G. R. No. 142043. September 13, 2001 (Case Brief / Digest)

Title: People of the Philippines v. Nelson Bituon

Facts: Nelson Bituon was charged with murder for the stabbing death of Gerardo Castillo on
November 23, 1994. Castillo and Bituon had a history of familial strife, leading to Bituon’s
suspicion towards the Castillo family for his brother’s death years prior and his subsequent
relocation. The incident took place near Mary Johnston Hospital in Tondo, Manila. Despite
managing to seek medical attention, Castillo succumbed to his injuries the following day.
Bituon’s apprehension in Cavite for unrelated charges eventually led to his involvement in
this case. Ernesto Cabaniero, an independent witness, and Virginia Castillo, the victim’s
mother and recipient of his dying declarations, constituted the primary evidence against
Bituon. Following the trial, the Regional Trial Court of Manila found Bituon guilty, imposing
reclusion perpetua along with moral, nominal, and compensatory damages—a verdict
appealed to the Supreme Court by Bituon.

Issues:

1. Were the aggravating circumstances of treachery and evident premeditation correctly
appreciated by the lower court?

2. Was the guilt of the accused established beyond reasonable doubt?

Court’s Decision: The Supreme Court upheld Bituon’s conviction for murder, emphasizing
the credibility of the eyewitness testimony and the dying declaration. It agreed that evident
premeditation was not sufficiently proven; however, it affirmed treachery as a qualifying
circumstance due to the manner of attack ensuring its execution without risk to the
accused. The Court adjusted the awarded damages, including a recalculated compensation
for the victim’s lost earning capacity based on his income and potential life expectancy.

Doctrine: The doctrine established concerns the appreciation of treachery as a qualifying
circumstance in crimes against persons, emphasizing an attack’s suddenness and the lack of
opportunity for the victim to defend. Additionally, the case reiterates the validity of dying
declarations as admissible evidence under certain conditions and the assessment of
damages for loss of earning capacity in the absence of concrete documentary evidence.

Class Notes:

- Treachery requires an unforeseen attack ensuring the victims’ inability to defend
themselves.

- Dying declarations must pertain to circumstances leading to the declarant’s death, made
under impending death awareness, and presented in relevant criminal cases.
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- Awarding damages: death indemnity is standard, moral damages address emotional
impact (adjusted herein for reasonableness), and loss of earning capacity is computable
absent precise documents, considering potential income over an expected lifetime.

- Legal Provisions: Article 248 of the Revised Penal Code on Murder; Rule 130, Section 37
regarding dying declarations; Article 63 for imposing penalties absent
aggravating/mitigating circumstances.

Historical Background: This case reflects the Philippine judicial system’s handling of murder
cases involving elements like treachery and the weight of dying declarations. It underscores
the courts’ discretion in evaluating circumstantial evidence and determining compensatory
damages for the aggrieved parties.
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