G.R. Nos. 114224-25. April 26, 1996 (Case Brief / Digest)

### Title:
**People of the Philippines v. Rolando Lua y Neri**

### Facts:

Rolando Lua y Neri was apprehended in a buy-bust operation by police officers in Bagong
Silang, Caloocan City, under OPLAN SATURN targeting drug problems. On March 30, 1991,
after police informant Ulysses Orlino confirmed Lua’s illegal drug activities, a team led by
Police Officer Constantino Guerrero conducted the operation. Guerrero, acting as a poseur-
buyer, exchanged marked money with Lua for marijuana. Upon signal, the team arrested
Lua, also finding a .38 caliber gun on him. At the police station, Lua, under duress, led
officers to find more marijuana in his house. He was subsequently charged for violating Sec.
4, Art. 11, of R.A. No. 6425 as amended, and P.D. No. 1866, for illegal drug sales and
possession of an unlicensed firearm.

Lua contested the allegations, claiming he was wrongfully detained by individuals including
a security guard and Police Officer Guerrero without explanation, and later taken to various
locations before being detained. A neighbor testified, supporting Lua’s claim of wrongful
evidence planting.

### Issues:

1. The credibility of witnesses, especially the police officers, and whether their testimonies
were given probative weight over the defense’s narrative.

2. The legality of the buy-bust operation and the subsequent searches and seizures without
a warrant.

3. Whether Lua’s medical condition due to Hansen’s disease could affect his capacity to
commit the alleged crimes.

4. The admissibility of marijuana found in Lua’s house without a search warrant.

### Court’s Decision:

The Supreme Court upheld the trial court’s decision, finding Lua guilty of violating R.A. No.
6425 but modified the penalties in light of R.A. 7659’s provisions, which apply lesser
penalties for the possession of marijuana less than 750 grams. It found that the police
operation was legitimate, the arrest lawful, and the searches and seizures incident to a
lawful arrest, except for the warrantless search inside Lua’s house, which the court deemed
inadmissible. Lua’s medical condition was deemed insufficient to exonerate him from
firearm possession.
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### Doctrine:

- Buy-bust operations are a recognized form of entrapment and a legitimate means of
apprehending individuals engaged in illegal drug transactions.

- Searches and seizures conducted incident to a lawful arrest are permissible without a
warrant.

- Evidence obtained from a warrantless search that cannot be characterized as incidental to
a lawful arrest is inadmissible.

- Amendments in laws that provide for lighter penalties can be retroactively applied to
benefit the accused.

### Class Notes:

- **Entitlement to Arrest:** An individual may be arrested without a warrant if caught in
flagrante delicto during legitimate operations like buy-busts.

- **Searches Incidental to Lawful Arrests:** These are limited to the person arrested and
the immediate vicinity within the arrestee’s control.

- **Doctrine of Inadmissibility:** Evidence procured through warrantless searches not
incidental to a lawful arrest is inadmissible.

- **Application of Favorable Law:** If, during the pendency of a case, a law is enacted
providing lighter penalties for an offense, the accused benefits from such law.

### Historical Background:

The case demonstrates the Philippine judiciary’s approach to drug-related offenses and law
enforcement operations in the early '90s, emphasizing the balance between effective crime
fighting and adherence to constitutional rights. This period saw increased attention to drug
problems, leading to the enactment of laws like R.A. 7659 that amended penalties related to
drug offenses, reflecting a shift in legislative perspective on drug-related penalties.
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