G.R. No. 122110. September 26, 2000 (Case Brief / Digest)

Title: **People of the Philippines vs. Ferigel Oliva**

*Facts:**

The case originates from a tragic incident on August 23, 1993, in San Jose, Claveria,
Cagayan, Philippines. Avelino Manguba and his family were sleeping when Avelino stepped
outside and witnessed Ferigel Oliva setting their house’s roof on fire. The fire was
confirmed by his wife and a neighbor, Benjamin Estrellon, who was later shot by Oliva while
attempting to extinguish the flames. This sequence sparked an investigation, leading to the
filing of murder and arson charges against Oliva and three co-accused on October 4, 1993.
Despite Oliva’s temporary escape from custody in 1994, he was recaptured, and the trial
court eventually found him guilty of both charges on August 23, 1995, sentencing him to
reclusion temporal for arson and reclusion perpetua for murder. Oliva’s appeal to the
Supreme Court questioned the trial court’s finding, emphasizing alleged inconsistencies in
witnesses’ testimonies and disregarding his alibi defense.

**Procedural Posture:**

Following his conviction, Oliva lodged an appeal to the Supreme Court, contesting the trial
court’s decision, focusing on alleged inconsistencies in eyewitness testimony, the dismissal
of his alibi defense, and the qualifications of treachery in the murder charge, and whether
the house burned was inhabited.

**Issues:**

1. Were the alleged inconsistencies in the testimonies of prosecution witnesses substantial
enough to affect their credibility?

2. Is the defense of alibi valid in dismissing the charges against Oliva?

3. Did the trial court err in acknowledging treachery in the commission of murder and
recognizing the house as inhabited when it was set on fire?

**Court’s Decision:**

The Supreme Court affirmed the trial court’s decision but corrected the imposed penalty for
arson under P.D. No. 1613. The Court found that the minor inconsistencies highlighted by
Oliva were not material to the core facts of the crimes. The defense of alibi was not
considered stronger than the positive identification by credible witnesses. The Court also
supported the trial court’s qualification of treachery in the murder of Benjamin Estrellon
and recognized the inhabited status of the house set on fire as necessary for the arson
charge.
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**Doctrine:**

The decision reiterated doctrines on eyewitness credibility, the adequacy of alibi as a
defense, the qualification of crimes by their manner of commission such as treachery in
murder, and the necessary elements for arson under P.D. No. 1613. Moreover, it highlighted
the applicability of the Indeterminate Sentence Law in prescribing penalties.

**Class Notes:**

- **Eyewitness Credibility:** Minor inconsistencies in testimonies do not necessarily
discredit an eyewitness account, especially on material facts.

- **Alibi Defence:** For alibi to be considered, it must be convincingly demonstrated that
the defendant was elsewhere during the crime and could not have been physically present
at the crime scene.

- **Treachery:** A crime is qualified by treachery when the method of commission ensures
the execution of the crime without risk to the offender, stemming from any defense the
victim might mount.

- **Arson Elements under P.D. No. 1613:** Intentional burning of an inhabited house or
dwelling constitutes the crime of arson.

- **Indeterminate Sentence Law:** Specifies the imposition of a minimum and maximum
penalty range in sentencing, considering the absence of aggravating or mitigating
circumstances.

**Historical Background:**

The case occurred in a period of Philippine jurisprudence where violent crimes, often
leading to trials that attracted attention due to the severity of actions and subsequent legal
battles, were prevalent. The application and interpretation of laws such as P.D. No. 1613 on
arson and the Revised Penal Code on murder reflect the evolving legal landscape in
addressing crimes of grave nature, emphasizing both procedural thoroughness and the
pursuit of justice for victims.
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