G.R. No. 212994. January 31, 2018 (Case Brief / Digest)

### Title: **People of the Philippines v. Joshua Que y Utuanis: Scrutinizing the Chain of
Custody in Drug-Related Offenses**

### Facts:

This case scrutinized the stringent requirements for the chain of custody under the
Comprehensive Dangerous Drugs Act of 2002, highlighting the paramount importance of
observing procedural rules to ensure the preservation of the integrity of seized dangerous
drugs. Joshua Que y Utuanis was charged in two separate informations with violation of
Sections 5 and 11 (illegal sale and possession of dangerous drugs) of Republic Act No. 9165
following a buy-bust operation in Zamboanga City, Philippines, where PO3 Sammy Romina
Lim acted as a poseur-buyer. Despite Que’s motion to quash and plea of not guilty, the trial
on the merits proceeded with the prosecution adopting the testimonies from the bail hearing
and Que presenting his defense. The Regional Trial Court found Que guilty as charged, a
decision affirmed by the Court of Appeals, leading to Que’s appeal to the Supreme Court.

### Issues:

1. Whether the prosecution established Que’s guilt beyond reasonable doubt for violating
Sections 5 and 11 of the Comprehensive Dangerous Drugs Act.

2. Whether the chain of custody requirements were strictly complied with by the
apprehending officers.

##4# Court’s Decision:

The Supreme Court reversed the Court of Appeals’ decision and acquitted Que. The Court
delved deeply into the chain of custody issue, citing the procedural lapses concerning the
handling and custody of the seized dangerous drugs. Notably, there was no proper inventory
or photographing of the seized items in the presence of the accused or his representative, or
any third-party witness as mandated by Section 21 of the Comprehensive Dangerous Drugs
Act. This lack of strict compliance cast doubts on the integrity and evidentiary value of the
seized items, undermining the prosecution’s ability to prove Que’s guilt beyond reasonable
doubt.

### Doctrine:

The Supreme Court reiterated the doctrine that strict compliance with the chain of custody
requirements is essential in prosecutions for illegal sale and possession of dangerous drugs.
This ensures the integrity and evidentiary value of the seized items, protecting the
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constitutional rights of the accused against wrongful conviction.
### Class Notes:

1. *Chain of Custody in Drug-Related Offenses**: Must show a seamless movement of the
seized drugs from the accused to the eventual presentation in court without opportunities
for tampering or substitution.

2. *Requirements under Section 21 of RA 9165**: Immediate physical inventory and
photographing of the seized items must be done in the presence of the accused or a
representative, an elected public official, and a representative of the National Prosecution
Service or the media.

3. ¥*Proof Beyond Reasonable Doubt**: The prosecution bears the burden of proving the
guilt of the accused beyond reasonable doubt, adhering to procedural rules and preserving
the constitutional presumption of innocence.

### Historical Background:

This case exemplifies the challenge of balancing effective drug law enforcement with the
constitutional mandate to protect individuals’ rights from unlawful search and seizure and
the presumption of innocence until proven guilty. It further demonstrates the Supreme
Court’s vigilance in upholding procedural standards to ensure fairness in the judicial
process, particularly in cases involving the potential for the life-altering consequences of a
criminal conviction.
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