G.R. No. 234196. November 21, 2018 (Case Brief / Digest)

### Title:
Jonathan Mendoza y Esguerra vs. People of the Philippines: A Review on the Validity of
Warrantless Arrest and Search in Illegal Possession of Firearms

### Facts:

The case originated from an Information filed against Jonathan Mendoza y Esguerra (the
petitioner) for Illegal Possession of Firearm and Ammunitions under Presidential Decree No.
1866, as amended by Republic Act No. 8294. The Regional Trial Court (RTC) of Tanauan,
Batangas, found the petitioner guilty, a decision later affirmed with modification by the
Court of Appeals (CA). The accusatory instrument specified that on August 31, 2006, at
around 11:45 PM in Tanauan City, the petitioner was apprehended during a checkpoint for
not having a license plate on the motorcycle he drove, alongside not wearing a helmet.
Police Officer 1 Ryan Pagcaliwagan testified to seeing Mendoza attempt to conceal a firearm
with a bag, which led to his arrest and the seizure of a caliber .45 pistol along with
ammunitions. The defense countered with a claim that the firearm was discovered in an
illegal search and was actually owned and inadvertently left by a friend under the
motorcycle’s seat. After the RTC’s conviction, an appeal was made to the CA, which upheld
the RTC’s findings but modified the penalty. Subsequently, Mendoza filed a petition for
review on certiorari before the Supreme Court (SC), questioning the legality of the
warrantless search and his arrest.

### [ssues:

1. Whether the violation of traffic rules justifies the warrantless search of a vehicle and its
occupants.

2. Whether the police officers conducted a valid search incident to a lawful arrest under
Section 12, Rule 126 of the Revised Rules of Criminal Procedure.

### Court’s Decision:

The Supreme Court granted the petition, setting aside the decisions of the lower courts. The
SC held that the warrantless arrest of Mendoza was invalid, thereby rendering the
subsequent search and seizure illegal. The Court found inconsistencies and improbabilities
in the police testimony regarding the circumstances of the discovery of the firearm.
Additionally, the Court recognized that mere possession of a firearm, without intent (animus
possidendi), does not constitute illegal possession, as the petitioner was unaware of the
firearm’s presence, evidenced by another individual’s admission of ownership and
responsibility.
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### Doctrine:

This case reiterates the doctrine that a warrantless search and seizure is valid only as an
incident to a lawful arrest, where the arrest requires an overt act indicative of a crime
committed in the presence of the arresting officer. It further underscores the principle that
mere physical or constructive possession of a firearm does not automatically lead to
criminal liability for illegal possession unless coupled with intent to possess (animus
possidendi).

### Class Notes:

- *Warrantless Arrest**: Valid only if the person to be arrested has committed, is actually
committing, or is attempting to commit an offense in the presence of the arresting officer.

- ¥*Warrantless Search**: Valid only as an incident to a lawful arrest.

- *llegal Possession of Firearms (P.D. No. 1866 as amended by R.A. No. 8294)**: Requires
proof of (1) possession or control of a firearm, and (2) lack of the corresponding license or
permit to possess.

- **Animus Possidendi**: Intent to possess, a necessary element for illegal possession of
firearms. Absence of such intent, as shown by lack of knowledge of the presence of the
firearm, negates criminal liability.

### Historical Background:

The context underscores evolving jurisprudence on the nuances of lawful arrests and
searches, particularly in situations involving traffic violations leading to more serious
charges like illegal possession of firearms. It highlights judicial scrutiny on the credibility of
testimonies and evidentiary requirements for convictions in criminal cases.
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