G.R. No. 208162. January 07, 2020 (Case Brief / Digest)

Title: Devie Ann Isaga Fuertes vs. The Senate of the Philippines, et al.

Facts:

Republic Act No. 8049, known as the Anti-Hazing Law, was put to the test in this case, filed
by Devie Ann Isaga Fuertes, a member of the Tau Gamma Sigma Sorority. Fuertes, along
with 45 others, was charged under this law for the death of Chester Paolo Abracia, which
occurred during initiation rites. The incident took place on August 2, 2008, and an
information was filed on October 20, 2008. Fuertes, alleging her mere presence during the
initiation rites without active participation, challenged the constitutionality of Sections 5
and 14 of the Anti-Hazing Law. She argued these sections allowed for her conviction despite
a lack of direct participation, thus violating her rights under the Constitution.

The case underwent multiple judicial processes, including Fuertes’ evasion of arraignment
and subsequent filing of a Petition for Certiorari before the Supreme Court. The Court
required comments from the respondents, leading to arguments spanning procedural
appropriateness, the presumption of innocence, the legality of disputable presumption,
conspiracy, and cruel, and unusual punishment.

The proceedings elucidated on the procedural journey from the Regional Trial Court to the
Supreme Court, highlighting issues of hierarchy of courts, the ripeness for adjudication, and
pressing constitutional matters that necessitated Supreme Court intervention.

Issues:

1. Whether Sections 5 and 14 of the Anti-Hazing Law violate the constitutional right to
presumption of innocence.

2. If the disputable presumption under these sections constitutes a bill of attainder.

3. The appropriateness of direct filing of the petition with the Supreme Court versus the
doctrine of hierarchy of courts.

Court’s Decision:

The Supreme Court dismissed Fuertes’ petition, upholding the constitutionality of Sections 5
and 14 of the Anti-Hazing Law. The Court reasoned that the disputable presumption of
participation does not violate the presumption of innocence, as it remains disputable and
does not preclude the requirement for the prosecution to prove guilt beyond reasonable
doubt. Additionally, the Court clarified that these sections do not constitute a bill of
attainder, as they do not automatically pronounce guilt without a judicial trial but allow for
due court processes to determine the participation and culpability of the accused.

Doctrine:
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The decision reiterated doctrines related to the constitutional presumption of innocence and
the legality of the disputable presumption in criminal law. It underscored that a statute that
creates a disputable presumption does not necessarily infringe upon constitutional rights, as
long as there’s a rational connection between the fact proved and the fact presumed.
Moreover, it reinforced that the presence of an accused during the commission of a crime
can legally be considered prima facie evidence of participation, subject to rebuttal and the
overall burden of proof remains with the prosecution.

Class Notes:

- The constitutional right to presumption of innocence is protected, and any disputable
presumption within a statute must have a rational connection to the ultimate fact it implies.
- The Anti-Hazing Law’s provision of prima facie evidence based on presence at hazing
activities does not automatically violate the presumption of innocence.

- Direct appeals to the Supreme Court on constitutional grounds are only considered under
exceptional circumstances, respecting the hierarchy of courts.

Historical Background:

This case highlights the lingering issues within fraternity and sorority culture in the
Philippines, particularly the practice of hazing. The tragic death of Chester Paolo Abracia
catalyzed scrutiny of the Anti-Hazing Law and its effectiveness in curbing such practices.
Through legal challenges like Fuertes’, the law’s provisions and their compatibility with
constitutional rights were re-examined, leading to a reaffirmation of the legal framework
designed to protect individuals from the dangers of hazing.

© 2024 - batas.org | 2



