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### Title:
The Acquittal of Gerald Librea: A Case of Questionable Integrity in the Chain of Custody

### Facts:
This  case  originates  from  the  evening  of  October  9,  2003,  when  Gerald  Librea  was
reportedly engaged in an illegal drug transaction within a squatter’s area in Lipa City,
Batangas.  The  police  had  conducted  surveillance  and  a  test-buy  operation  based  on
information from an asset-informant regarding Librea’s drug activities. Following this, a
buy-bust  operation  was  carried  out,  resulting  in  Librea’s  arrest  and  the  seizure  of
Methamphetamine Hydrochloride (“shabu”).

During the operation, the police used marked bills for the purchase, later recovered from
Librea upon his arrest.  The seized substance was marked at the police station by the
apprehending officers, but without the presence of any representatives from the media or
the Department of Justice (DOJ), and without photographing the seized items, both of which
are required by Section 21 of RA 9165.

At the trial court, despite these procedural lapses, Librea was convicted and sentenced to
life imprisonment and a fine. Librea, challenging the conviction, raised issues to the Court
of  Appeals,  focusing  on  the  absence  of  the  poseur-buyer  at  trial,  credibility  of  police
witnesses given the irregularities in their duties, and insufficiency of evidence of guilt. His
appeal was unsuccessful at the Court of Appeals, leading to the escalation of the case to the
Supreme Court.

### Issues:
1. The legality of Librea’s conviction without the presence and testimony of the poseur-
buyer during the trial.
2. The credibility of the police witnesses and the procedural irregularities in the buy-bust
operation.
3. Whether the prosecution satisfied the burden of proof required for a conviction beyond
reasonable doubt, particularly in the context of chain of custody issues.

### Court’s Decision:
The Supreme Court reversed the decision of the Court of Appeals, leading to the acquittal of
Gerald Librea. The ruling focused primarily on the break in the chain of custody of the
seized drug that was supposed to be sold by Librea to the poseur-buyer.

The Court noted the failure to photograph the seized item, the absence of media and DOJ
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representatives during the marking of the seized item, and the ambiguity surrounding the
custody of the evidence before it was submitted for forensic examination. Such procedural
lapses, the Court reasoned, cast doubt on the integrity and evidentiary value of the seized
item, making it unreliable as evidence against Librea.

Moreover, the delivery of the specimen for laboratory testing by an officer not involved in
the  buy-bust  operation,  without  explaining  how  and  when  this  officer  acquired  the
specimen, was highlighted as a critical lapse. The Court underlined that these uncertainties
compromised  the  prosecution’s  ability  to  maintain  an  unbroken  chain  of  custody  and,
consequently, to prove Librea’s guilt beyond reasonable doubt.

### Doctrine:
The  Supreme  Court  reiterated  that  non-compliance  with  Section  21  of  RA  No.  9165
(Comprehensive Dangerous Drugs Act of 2002), regarding the maintenance of an unbroken
chain of custody over seized illegal drugs, is not necessarily fatal to the prosecution’s case.
However,  such  non-compliance  must  be  justified,  and  regardless,  the  integrity  and
evidentiary value of the seized items must be preserved. In this case, the prosecution failed
to do so, leading to Librea’s acquittal.

### Class Notes:
– **Chain of Custody in Drug Cases**: Critical in proving the corpus delicti in illegal drug
transactions. It ensures the integrity of the evidence from seizure to presentation in court.
– **Requirements under Section 21 of RA 9165**: Proper handling, marking, inventory, and
photography of seized drugs in the presence of the accused, a representative from the
media, DOJ, and any elected public official.
– **Burden of Proof**: Stands on the prosecution to prove guilt beyond reasonable doubt.
Any doubt resulting from procedural lapses benefits the accused.

### Historical Background:
The case exemplifies the stringent procedures mandated by RA 9165 in discharging the
State’s burden in drug-related cases and underscores the Supreme Court’s adherence to
due process and the preservation of the evidentiary chain’s integrity as indispensable in
sustaining criminal convictions.


