G.R. No. 251894. March 02, 2022 (Case Brief / Digest)

**Title:** *People of the Philippines v. Johnny Pagal y Lavarias: A Case of Illegal Possession
of Dangerous Drugs*

**Facts:**

Johnny Pagal y Lavarias was charged with illegal possession of dangerous drugs (specifically
Methamphetamine Hydrochloride or Shabu) and illegal possession of drug paraphernalia
under Sections 11 and 12, respectively, of Republic Act No. 9165 (Comprehensive
Dangerous Drugs Act of 2002). The charges stemmed from items seized during a search
executed on October 17, 2016, at Pagal’s residence in Basing, Lingayen, Pangasinan, based
on a search warrant issued on October 14, 2016. The search led to the discovery and seizure
of small quantities of shabu and assorted drug paraphernalia. Pagal pleaded not guilty and
contested the charges, leading to a trial that meticulously examined the legitimacy of the
search operation, the seizure of the illegal items, and Pagal’s possession thereof.

The Regional Trial Court convicted Pagal of illegal possession of dangerous drugs but
acquitted him of possessing drug paraphernalia due to procedural lapses in the search
operation. The Court of Appeals affirmed this decision, prompting Pagal to elevate the
matter to the Supreme Court via a Petition for Review on Certiorari.

**[ssues:**

1. Whether the search warrant was valid despite purported lack of specificity and alleged
non-compliance with procedural requirements.

2. Whether Pagal’s guilt for illegal possession of dangerous drugs was established beyond
reasonable doubt.

3. Whether procedural lapses in the chain of custody over the seized drugs compromised the
integrity of the evidence.

**Court’s Decision:**

The Supreme Court granted Pagal’s Petition, reversing the appellate court’s decision, and
acquitted him of the charge of illegal possession of dangerous drugs. The high court
dissected the issues systematically:

- **Search Warrant Validity:** The Court ruled that Pagal waived his right to challenge the
search warrant’s validity as it was not contested before the trial court. It determined the
description of Pagal’s residence in the search warrant as sufficient.
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- **Establishment of Guilt:** The Court found that while the prosecution demonstrated
Pagal’s constructive possession of the dangerous drugs found in his residence, it failed to
preserve the integrity of the illegal drugs through strict compliance with Section 21 of RA
9165. The procedural lapses created doubts about the authenticity and integrity of the
evidence against Pagal.

- *Chain of Custody:** The Court highlighted significant lapses in the chain of custody,
notably the failure to involve required witnesses during the seizure and marking of the
drugs and the failure to establish every link in the custody chain, as mandated by law. These
lapses compromised the integrity of the evidence, leading to Pagal’s acquittal.

**Doctrine:**

The rigorous observance of the chain of custody requirement is paramount in cases
involving illegal possession of dangerous drugs due to the high potential for tampering,
alteration, or substitution of evidence. Any significant deviation from the prescribed
procedures under Section 21 of RA 9165 without justifiable grounds necessitates the
acquittal of the accused due to the compromised integrity of the corpus delicti.

**Class Notes:**

- **[llegal Possession of Dangerous Drugs:** For a conviction, the prosecution must
establish (1) the accused’s possession of an illegal drug, (2) lack of legal authority to
possess the drug, and (3) the accused’s knowledge of the possession and the illicit nature of
the drug.

- **Chain of Custody in Drug Cases:** Strict adherence to the procedure outlined in Section
21 of RA 9165 is crucial. Failure to establish an unbroken chain of custody without
justifiable cause or remedy can lead to doubts about the integrity of the evidence,
warranting acquittal.

- **Validity of Search Warrants:** A challenge to the validity of a search warrant must be
made at the earliest opportunity, typically before the trial court during the proceedings, or
the right to challenge is deemed waived.

**Historical Context:**
The case exemplifies challenges in the enforcement and adjudication of drug-related

offenses in the Philippines, especially the critical aspect of maintaining the integrity of

© 2024 - batas.org | 2



G.R. No. 251894. March 02, 2022 (Case Brief / Digest)

seized dangerous drugs as evidence. It underscores the judiciary’s role in ensuring that
convictions are based only on evidence that meets the stringent requirements of the law,
thereby safeguarding both societal interests and individuals’ rights against wrongful

conviction.
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