G.R. No. 145803. June 30, 2004 (Case Brief / Digest)

### Title
**People of the Philippines vs. Benjie Pabiona, Roselo Basalatan, Antonio Silarca, Roberto
Metano, and Christopher Delos Reyes (At Large)**

### Facts

On November 20, 1996, at around 7 p.m., Benjie Pabiona and his brother went to Marina
Pagayon’s house to fetch her son, Robert Pagayon, who was to resume work at Pabiona’s
well. Roselo Basalatan arrived later with his wife and other passengers. They all proceeded
to Pabiona’s house in Dorillo Street, where Marina and Pabiona’s brother alighted. The rest
continued to Barangay Agtambo.

The following morning, Marina was informed by Popoy Pabiona and Annie Ardales that
Robert fell into a well and died. Marina saw Robert’s lifeless body at a nipa hut, questioning
the lack of mud on his clean body, which didn’t match the alleged fall into the well.
Appellant Pabiona instructed her to avoid an autopsy, suggesting an accident as the cause.

Emma Pagayon, informed by Tessie Basalatan about Robert’s death, decided to autopsy
despite initial objections from Marina, who followed Benjie Pabiona’s instructions. Dr. Owen
Jaen Lebaquin’s autopsy noted multiple abrasions and head trauma suggesting foul play
rather than an accidental fall.

Pabiona, Basalatan, Silarca, and Metano testified, supporting that Robert fell while working
on the well, countering the allegation of their involvement in murder. They asserted Robert
slipped on a bamboo ladder, fell into the well, and died from head injuries. Prosecution’s key
witness, Michael Pagayon, testified seeing the appellants beating an unknown person the
night of November 20, later deduced to be Robert.

### Issues

1. **Validity of Michael Pagayon’s Testimony:** Was the uncorroborated testimony of
Michael Pagayon credible and sufficient?

2. ¥*Circumstantial Evidence:** Did the circumstantial evidence meet the requirements to
convict appellants?

3. ¥Reasonable Doubt:** Did the prosecution overcome the burden of proving guilt beyond
a reasonable doubt?

### Court’s Decision
**1. **Validity of Michael Pagayon’s Testimony:*** The court found Michael’s testimony
unreliable due to inconsistencies and significant delay in reporting the incident.
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**2. **Circumstantial Evidence:**** The circumstantial evidence presented by the
prosecution did not fulfill the requisites for proving guilt beyond reasonable doubt. The
prosecution relied on:

- Presence of the accused at the crime scene.

- Failure to report the death immediately.

- Clean state of the victim’s body contradicting the claim of an accidental fall.

However, these inferences were not strong enough to conclusively establish the appellants’
guilt, leaving room for alternative explanations such as accidental death.

**3. **Reasonable Doubt:**** The Court held that the evidences like fractures and clots in
Robert’s head could align with the defense’s accidental slip theory. The prosecution failed to
prove motive or a solid link between the appellants and an intent to murder, leading to a not
guilty verdict.

### Doctrine

The acquittal was centered on the principle that criminal conviction requires proof beyond
reasonable doubt that leads to moral certainty. Suspicion or probability of guilt does not
suffice.

### Class Notes

#### Key Concepts:

1. *Circumstantial Evidence (Sec 4, Rule 133, Rules on Evidence):** Requires more than
one circumstance; must be consistent and conclusive.

2. **Reasonable Doubt:** Doubt engendered by the investigation of the whole proof;
necessary for acquittal if it exists.

3. ¥*Moral Certainty:** Conviction requires moral certainty—certainty that convinces and
satisfies reason and conscience.

4. **Internal Consistency in Testimony:** Prosecution’s reliance on testimony should be
critically scrutinized if it’s inconsistent or delayed significantly in reporting.

#### Statutory Provisions:

- *Rule 133, Sec 4, Rules on Evidence:** Criteria for sufficiency of circumstantial evidence.
- **Burden of Proof in Criminal Cases:** Prosecution must meet the burden of proof beyond
reasonable doubt.

### Historical Background
The case highlights the rigid standards of evidence required in criminal prosecutions in the
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Philippines. It underscores the judiciary’s dedication to fair trial principles, ensuring that
every accused is presumed innocent until proven guilty beyond reasonable doubt. The case
could be seen in the context of the judiciary’s commitment to due process and protecting
individuals’ rights against wrongful conviction.
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