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Title: People of the Philippines v. Vilma Almendras y Zapata and Arsenio Almendras y Locsin

Facts:
On June 19, 1998, operatives of the Philippine National Police Narcotics Command (PNP
NARCOM) conducted a buy-bust operation in Calamba, Laguna, which resulted in the arrest
of Vilma Almendras and her husband, Arsenio Almendras. The spouses resided in Sta. Ana,
Manila.  Based  on  a  confidential  informant’s  tip  about  suspected  shabu  sellers,  PNP
NARCOM set up a meeting at a resort in Pansol, Calamba, using marked and “boodle”
money to simulate a payment of one million pesos for one kilogram of shabu. Arrested
during the transaction, the Almendras were charged with violating the Dangerous Drugs Act
after the substance was confirmed as methamphetamine hydrochloride through forensic
testing.

The case was heard in the Regional Trial Court of Calamba, Laguna, Branch 36, where both
defendants entered pleas of not guilty. A detailed pre-trial conference confirmed the facts of
their  residency and arrest  and allowed physical  evidence,  such as photos and forensic
reports,  into the record,  with the defense preserving the right  to  cross-examine those
documents.

After  the  prosecution  completed  its  presentation  in  May  1999,  the  defense  sought  a
demurrer to evidence, claiming insufficient evidence. The motion was denied on June 8,
1999, and subsequent prayers for bail were also denied due to the severity of the charges.

The defense further petitioned for certiorari with the Court of Appeals, alleging grave abuse
of discretion by the trial court in denying their demurrer. Hearing dates in the trial court
were repeatedly reset due to the pending petition, with further delays occurring due to the
frequent absences of the accused’s counsel. The trial court warned of an eventual waiver of
the right to present defense evidence, which materialized as scheduled hearings continued
to be postponed.

The trial court found the appellants guilty and sentenced them to death. Their conviction
prompted an automatic review by the Supreme Court.

Issues:
1. Did the trial court gravely err in waiving the appellants’ right to present evidence?
2.  Was proceeding with the trial  appropriate pending the resolution of  the appellants’
certiorari petition?
3. Was the prosecution’s evidence sufficient to overcome the presumption of innocence?
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Court’s Decision:
The Supreme Court found no grave abuse of discretion in the trial court’s handling of the
demurrer to evidence. The evidence against the Almendras, primarily the integrity of the
buy-bust operation and the chain of custody over the shabu, was considered sound by the
lower  court.  Nonetheless,  acknowledging  potential  prejudice  and  the  severe  penalty
imposed, the Supreme Court remanded the case to allow the defense the opportunity to
present its case. The Court underscored that the repeated absences and tactics of the
defense  counsel  unduly  delayed  proceedings  and  cautioned  against  further  dilatory
maneuvers.

Doctrine:
1. The denial of a demurrer to evidence when ruled upon with leave of court (without an
evidentiary basis warranting dismissal) cannot be reviewed by a certiorari before judgment.
2. In cases where the death penalty is involved, courts may prioritize fairness and just
access to proceedings over procedural technicalities, granting the accused opportunities to
present defense evidence especially when findings hinge upon testimonies and evidence
integrity.

Class Notes:
– Section 21 and Section 15 of the Dangerous Drugs Act govern drug sales and penalties,
prescribing severe punishments, especially where large quantities of prohibited substances
are involved.
–  Legal  presumptions  of  regularity  in  law  enforcement  operations  hold  unless  solid
refutations are provided.
– The waiver of rights to present evidence rests upon informed consent and due warning by
the court, a situation complicated by persistent client-lawyer challenges in criminal cases.
– Section 23, Rule 119 of the 2000 Rules of Criminal Procedure mandates non-reviewability
for denials of demurrers unless discretion is wholly lacking.

Historical Background:
This case lies within the Filipino judicial context of stringent anti-drug enforcement under
Republic Act No. 6425 since its 1972 enactment, reflecting heightened penalties following
the 1990s updates under Republic Act No. 7659. It underscores procedural integrity and
defendant rights amidst systemic pressures to combat illicit drugs aggressively. This was
part of broader socio-legal measures in the Philippines to address rampant drug issues
within the region.


