G.R. No. 243811. July 04, 2022 (Case Brief / Digest)

**Title**: Villamor vs. People of the Philippines: Upholding the Chain of Custody in Illegal
Possession of Dangerous Drugs Cases

**Facts**: The case stemmed from an operation on June 12, 2012, against Carlo Villamor y
Gemina for illegal possession of Methamphetamine Hydrochloride (Shabu). After
intelligence surveillance, a search warrant was issued and executed at Villamor’s residence
in Batangas City. The implementation team, accompanied by representatives from the
media, the DOJ, and a barangay official, discovered illegal drugs in Villamor’s house, leading
to his arrest. The discovery and seizure of the illegal substances were made in compliance
with legal procedures, including the marking and inventory done in the presence of the
required witnesses. The seized items were then sent to the crime laboratory for
examination, confirming the presence of Methamphetamine Hydrochloride. Villamor
pleaded not guilty, alleging the drugs were planted and questioning the execution of the
search warrant and the handling of the seized drugs.

The Regional Trial Court (RTC) convicted Villamor, a decision affirmed by the Court of
Appeals (CA). He then raised his appeal to the Supreme Court, questioning the procedural
regularity and legality of the search and seizure operations and the chain of custody of the
seized drugs.

**Issues**:

1. Whether the search and seizure operation was conducted lawfully, particularly with
respect to Villamor’s claims of being outside the house during the search.

2. Whether the chain of custody over the seized drugs was unbroken, given Villamor’s
arguments on alleged inconsistencies in their handling and documentation.

**Court’s Decision**:

The Supreme Court dismissed Villamor’s petition, affirming his conviction by lower courts.
The Court concluded:

1. The search and seizure were conducted lawfully, with Villamor present during the search;
his claim of being outside was disproved by witness testimonies and photographs showing
his proximity to the area where the drugs were found.

2. The chain of custody was strictly complied with, from seizure and marking to forensic
examination and courtroom presentation. The Court found no significant gaps or
inconsistencies in the handling and documentation of the seized drugs that would cast doubt
on their integrity or evidentiary value.
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**Doctrine**:

The strict compliance with Section 21 of Republic Act No. 9165 (Comprehensive Dangerous
Drugs Act of 2002) on the chain of custody over seized drugs is mandatory to ensure the
integrity and evidentiary value of the seized items. Any deviation must be adequately
explained to uphold a conviction.

**Class Notes**:

- The chain of custody in illegal possession of dangerous drugs cases involves (1) seizure
and marking, (2) turnover to the investigating officer, (3) forensic examination, and (4)
presentation in court, with strict compliance necessary at each step.

- Witnessing of the seizure and inventory by the accused or his/her representative, an
elected official, a media representative, and a DOJ representative, is crucial under Section
21 of RA 9165.

- Allegations of procedural irregularities must be substantively proven, as courts generally
defer to the trial court’s assessment of facts, especially the credibility of witnesses.

- Legal doctrines established: The integrity of the seizure and custody chain of illegal drugs
is paramount, requiring strict adherence to procedures outlined under RA 9165.

**Historical Background**:

This case sheds light on the judiciary’s stringent requirements for law enforcement in
handling cases involving the illegal possession of dangerous drugs in the Philippines. It
highlights the balance between upholding law and order and ensuring the rights of the
accused are not infringed upon through arbitrary searches and seizures. The decision
reiterates the Supreme Court’s stance on the importance of the chain of custody in drug-
related cases, serving as a cornerstone for future rulings in similar legal quandaries.
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