. 69809. October 16, 1986 (Case Brief / Digest)

### Title:
Gaanan v. Intermediate Appellate Court and People of the Philippines: Interpreting the Anti-
Wiretapping Act in Relation to Extension Telephones

### Facts:

On October 22, 1975, Atty. Tito Pintor and his client, Manuel Montebon, were discussing the
settlement conditions for withdrawing a complaint against Leonardo Laconico. Upon
Pintor’s call to Laconico to convey the conditions, Laconico, advised by his lawyer Edgardo
A. Gaanan, had Gaanan secretly listen to the conversation through an extension phone.
Gaanan overheard the settlement conditions, including a demand for P8,000 and various
other conditions. This incident led to an extortion complaint by Laconico against Pintor,
supported by Gaanan’s statement about the phone conversation. Pintor, in retaliation,
charged Laconico and Gaanan with violating the Anti-Wiretapping Act (Republic Act No.
4200), for which they were convicted by the lower court and the conviction was affirmed by
the Intermediate Appellate Court. Gaanan petitioned the Supreme Court, questioning the
nature of the conversation, the inclusion of extension phones under the Act, and the
ambiguity of the Act itself.

### Issues:

1. Whether or not the telephone conversation was private in nature.

2. Whether or not an extension telephone is covered by the term “device or arrangement”
under Republic Act No. 4200.

3. Whether or not the petitioner had authority to listen to or overhear the telephone
conversation.

4. Whether or not Republic Act No. 4200 is ambiguous and should be construed in favor of
the petitioner.

### Court’s Decision:

The Supreme Court granted the petition, focussing on the interpretation of “any other
device or arrangement” in Section 1 of RA No. 4200. The Court clarified that an extension
telephone cannot be considered a device intended for tapping, intercepting, or recording
communications as it is commonly used and does not inherently imply secrecy or
confidentiality infringement. Furthermore, listening to a conversation with consent from one
of the parties using an extension does not constitute wiretapping under the context of the
law. Thus, using an extension telephone does not fall under the prohibited actions in RA No.
4200. Gaanan was acquitted of the crime under the Anti-Wiretapping Act.
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### Doctrine:

This decision established the doctrine that not all means of overhearing or listening to a
telephone conversation are punishable under the Anti-Wiretapping Act. It specifically ruled
out extension telephones as devices covered by the prohibition against unauthorized
interception of communications, provided that it does not involve secret overhearing or
recording.

### Class Notes:

1. *Republic Act No. 4200**: 1t is illegal to secretly overhear, intercept, or record private
communication without the authorization of all parties involved.

2. **Extension Telephones**: According to this case, extension telephones do not constitute
a “device or arrangement” for the purpose of secretly overhearing, intercepting, or
recording communications as prohibited by RA 4200, because they are common and their
usage does not presuppose secrecy or confidentiality infringement.

3. **Penal Statutes Interpretation**: Penal laws are to be construed strictly in favor of the
accused. In case of ambiguity, the interpretation that favors the accused’s liberty should be
adopted.

4. **Privacy in Communications**: The privacy of a telephone conversation is considered
violated when there is unauthorized, secret interception or recording.

### Historical Background:

The case delves deep into the nuances of privacy and technology, in an era preceding the
widespread use of the internet and mobile communications. It sheds light on the legislative
intent behind RA No. 4200, emphasizing the law’s primary concern with the unauthorized
recording of communications rather than mere listening or overhearing. This signals the
judiciary’s adaptive approach to evolving communication technologies within the legal
framework of privacy rights and protections.
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