G.R. No. 148468. January 28, 2003 (Case Brief / Digest)

Title: Atty. Edward Serapio vs. Sandiganbayan (Third Division), People of the Philippines,
and Philippine National Police Director-General Leandro Mendoza

Facts:

The case involves Atty. Edward Serapio, a member of the Board of Trustees and the Legal
Counsel of the Erap Muslim Youth Foundation. In April 2000, the Foundation received a
donation of P200 million from Governor Luis “Chavit” Singson, through his assistant,
purportedly for the benefit of Muslim youth and educators. Subsequently, criminal
complaints were filed against former President Joseph E. Estrada, Jose “Jinggoy” Estrada,
and Atty. Serapio, among others, primarily based on allegations made by Gov. Singson
about illegal gambling operations and misuse of funds, including the said P200 million
donation.

Atty. Serapio filed a Counter-Affidavit but the Office of the Ombudsman, after a preliminary
investigation, recommended charging them with plunder. The Ombudsman then filed an
Amended Information against them, including Serapio, for the crime of plunder, with no bail
recommended. Serapio voluntarily surrendered and was detained at Camp Crame.

Atty. Serapio’s petitions for bail, reinvestigation, and to quash the Information were denied
by the Sandiganbayan. Challenges to these denials, including a petition for habeas corpus,
were brought before the Supreme Court.

Issues:

1. Whether the Amended Information sufficiently alleges a conspiracy involving Atty.
Serapio to commit plunder as defined under Philippine law.

2. Whether Atty. Serapio was improperly charged with more than one offense in the
Amended Information.

3. Whether Atty. Serapio’s right to bail and due process were violated by the
Sandiganbayan’s handling of his petitions and the prosecution’s opposition to them.

Court’s Decision:

The Supreme Court dismissed the petitions for certiorari regarding the denial of motions to
quash and for reinvestigation, affirming the resolutions of the Sandiganbayan. The Court
found the Amended Information sufficient to charge Serapio and the other accused with the
crime of plunder, highlighting that a single conspiracy can comprise multiple acts across
various schemes if they were aimed at enriching the accused at the expense of the public.

As for the bail petition and habeas corpus, the Court partially granted Serapio’s petition by
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setting aside his arraignment and the order for a joint hearing of his petition for bail
alongside the trial for plunder against former President Estrada. The Court ruled that
arraignment was not a prerequisite to bail hearings and that Serapio should be allowed a
separate hearing on his right to bail.

Doctrine:

The Court reiterated that in cases of plunder, a charge can encompass a series of overt or
criminal acts constituting a pattern of criminal acts indicative of an overall unlawful scheme
or conspiracy to amass ill-gotten wealth, as defined under Republic Act No. 7080 as
amended. The Court also clarified procedures for bail hearings, holding that these do not
necessarily require prior arraignment, especially in cases where bail is a matter of right
unless evidence of guilt is strong.

Class Notes:

In criminal cases involving charges of plunder, the indictment must specify the series of acts
or transactions constituting the pattern of criminal behavior to satisfy the constitutional
requirement of informing the accused of the nature and cause of the accusation against him.
For bail hearings in cases involving non-bailable offenses, the prosecution must be given the
opportunity to show that the evidence of guilt is strong; however, such hearings can
proceed independent of, and are not predicated upon, the arraignment of the accused.

Historical Background:

The case against Atty. Edward Serapio et al. stems from the broader legal actions taken
against former President Joseph E. Estrada and his associates, highlighting the legal
system’s mechanisms for addressing allegations of corruption and misuse of public funds at
the highest levels of government. The legal proceedings revealed the challenges in proving
financial crimes involving complex schemes and multiple actors, emphasizing the
importance of detailed legal requirements for charging individuals under the Anti-Plunder
Law.
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