G.R. No. 227635. October 15, 2019 (Case Brief / Digest)

Title: Senator Leila M. De Lima vs. President Rodrigo R. Duterte: A Test of Presidential
Immunity from Suit in the Issuance of a Writ of Habeas Data

Facts:

Senator Leila M. de Lima petitioned for the issuance of a writ of habeas data against
President Rodrigo Roa Duterte, alleging violations of her right to life, liberty, and security
due to public statements made by the President. De Lima’s petition traced the animosity
between her and Duterte back to when she, as Chairperson of the Commission on Human
Rights, investigated the Davao Death Squad during Duterte’s term as mayor. The dispute
escalated when Duterte became President and de Lima, a senator, criticized his
administration’s anti-drug campaign. Duterte responded with public statements against de
Lima, accusing her of corruption, immorality, and involvement in illegal drugs, prompting
her to file the petition.

The procedural journey of this case highlights its contentious nature. Initially, the primary
question was whether the President, being the sole respondent, enjoys immunity from suit
preventing the petition’s success. The Supreme Court directed both parties to discuss the
applicability of presidential immunity in this case. De Lima maintained that Duterte’s
actions, being unofficial, do not warrant immunity, while the Office of the Solicitor General
(OSG) argued for Duterte’s absolute immunity during his presidency, extending to any suit,
including for writs of amparo and habeas data.

Issues:

1. Whether the incumbent President of the Philippines is immune from being the subject of a
writ of habeas data.

2. Whether the President’s public statements and actions against Senator De Lima fall
outside the scope of his official functions, thus not warranting immunity.

3. Whether a petition for the issuance of a writ of habeas data involves determining
liabilities that could breach presidential immunity.

4. Whether the petition was properly filed directly with the Supreme Court.

Court’s Decision:

The Supreme Court dismissed the petition, upholding the principle of presidential immunity
from suit during incumbency. The Court ruled that the immunity is absolute, covering all
suits, including those for the issuance of writs of habeas data. It applied regardless of
whether the acts in question were part of the President’s official functions. The Court also
emphasized procedural missteps, including the direct filing with the Supreme Court instead
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of a Regional Trial Court for matters not involving public data files of government offices.
On the substance, the Court found de Lima’s allegations unsupported by substantial
evidence necessary for the success of a habeas data petition.

Doctrine:

The decision reiterates the doctrine of presidential immunity from suit, asserting it as an
absolute shield for the incumbent President against any form of legal proceeding during
their tenure. The ruling underscores the separation of public scrutiny and legal
accountability, preserving the president’s capacity to perform official duties without judicial
interference.

Class Notes:

- Presidential Immunity: Absolute during incumbency, covering all forms of suits, including
writs of habeas data.

- Writ of Habeas Data: A legal remedy for individuals whose privacy rights in life, liberty, or
security are threatened; requires substantial evidence of violation or threat.

- Procedural Posture: Matters not involving public data files should be filed initially in lower
courts, respecting the hierarchy of courts.

Historical Background:

The backdrop of the case lies in the longstanding contention between Duterte and de Lima,
highlighting the tension between executive authority and individual rights. De Lima’s
inquiry into Duterte’s past as mayor set the stage for a broader confrontation over human
rights and governance, culminating in her legal attempt to challenge the president’s
immunity—a concept deeply rooted in political tradition but tested anew in the
contemporary Philippine judicial landscape.
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