G.R. No. 132601. October 12, 1998 (Case Brief / Digest)

Title: Echegaray v. Secretary of Justice: The Legality and Constitutionality of Lethal
Injection in the Philippines

Facts:

Leo Echegaray was convicted of raping the 10-year-old daughter of his common-law spouse,
and the Supreme Court of the Philippines affirmed his conviction and the imposition of the
death penalty by lethal injection under Republic Act No. 7659. Following this, Congress
altered the mode of execution to lethal injection and passed Republic Act No. 8177.
Echegaray filed a petition challenging the constitutionality of R.A. No. 8177 and its
implementing rules, raising issues surrounding the cruel, degrading, and inhuman nature of
lethal injection, arbitrary and unreasonable provisions violating due process, violations of
international covenants, undue delegation of legislative power, and equal protection
violations. The Supreme Court initially required comments from respondents without
granting the petition immediately and later deliberated on the merits of the case after
considering the comments and the petitioner’s reply.

Issues:

1. Whether death by lethal injection constitutes cruel, degrading, or inhuman punishment
prohibited under the 1987 Philippine Constitution.

2. Whether the imposition of the death penalty violates the Philippines’ obligations under
international covenants.

3. Whether R.A. No. 8177 and its implementing rules represent an undue delegation of
legislative power.

4. Whether there are violations of the equal protection clause in the implementation of
lethal injection.

Court’s Decision:

The Supreme Court denied the petition insofar as it sought to declare R.A. No. 8177
unconstitutional. However, it granted the petition concerning Sections 17 and 19 of the
implementing rules, declaring them invalid for contravening Article 83 of the Revised Penal
Code as amended and for failing to provide for the review and approval of the Lethal
Injection Manual by the Secretary of Justice. The court argued that legislative power to
define and penalize heinous crimes, including the method of execution, falls within
Congress’s prerogative, provided it does not violate the Constitution’s prohibitions against
cruel, degrading, or inhuman punishment.

Doctrine:
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The decision reiterated the doctrine that the death penalty per se is not a cruel, degrading,
or inhuman punishment under the Philippine Constitution, provided it is imposed for
heinous crimes as determined by Congress and carried out in a manner that reduces
suffering.

Class Notes:

- Legislative power includes the authority to prescribe the methods of carrying out
penalties, subject to constitutional limitations against cruel, degrading, or inhuman
punishment.

- International covenants do not prohibit the imposition of the death penalty for the most
serious crimes, provided adequate safeguards are in place.

- Delegation of legislative power to administrative bodies is permissible when the law
provides sufficient standards and guidelines.

- Equal protection violations arise when laws or their implementing rules unduly
discriminate among different groups without a reasonable basis.

Historical Background:

This case reflects the tension between the need to penalize heinous crimes severely and the
state’s obligation to uphold human rights standards, including respecting the inherent
dignity of every person. It also illustrates the legal and moral debates surrounding the death
penalty in the Philippines and the influence of international human rights norms on national
law.
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