G.R. No. L-66136. September 28, 1984 (Case Brief / Digest)

**Title:** Elpidio Empelis, et al. vs. Hon. Intermediate Appellate Court and The People of the
Philippines

**Facts:**

The case revolves around the conviction of petitioners Elpidio Empelis, Mamerto
Carbungco, Salvador Carbungco, and Emilio Carbungco for the alleged qualified theft of
fifty coconuts valued at P50.00. The incident happened on June 10, 1979, in Sitio
Tambangan, Dapdap, Uson, Masbate. Guillermo Catarining, the plantation owner,
frequently experienced coconut theft. On the morning in question, Catarining, having stayed
overnight to watch his property, spotted four individuals gathering coconuts within his
plantation. After fetching neighbors for assistance, they approached the group, illuminating
them with a flashlight, revealing the petitioners in the act of carrying the coconuts. Upon
being discovered, the culprits fled, abandoning the coconuts and two poles at the scene. The
barangay tanod was called to witness the aftermath, and a complaint was subsequently filed
at the police station, leading to the accused’s trial and conviction in the Municipal Circuit
Court of Dimasalang-Palanan-Uson, Masbate. The conviction was contested and brought
through the appellate court, maintaining the original ruling, until it reached the Supreme
Court through a petition aiming to reduce the imposed penalty.

**[ssues:**

1. Whether the act committed by the petitioners constitutes qualified theft.

2. Whether the evidence provided sufficiently proved that the petitioners committed the act
of theft.

3. Whether the petitioners successfully carried away the coconuts, thereby completing the
act of theft.

4. The applicability of the penalties under the Revised Penal Code for qualified theft in the
context of the petitioners’ actions.

**Court’s Decision:**

The Supreme Court recognized that the petitioners’ act of stealing coconuts directly from
the plantation premises constitutes qualified theft as per Article 310 of the Revised Penal
Code—the law mandates a higher penalty for theft involving coconuts from a plantation due
to the importance of coconut farms to the national economy and the difficulty in monitoring
them. The court considered past rulings emphasizing the need for stringent measures to
deter theft in coconut plantations. However, the Court found that the theft was only
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frustrated and not consummated, as the perpetrators were caught in the act before they
could leave the premises with the stolen goods. Consequently, the Court affirmed the
conviction but modified the penalties, classifying the crime as frustrated qualified theft and
adjusting the sentences accordingly.

**Doctrine:**

This case reiterates the doctrine that the theft of coconuts directly from plantation premises
is considered qualified theft under Article 310 of the Revised Penal Code. It highlights the
distinction between consummated and frustrated crimes, demonstrating that the failure to
perform all acts of execution that would have led to the consummation of the crime due to
timely intervention can result in a crime being classified as frustrated.

**Class Notes:**

- **Qualified Theft:** To be considered as such, the property stolen must meet certain
conditions, such as being coconuts taken from a plantation, warranting a higher penalty.

- **Frustrated vs. Consummated Crime:** A crime is frustrated when the means to complete
the crime is executed but does not result in the intended criminal outcome due to reasons
outside the perpetrator’s control.

- **Article 310, Revised Penal Code:** Special consideration is given to theft involving
coconuts from plantations due to the industry’s economic significance and the inherent
difficulty in guarding such properties.

**Historical Background:**

This case underlines the Philippine judiciary’s commitment to protecting agricultural
interests, particularly the coconut industry, which plays a vital role in the national economy.
The harsher penalties for theft from coconut plantations reflect legislative intent to
discourage such crimes due to the difficulty in surveillance and the significance of coconut
products in the domestic and international markets. This context showcases the legal
system’s adaptability in addressing specific economic vulnerabilities through tailored legal
provisions.
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