G.R. No. 242690. September 03, 2020 (Case Brief / Digest)

**Title**. *People of the Philippines vs. Wodie Fruelda y Anulao*

*Facts**:

This case centers on Wodie Fruelda y Anulao (Fruelda), who was accused of raping AAA
inside a storeroom of Jesus the Anointed One Church in XXX City on April 28, 2014. AAA, a
steward of said storeroom and an active church member, was allegedly attacked by Fruelda,
the church’s Bishop’s driver, leading to the forcible insertion of his fingers into her vagina
followed by purported carnal knowledge while she was in a weakened state. AAA managed
to report the incident, leading to Fruelda’s trial and eventual conviction by the Regional
Trial Court (RTC) of Pallocan West, Batangas City. The conviction was affirmed with
modification by the Court of Appeals (CA). However, Fruelda appealed the decision to the
Supreme Court, claiming his innocence based on a defense of consensual sexual activity
stemming from an alleged romantic relationship with AAA.

**Procedural Posture**:

After the information was filed, and Fruelda pleaded not guilty, a full trial was conducted.
Upon conviction by the RTC and the subsequent affirmation by the CA, Fruelda appealed to
the Supreme Court. The core of the legal battle revolved around the credibility of AAA’s
account of non-consensual sexual contact versus Fruelda’'s defense of a consensual
relationship.

**Issues**:

1. Whether the CA erred in affirming Fruelda’s conviction for rape by carnal knowledge.

2. Whether the mitigating circumstance of voluntary surrender should have been considered
in sentencing Fruelda.

**Court’s Decision**:

The Supreme Court partly granted the appeal, finding Fruelda not guilty of rape by carnal
knowledge but guilty of sexual assault under Article 266-A (2) of the Revised Penal Code
(RPC). The Court differentiated the charged offenses of sexual assault and rape by carnal
knowledge, emphasizing the importance of specific factual findings to sustain a conviction
for each. It scrutinized the testimony of AAA, the procedural handling of the case, and the
medical reports to delineate the correct charge. Meanwhile, the Court acknowledged
Fruelda’s surrender as voluntary, adjusting his penalty accordingly.

**Doctrine**:

This case reaffirms the legal principles concerning the review of rape cases, the intricate
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assessment of testimonies in such cases centered on credibility, and the requirements for
the defense of consensual sex to be acceptable. It underscored the necessity of separate,
robust evidence to substantiate claims of consent in contexts allegedly involving romantic
relationships. Additionally, it clarified conditions under which the mitigating circumstance
of voluntary surrender could be recognized.

**Class Notes**:

- ¥Credibility in Rape Cases**: The Court iterates that the determination of a witness’s
credibility is primarily the domain of the trial court, given its vantage point in directly
observing the demeanor of witnesses.

- **Definition of Sexual Assault vs. Rape**: Under Article 266-A of the RPC, sexual assault
involves acts that can include digital penetration, distinct from rape by carnal knowledge
which involves penile penetration.

- *Evidence Requirement for Consent**: The defense of consensual sexual activity must be
supported by compelling and objective evidence beyond mere testimonial claims.

- **Mitigating Circumstance of Voluntary Surrender**: For this to be appreciated, the
accused must not have been actively captured, must surrender to an authority
spontaneously, and the surrender must illustrate a clear intent to submit to the authorities,
not necessarily implying guilt.

**Historical Background**:

This case exemplifies the evolving legal interpretations surrounding sexual assault and
consent, highlighting the judiciary’s handling of sensitive issues such as consent and
relationship dynamics within the context of rape allegations in the Philippines. It reflects on
the nuanced understanding required in judicial processes to distinguish between various
sexual offenses within the framework provided by the Revised Penal Code and prevailing
jurisprudence.
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