G.R. No. 110097. December 22, 1997 (Case Brief / Digest)

**Title**: People of the Philippines vs. Arnulfo Astorga

*Facts**:

On December 29, 1991, at around 6:30 P.M. in Tagum, Davao, an 8-year-old girl named
Yvonne Traya was allegedly dragged by Arnulfo Astorga. The incident happened during a
blackout when Astorga invited Yvonne to buy candy. Instead of purchasing candy, Astorga
allegedly took the girl to various locations against her will, eventually reaching the highway
leading towards Tagum. A group of young men became suspicious and pursued Astorga,
leading to his capture and Yvonne's return to safety. Yvonne testified that she was being
forcibly dragged and threatened not to cry for help.

The Regional Trial Court of Tagum, Davao convicted Astorga of kidnapping under Article
267, paragraph 4 of the Revised Penal Code and sentenced him to Reclusion Perpetua.
Astorga appealed to the Supreme Court, asserting errors in the trial court’s decision,
including the credibility of prosecution witnesses and his conviction for kidnapping despite
the alleged lack of actual detention.

**[ssues**:

1. Were the testimonies of the prosecution’s witnesses credible despite noted
inconsistencies?

2. Was the element of deprivation of liberty sufficiently proven to uphold the conviction for
kidnapping?

3. Was there evidence of motive to kidnap Yvonne Traya?

4. Should Astorga’s intoxication be considered as a mitigating factor?

5. Whether Astorga should instead be convicted of a lesser offense.

**Court’s Decision**:

The Supreme Court found the appeal partly meritorious, focusing on the primary legal issue
of “actual detention” — a necessary element for kidnapping under Article 267 of the Revised
Penal Code. On examining the factual circumstances, the Court ruled that Astorga’s actions
lacked the element of actual detention or confinement, as both were constantly on the move
and Yvonne was neither enclosed nor confined.

1. **Credibility of Witnesses**: The Court determined that despite minor inconsistencies in
the witness accounts, the essential facts corroborated Yvonne’s claim of being forcibly
taken, supporting the credibility of prosecution witnesses. Inconsistencies were found to be
typical in testimonies of startling events and did not materially diminish the witnesses’
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veracity.

2. ¥Deprivation of Liberty**: The review clarified that the kidnapping charge requires proof
of illegal detention or deprivation of liberty in a manner akin to confinement, which was not
sufficiently shown here. The victim was moved without physical restraint or enclosure.

3. ¥*Motive**: The absence of proof of motive was deemed immaterial, as the prosecution
provided ample evidence identifying Astorga as the perpetrator. Motive is relevant only
when the identity of the perpetrator is obscure, which was not the case here.

4. **Intoxication**: The Court did not find the argument of Astorga’s intoxication persuasive
enough to mitigate guilt, focusing instead on the established intent and actions of Astorga.

5. ¥*Legal Recharacterization**: The Court re-classified the crime from kidnapping to grave
coercion under Article 286 of the Revised Penal Code due to the absence of actual
detention. As the elements of coercion were established — particularly the use of force
without lawful right to prevent Yvonne from going home — Astorga was convicted for this
lesser offense and sentenced to six months imprisonment, which he had already served.

**Doctrine**:

The Court emphasized that actual detention or confinement is an indispensable element of
kidnapping as defined under Article 267. If this element is unmet, the lesser offense of
grave coercion, involving force or intimidation without lawful authority, may be applicable.

**Class Notes**:

- ¥*Kidnapping (Art. 267 RPC)**: Requires (1) removal or detention of another (2) illegal
confinement or restraint (3) done by a private individual (4) with aggravating circumstances
like the victim being a minor.

- **Grave Coercion (Art. 286 RPC)**: Comprises (a) compelling someone to do or preventing
from doing something (b) through violence or intimidation (c) without a legal right.

- **Supporting Laws**: Revised Penal Code, Article 267 (Kidnapping and serious illegal
detention), Article 286 (Grave Coercion).

**Historical Background**:

The case occurred in a socio-legal context emphasizing rights and protections for minors
and marked a judicial affirmation of precise doctrinal requirements for major offenses such
as kidnapping. Amid power service interruptions in the early 1990s and security concerns,
the community’s quick intervention in the case reflected communal vigilance.
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