G.R. No. 146689. September 27, 2002 (Case Brief / Digest)

### Title:
**People of the Philippines vs. Fernando (Ferdinand) Monje y Rosario**

### Facts:

On the evening of April 24, 1997, at around 9:00 PM, Imee Diez Paulino asked her mother
for permission to attend a bingo game at their barangay captain’s house in Francisco
Homes, San Jose del Monte, Bulacan. Three days later, Imee’s naked body was discovered in
a rice field, showing signs of brutal rape and multiple injuries, with a fractured skull causing
massive brain hemorrhage.

During the wake, Michael Cordero, a tricycle driver, informed Imee’s mother that he saw
Imee back-riding on a tricycle with Fernando Monje and three other individuals on the night
she disappeared. Around midnight, another witness, Jojit Vasquez, testified that he saw
Monje and his group at around 2:00 AM at the house of an individual named Alvin.

Fernando Monje denied involvement, claiming he was sleeping in his uncle’s house the
entire night.

The case was tried at the Regional Trial Court, Branch 12, Malolos, Bulacan. On November
13, 2000, Monje was found guilty of rape with homicide based on circumstantial evidence,
mainly Michael Cordero’s uncompleted testimony. The three co-accused—Lordino Maglaya,
Christopher Bautista, and Michael Castro—were acquitted. Monje was sentenced to death,
prompting his appeal.

### Issues:

1. **Admissibility and completeness of the testimony of Michael Cordero**: Whether the
trial court’s reliance on Cordero’s skimpily-corroborated testimony, which was not fully
cross-examined, violated Monje’s constitutional right to confront the witness against him.

2. **Sufficiency of circumstantial evidence**: Whether the circumstantial evidence
presented was sufficient to establish Monje’s guilt beyond reasonable doubt.

3. **Applicability of the doctrine of flight as an indication of guilt**: Whether Monje’s
relocation to another province constituted flight indicative of guilt.

### Court’s Decision:

1. **Admissibility and completeness of Cordero’s testimony**: The Supreme Court heavily
emphasized that cross-examination of a witness is a constitutional right guaranteeing due
process. Cordero’s repeated failure to appear for cross-examination rendered his partial
testimony inadmissible. The inadequate cross-examination undermined the ability to
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challenge the credibility of Cordero’s statements strongly relied upon by the trial court.

2. **Sufficiency of circumstantial evidence**: The Supreme Court criticized the trial court’s
conclusion based on the circumstantial evidence, pointing out discrepancies and the lack of
an unbroken chain of events linking Monje directly to the crime. The appellant’s presence
near the victim before the crime, without further corroborative details or characteristics to
firmly implicate him, raised significant doubt.

3. **Doctrine of flight**: The Court noted that flight as evidence against Monje was
unconvincing. Monje explained his departure was due to familial strife, not an attempt to
evade prosecution, and he left two weeks after the crime, further weakening the argument
for his guilt on this basis.

The Court concluded that the trial court’s judgment was based more on conjecture than on
compelling evidence fulfilling the stringent “beyond reasonable doubt” standard. Therefore,
Monje was acquitted due to insufficiency of evidence.

### Doctrine:

- **Right to full cross-examination**: This case reiterates that cross-examination rights are
fundamental to due process and evidentiary validity. Incomplete cross-examination severely
limits the reliability of a witness’s testimony.

- **Circumstantial Evidence**: Evidence must form a complete and unbroken chain leading
unequivocally to the guilt of the accused, excluding any other reasonable hypothesis.

- **Flight as evidence of guilt**: The Court emphasizes that flight’s reliability as indicative
of guilt requires the absence of any reasonable alternative explanation.

### Class Notes:

- **Constitutional Right of Confrontation (Article III, Sec. 14, par. (2), 1987 Constitution)**:
In criminal cases, the accused has the right to face witnesses against them. Cross-
examination is crucial for assessing witness reliability.

- **Principles of Admissibility (Rule 115, Sec. 1, par. (f), 2000 Rules of Criminal
Procedure)**: Testimony from direct examination must be stricken off the record if cross-
examination is incomplete and due to actions by the witness or prosecution.

- **Circumstantial Evidence (People v. Licayan)**: A series of events must form a cohesive
and unbroken chain leading directly to the guilt of the accused beyond reasonable doubt.
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### Historical Background:

This case illustrates judicial caution in death penalty cases where the life of the accused is
at stake. It is set in the Philippines post-EDSA Revolution era where judicial reforms and
human rights protections are stringently applied. The decision underscores the rigorous
adherence to constitutional safeguards and due process, reinforcing the “innocent until
proven guilty” tenet within the justice system. This acquittal against a backdrop of a heinous
crime also reflects the judicial system’s commitment to ensuring convictions are grounded
on solid evidence, balancing the scales of the accused’s rights with the demand for justice
by societal standards.
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