G.R. NOS. 157294-95. November 30, 2006 (Case Brief / Digest)

Title: Joseph Victor G. Ejercito vs. Sandiganbayan (Special Division) and People of the
Philippines

Facts:

The case originated from Criminal Case No. 26558, “People of the Philippines v. Joseph
Ejercito Estrada, et al.,” filed for the crime of plunder as defined in R.A. 7080. On January
20, 2003, the Special Prosecution Panel requested the Sandiganbayan to issue Subpoenas
Duces Tecum to the President of Export and Industry Bank (EIB, formerly Urban Bank) for
documents pertaining to Trust Account No. 858 and Savings Account No. 0116-17345-9,
both linked to Joseph Victor G. Ejercito. The Sandiganbayan granted the requests and
subpoenas were issued, directing the production of detailed bank documents and
testification thereon.

Petitioner Joseph Victor G. Ejercito, discovered through media about the subpoena
concerning his bank accounts, attended a court hearing and expressed his objection through
a letter, citing concerns over banking secrecy laws and requesting a delay in the issuance of
the subpoena. Despite his plea, the Sandiganbayan advised him to file a motion to quash,
which he did without legal counsel. Subsequently, aided by counsel, he filed an Urgent
Motion to Quash Subpoena Duces Tecum/Ad Testificandum, arguing that the subpoenas
violated the Secrecy of Bank Deposits Law (R.A. No. 1405). The Sandiganbayan denied both
motions and also denied his Motion for Reconsideration, prompting Ejercito to file the
present petition under Rule 65 for certiorari.

Issues:

1. Whether Trust Account No. 858 is covered by the term “deposit” as used in R.A. 1405.

2. Whether Trust Account No. 858 and Savings Account No. 0116-17345-9 are excepted
from the protection of R.A. 1405.

3. Whether the detailed information in the Special Prosecution Panel’s requests for
subpoena was obtained through a prior illegal disclosure of Ejercito’s bank accounts,
violating the “fruit of the poisonous tree” doctrine.

Court’s Decision:
The Supreme Court decided in favor of upholding the Sandiganbayan’s decisions, resolving
the legal issues as follows:

1. Trust Account No. 858 and Savings Account No. 0116-17345-9 fall under the broad
category of “deposits” protected under R.A. 1405, which encompasses a wide array of bank

© 2024 - batas.org | 1



G.R. NOS. 157294-95. November 30, 2006 (Case Brief / Digest)

accounts intended for investment, thus qualifying for confidentiality.

2. However, these accounts are not absolutely protected as they fall under recognized
exceptions to the law. Specifically, the accounts are subject to examination upon order of a
competent court in cases of bribery, dereliction of duty of public officials, or when the
deposits are subject matter of the litigation. The Supreme Court found that the crime of
plunder encompasses acts similar to bribery and that the funds in the accounts are integral
to the determination of the illicit activities alleged in the plunder case against Joseph
Ejercito Estrada.

3. Regarding the “fruit of the poisonous tree” argument, the Court found that the
investigation and evidence gathering by the Ombudsman, which led to the issuance of the
subpoenas, did not violate R.A. 1405. It highlighted that legislative intent and previous
judicial interpretations support the non-application of the exclusionary rule (the doctrine
that evidence obtained in violation of the law is inadmissible) in cases involving this law.
The Court also clarified that the Ombudsman’s actions before the filing of the plunder case
were within its constitutional and statutory powers.

Doctrine:

The Supreme Court reiterated the broad interpretation of “deposits” under R.A. 1405 (The
Secrecy of Bank Deposits Law) and affirmed that exceptions to the law’s protection include
cases where bank accounts may be examined upon the order of a competent court in
relation to cases of bribery, dereliction of duty, or when the deposits themselves are directly
involved in litigation. It also clarified the non-application of the “fruit of the poisonous tree”
doctrine in cases concerning the confidentiality of bank deposits under Philippine law.

Class Notes:

- The Secrecy of Bank Deposits Law (R.A. 1405) protects the confidentiality of bank deposits
but includes exceptions, particularly in cases involving public officials’ involvement in
bribery, dereliction of duty, or when the deposits are part of litigation.

- Trust accounts and similar investment vehicles fall under the protection of R.A. 1405.

- The “fruit of the poisonous tree” doctrine does not apply to violations of R.A. 1405,
highlighting the principle that evidence obtained from investigations that violate the law on
the secrecy of bank deposits does not automatically render the evidence inadmissible.

Historical Background:
The Ejercito vs. Sandiganbayan case is set against the backdrop of the Philippine
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government’s efforts to combat corruption and recover ill-gotten wealth. It reflects the
challenges of reconciling the confidentiality afforded to bank deposits with the state’s
interest in investigating and prosecuting corruption, particularly among high-ranking public
officials. This case underscores the judiciary’s interpretative role in balancing individual
rights against public interest in transparency and accountability, particularly in the context
of efforts to address and rectify systemic corruption.
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