G.R. No. 236259. September 16, 2020 (Case Brief / Digest)

### Title:
People of the Philippines vs. Emiliano Baterina y Cabading: A Case of Illegal Transport of
Marijuana

### Facts:

This case traces the legal journey of Emiliano Baterina y Cabading, accused of illegally
transporting marijuana, from the information filed against him and his co-accused on April
4, 2010, through trial courts to his appeal and final Supreme Court decision.

Following a tip-off, police established a checkpoint in La Union, where early on August 3,
2010, they stopped Baterina’s jeepney. Upon inspection, aided by the distinctive smell of
marijuana, numerous bags containing marijuana bricks were found. The bags were
immediately marked in the presence of the accused and witnesses. The evidence was later
confirmed to be marijuana by the PNP Regional Crime Laboratory.

Baterina and his co-accused pleaded not guilty. His defense was unwitting transportation,
claiming he was asked to help transport a child to the hospital and was unaware of the
contents of the bags brought by his co-accused. The co-accused testified similarly but
indicated the bags belonged to Baterina.

The trial court convicted Baterina, citing the warrantless search as valid due to probable
cause and flagging Baterina’s act of transporting the drugs as malum prohibitum, which
does not necessitate intent or knowledge of the act. His co-accused were acquitted for lack
of evidence of conspiracy. The Court of Appeals affirmed this decision.

### Issues:

1. **Warrantless Search Validity:** Was the warrantless search of Baterina’s vehicle,
leading to the discovery of marijuana, valid?

2. **Chain of Custody:** Was the chain of custody rule followed, thereby preserving the
integrity of the seized marijuana?

3. **Knowledge and Intent:** In crimes considered malum prohibitum, is the knowledge of
or intent to commit the prohibited act relevant?

### Court’s Decision:

The Supreme Court affirmed the Court of Appeals’ decision, underlining:

- ¥*Warrantless Search Validity:** The checkpoint setup and search of Baterina’s vehicle
were justified by probable cause, stemming from the tip-off and subsequent discovery of
marijuana’s odor and visibility at the stop.
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- **Chain of Custody:** The handling of the seized marijuana immediately post-seizure,
subsequent documentation, and lab testing upheld the chain of custody, negating any
argument of evidence tampering or procedural lapses.

- **Knowledge and Intent:** For malum prohibitum crimes, especially with substantial
quantities indicating distribution intent, knowledge, or personal intent of the accused does
not absolve liability.

### Doctrine:

- **Malum Prohibitum and Illegal Transport of Drugs:** In crimes involving illegal
transportation of dangerous drugs, characterized as malum prohibitum, the perpetrator’s
knowledge or intent regarding the contraband’s presence is immaterial to guilt.

### Class Notes:

- *Warrantless Searches:** Justified under certain conditions such as checkpoint stops
based on credible tips indicating imminent illegal activity.

- **Malum Prohibitum Crimes:** These crimes do not require the state to prove intent,
focusing instead on the prohibited act’s commission.

- **Chain of Custody in Drug Cases:** Essential to establish the integrity of drug-related
evidence, from seizure through laboratory testing to court presentation.

- ¥*Legal Statutes:** Republic Act No. 9165 (RA 9165) or the Comprehensive Dangerous
Drugs Act of 2002 severely penalizes the unlicensed sale, transport, manufacture, or
cultivation of dangerous drugs.

### Historical Background:

This case reflects the rigorous enforcement of RA 9165 in the Philippines, illustrating the
balance between upholding law and order against dangerous drugs and ensuring adherence
to procedural safeguards and rights against unreasonable searches and seizures. It
underscores the importance of the chain of custody and probable cause in warrantless
searches, particularly in checkpoint scenarios predicated on the fight against drug
trafficking.
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