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Title: Imbong v. Ochoa: A Constitutional Inquiry into the Philippines’ Reproductive Health
Law

Facts: The Reproductive Health Law (RH Law), officially designated as Republic Act No.
10354, was enacted by the Philippine Congress on December 21, 2012, and signed into law
by President Benigno Aquino III. This law aims to guarantee universal access to methods of
contraception,  fertility  control,  sexual  education,  and  maternal  care.  Shortly  after  its
enactment,  various  petitioners,  including  James  and  Lovely-Ann  Imbong,  on  behalf  of
themselves  and  their  minor  children,  and  several  other  individuals  and  groups,  filed
petitions before the Supreme Court of the Philippines challenging the law’s constitutionality
on  several  grounds.  These  petitioners  argued  that  the  RH  Law  infringes  upon  the
constitutional right to life of the unborn, the right to health, the right to religious freedom,
among others. The respondents in the case are key government officials tasked with the
law’s implementation. The Supreme Court issued a Status Quo Ante Order, temporarily
halting the law’s implementation, and conducted a series of oral arguments to hear both
sides.

Issues: The Supreme Court dealt with procedural and substantive issues, including:
1. Whether the Court may exercise its power of judicial review over the controversy.
2. Whether the RH Law violates the constitutional right to life of the unborn.
3.  Whether  the  RH  Law  infringes  on  the  right  to  health  by  promoting  access  to
contraceptives.
4. Whether the RH Law violates the freedom of religion and the right to free speech of
individuals opposed to its mandates.
5. Whether certain provisions within the RH Law are void for being vague or for imposing
involuntary servitude.

Court’s Decision: The Supreme Court ruled that:
1. It has the authority to review the RH Law and that there is an actual case or controversy,
making the issue ripe for judicial determination.
2. The RH Law does not violate the constitutional right to life of the unborn as it expressly
prohibits abortion and only allows contraceptives that prevent the fertilization of the ovum.
3. The RH Law does not infringe upon individuals’ right to health but upholds it by providing
access to safe and legal family planning methods.
4. The requirement for religious objectors to refer patients does not amount to a violation of
religious freedom or free speech, as it constitutes a reasonable regulation to achieve the
law’s objective.
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5. Some provisions were declared unconstitutional for overstepping the scope of power
afforded to the implementing bodies or for violating the due process rights of individuals.

Doctrine: The RH Law affirms the state’s obligation to protect public health and respect
individual  religious beliefs  while promoting reproductive health rights.  It  emphasizes a
balanced approach wherein the government may regulate the exercise of religious beliefs if
it involves acts that affect public welfare, applying the “compelling state interest” test.

Class Notes:
– The constitutional right to life of the unborn begins at conception, and any law or act
contravening this right is subject to strict scrutiny.
– The government has the power to regulate the exercise of religious beliefs when it poses
significant harm to public welfare, applying the compelling state interest test.
– Statutes and legal provisions challenged for constitutionality are presumed valid until
proven otherwise, and courts exercise judicial restraint in reviewing legislative acts.

Historical Background: The passage and subsequent challenge of the RH Law highlight the
Philippine  society’s  longstanding  debates  over  issues  of  reproductive  health,  religious
freedom,  and  state  interest  in  regulating  public  health  and  moral  welfare.  The  case
underscores the tension between conservative values deeply rooted in the predominantly
Catholic country and progressive efforts to address public health and family planning issues.


