G.R. No. 147671. November 21, 2002 (Case Brief / Digest)

**Title:** People of the Philippines vs. Renante Mendez and Rene “Baby” Cabagtong
*Facts:**

On December 8, 1996, 13-year-old Candy Dolim was found dead in Sitio Tinotogasan,
Northern Samar. She left home in the morning to collect bets for the PBA ending games and
did not return. Her father, Rico Dolim, reported her missing and, after four days of
searching, her lifeless and partially naked body was discovered, bearing multiple stab
wounds and signs of sexual assault. The police investigation led to the arrest of Renante
Mendez and Rene “Baby” Cabagtong, based mainly on the testimonies of Ronnie and Aurea
Cabagtong, who claimed they saw the accused covered in blood and washing their clothes
on the night of the incident.

Accused pleaded not guilty; however, the Regional Trial Court (RTC) convicted them based
on the prosecution’s witnesses, particularly Ronnie and Aurea Cabagtong, and imposed the
death penalty. The defendants contended that a certain Randy Gomba was the true
perpetrator, as supported by defense witness Josefina Bernas who alleged witnessing
Gomba committing the crime.

**[ssues:**

1. **Credibility of Witnesses:** Did the RTC err in giving credence to the testimonies of
Ronnie and Aurea Cabagtong despite inconsistencies and the lack of plausibility in their
statements?

2. **Identity of the Perpetrators:** Were Renante Mendez and Rene “Baby” Cabagtong
falsely accused as fall guys, and was there sufficient evidence to establish their guilt beyond
reasonable doubt?

3. **Procedural Irregularities:** Were there procedural lapses and violations of the
accused’s rights, which should lead to the reversal of the conviction?

**Court’s Decision:**

1. **Credibility of Witnesses:**

- The Supreme Court found significant inconsistencies in Ronnie Cabagtong’s testimony.
Ronnie claimed he saw the crime under a lantern’s light amid raining and darkness, which
another witness contested the presence of any nearby houses or lanterns. His actions post-
crime—going to sleep and allowing the accused into his home—did not align with typical
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behavior after witnessing a gruesome event.
- Aurea Cabagtong’s motives were questioned as her testimony surfaced only after her son
was under investigation, suggesting an intention to exonerate Ronnie.

2. **Identity of the Perpetrators:**

- Circumstantial evidence provided by witnesses like Farvesio Banawis, who saw the
accused with the victim, was insufficient as it only indicated their presence and not their
participation in the crime.

- The defense witness Josefina Bernas provided an eyewitness account pointing to Randy
Gomba as the real assailant, which was not adequately followed up by the police.

3. **Procedural Irregularities:**

- The Supreme Court highlighted several procedural violations, including the warrantless
arrests and lack of legal counsel during interrogation, which indicated a bias in the
investigation aimed more at persecuting known troublemakers than unveiling the truth.

**Doctrine:**

The doctrine reiterated emphasizes that in criminal cases, conviction must rest on evidence
that proves guilt beyond reasonable doubt. Eyewitness testimonies must be credible,
consistent, and align with human experience and circumstances beyond any reasonable
doubt. Procedural rights of defendants must be strictly observed to uphold the integrity of
judicial proceedings and ensure that justice is rightly served.

**Class Notes:**

- **Reasonable Doubt:** Key principle necessitating the acquittal of defendants if there is
any reasonable doubt regarding their guilt.

- *Credibility of Witnesses:** Eyewitness accounts must be scrutinized for consistency,
plausibility, and alignment with human behavior.

- *Circumstantial Evidence:** Such evidence must form an unbroken chain leading
exclusively to the conclusion of the defendant’s guilt.

- **Procedural Rights:** Adherence to due process rights, including lawful arrest
procedures and presence of legal counsel during the interrogation, is essential.

- **Consistent Testimony:** Testimony should come from credible sources and be free from
possible ulterior motives.

**Most Relevant Legal Statutes:**
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- *Rule 113, Section 5 of the Rules of Criminal Procedure* - Warrants for arrest and
conditions for warrantless arrests.

- *Articles 248 and 335 of the Revised Penal Code* (prior to amendment) - Pertinent
statutes governing homicide and rape with homicide charges.

**Historical Background:**

This case occurred during a period when the Philippines was grappling with issues related
to human rights within the criminal justice system, particularly concerning due process and
the protection of accused individuals’ rights under the law, reflecting broader concerns
within the judicial reform movements prevalent in the late 1990s and early 2000s in the
Philippines. The acquittal underscores the courts’ increased vigilance in upholding
procedural fairness.
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