G.R. No. 227371. October 02, 2019 (Case Brief / Digest)

**Title:** Carlos A. Catubao vs. Sandiganbayan and The People of the Philippines: A Case of
Direct Bribery?

*Facts:**

In 2007, Cornelio Ragasa faced estafa charges, with Atty. Fernando Perito as his counsel.
The cases lingered unresolved in the Office of the Provincial Prosecutor in Bacoor, Cavite,
where Carlos A. Catubao was the Fourth Assistant Provincial Prosecutor. Allegations
emerged that Catubao solicited money from Ragasa, through Atty. Perito, ostensibly to
expedite the resolution of the cases. Atty. Perito and Ragasa claimed that Catubao
requested “pang inom” (money for drinks) and later, during a December 2008 phone call
from Samar, requested Php 5,000 for a drinking session, of which Php 4,000 was sent via
LBC. Subsequently, Catubao resolved the cases in Ragasa’s favor, although it was later
denied by the Chief Provincial Prosecutor. Atty. Perito filed a complaint against Catubao
with the Ombudsman for Luzon in August 2009, resulting in Catubao’s indictment for Direct
Bribery under Article 210 of the Revised Penal Code. Catubao’s defense contested these
allegations, offering a different account of the events, claiming the money received was a
repayment of a loan and a “balato” (a gift) from Atty. Perito for winning a separate case.
After trial, the Sandiganbayan convicted Catubao of Direct Bribery. Following a denied
motion for reconsideration, Catubao appealed to the Supreme Court.

**Issues:**

1. Did the Sandiganbayan err in convicting Catubao of Direct Bribery?

2. Were the inconsistencies in the testimonies of the prosecution witnesses material to
discrediting their credibility?

3. Was the gift received by Catubao indeed in consideration for expediting the resolution of
the cases pending before him?

**Court’s Decision:**

The Supreme Court acquitted Catubao, finding merit in his appeal. The High Court doubted
the credibility of the prosecution’s witnesses due to significant inconsistencies in their
testimonies regarding the solicitation and receipt of money. It emphasized that the
prosecution failed to convincingly establish the third element of Direct Bribery—that the gift
or money received was in consideration of performing an act related to official duties. The
Court highlighted that, aside from testimonies, no substantive evidence was presented to
corroborate the claim that the money was given and received with the corrupt intent
required for Direct Bribery. The Court favored the defense’s explanation that the money was
partly a repayment of a loan and partly a “balato,” finding it more plausible, hence acquitted
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Catubao due to reasonable doubt.

**Doctrine:**

This case reinforced the doctrine that, for a conviction of Direct Bribery under Article 210 of
the Revised Penal Code, all elements of the crime must be proven beyond a reasonable
doubt. Specifically, it highlighted the necessity of proving the corrupt intent behind the
receipt of a gift or money by a public official in relation to their official duties. The case also
underscored the critical role of witness credibility and the requirement that material
inconsistencies in testimonies can undermine the prosecution’s case.

**Class Notes:**

- **Elements of Direct Bribery:** Public officer; receives a gift or present directly or
indirectly; such gift or present given in consideration of committing or refraining from an
official act; relates to the exercise of functions.

- ¥*Credibility of Witnesses:** The inconsistencies in witnesses’ testimonies, especially those
touching upon the central facts of the crime, can significantly impact the case’s outcome.
Witness credibility is paramount in cases relying heavily on testimonial evidence.

- *Burden of Proof:** The prosecution must establish the guilt of the accused beyond
reasonable doubt, relying on the strength of its evidence rather than the weaknesses of the
defense.

**Historical Background:**

This case serves as a salient example of the judicial standards applied in the prosecution of
corruption charges within the Philippine legal framework, particularly Direct Bribery. It
illustrates the challenges in proving corruption charges based on testimonial evidence alone
and reinforces the importance of the presumption of innocence until proven guilty beyond a
reasonable doubt. The decision contributes to the jurisprudence on distinguishing gifts
received by public officials under innocuous contexts from those intended as bribes.
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