G.R. No. L-44690. March 28, 1980 (Case Brief / Digest)

### Title:
The People of the Philippines v. Jose Tampus y Ponce

### Facts:

On January 14, 1976, in the New Bilibid Prison, Muntinlupa, Rizal, prisoner Celso Saminado
was assaulted while in the restroom by fellow inmates Jose Tampus and Rodolfo Avila,
resulting in Saminado’s death due to multiple stab wounds. The assailants, identified as
members of the Oxo gang, targeted Saminado, a member of the rival Batang Mindanao
gang, in a bid for revenge for a past incident. Upon committing the act, Tampus and Avila
surrendered to a prison guard, admitting to seeking vengeance. Their actions were swiftly
investigated within the prison, leading to their confession.

Tampus and Avila were then charged with murder, and their case was brought to the Court
of First Instance of Rizal, Makati Branch 36, where both, with legal counsel assigned, pled
guilty. The trial, uniquely held within the New Bilibid Prison premises for security reasons,
led to Tampus receiving a death sentence, while Avila was sentenced to a long-term
imprisonment of fourteen years and eight months to twenty years. The case was
automatically elevated to the Supreme Court for a review of Tampus’s death sentence,
where his appointed counsel de oficio raised concerns about the trial’s setting and the
voluntariness of his confession.

### Issues:

1. Whether the trial held within the prison premises violated Tampus’s right to a public trial.
2. Whether Tampus’s confession was taken in violation of his constitutional rights.

3. The appropriate penalty for Tampus given his guilty plea, the qualifying circumstances of
the murder, and other mitigating and aggravating factors present.

### Court’s Decision:

The Supreme Court addressed each issue as follows:

1. **Right to Public Trial**: The Court found no violation of Tampus’s right to a public trial.
It was determined that the public was not excluded from the trial, and Tampus suffered no
prejudice from the venue. The Supreme Court upheld precedents allowing for such
arrangements for security reasons and noted that an accused could waive the right to a
public trial.

2. ¥*Voluntariness of Confession**: The Court concluded that Tampus’s confession was
voluntary. Despite concerns about the initial lack of legal counsel during questioning
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immediately after the incident, Tampus and Avila’s immediate admission to a guard was
considered a spontaneous declaration, part of the res gestae, and a waiver of their rights to
silence and counsel at that moment.

3. **Penalty**: The murder was qualified by treachery and aggravated by evident
premeditation and quasi-recidivism. However, mitigating circumstances (guilty plea and
voluntary surrender) were also recognized. Despite these, the crime warranted the death
penalty under the law due to the presence of quasi-recidivism. Nevertheless, the lack of
requisite votes for affirming the death penalty led to it being commuted to reclusion
perpetua (life imprisonment).

### Doctrine:

The decision reiterated doctrines regarding the waiver of the right to a public trial, the
admissibility of spontaneous declarations as part of the res gestae, and the imposition of the
death penalty in the presence of quasi-recidivism, emphasizing that a guilty plea and
voluntary surrender do not offset such aggravating circumstance.

### **Class Notes:**

- *Public Trial Right Waiver**: An accused can waive the right to a public trial explicitly or
through conduct, such as not objecting to the trial’s venue.

- **Res Gestae**: Spontaneous statements related to the circumstances of a crime made
immediately after its commission are admissible as they are deemed voluntary and
indicative of guilt.

- ¥*Quasi-Recidivism**: Quasi-recidivism significantly aggravates the penal consequences of
a subsequent offense, potentially leading to the maximum penalty under the law. Under the
Revised Penal Code of the Philippines, quasi-recidivism occurs when a person, having been
previously convicted by final judgment, commits a new felony before serving time, being
pardoned, or being granted amnesty for the former.

- ¥*Death Penalty Commutation**: The Supreme Court holds the authority to commute a
death sentence to life imprisonment if there is an insufficient number of votes to affirm the
death penalty.

### Historical Background:

The case underscores the complexities of the Philippine legal system’s handling of crimes
committed within penal institutions, highlighting issues related to defendants’ rights,
security concerns in judicial processes, and the impact of gang affiliations on prison
violence. It also reflects the era’s judicial attitude towards capital punishment and the
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conditions under which it may be commuted.
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