G.R. No. 200602. December 11, 2013 (Case Brief / Digest)

**Title:** *Gumabon, et al. v. Director of the Bureau of Prisons*

**Facts:**

1. Petitioners Mario Gumabon, Blas Bagolbagol, Gaudencio Agapito, Epifanio Padua, and
Paterno Palmares were sentenced to life imprisonment (reclusion perpetua) for the complex
crime of rebellion with murder and other crimes in 1953, 1954, and 1955.

2. Each petitioner pleaded guilty, except Bagolbagol, who stood trial. Each has served over
13 years of their sentences.

3. The Supreme Court decision in *People v. Hernandez* in 1956 established that rebellion
cannot be complexed with other common crimes based on Article 134 of the Revised Penal
Code, rendering the complex crime under which the petitioners were sentenced non-
existent in legal terms.

4. The *People v. Lava* ruling reaffirmed this principle, maintaining that the offense of
complexed rebellion is not recognized under Philippine law.

5. Despite this, petitioners remained incarcerated, leading them to file petitions for habeas
corpus, contending that they had served more than the appropriate penalty attributable
solely to rebellion, which is a maximum of prision mayor (12 years).

**Issues:**

1. Whether the writ of habeas corpus is available to petitioners who have been convicted
under a now-invalidated legal doctrine.

2. Whether denying the petitioners’ release violates the equal protection clause by treating
similarly situated individuals differently.

3. Whether judicial decisions interpreting penal laws, like statutes, should have a
retroactive effect favoring the accused under Article 22 of the Revised Penal Code.

**Court’s Decision:**

1. **Availability of Habeas Corpus**: The Court determined that habeas corpus is
appropriate. The writ is a vital tool for ensuring that no individual remains in prison without
just cause. Because the basis for the petitioners’ continued detention had become legally
untenable post-*Hernandez* and *Lava* rulings, which negated the concept of complex
rebellion, their imprisonment exceeded the justified term.

2. **Equal Protection**: The continued imprisonment of petitioners, despite the invalidation
of the legal doctrine under which they were sentenced, contravenes the guarantee of equal
protection. The Court recognized that holding the petitioners to a different standard than
similarly situated individuals convicted after the *Hernandez* decision would be
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unconstitutional.

3. **Retroactive Application of Judicial Decisions**: The Court emphasized that judicial
interpretations, specifically those curbing penal liabilities, should be retroactively applied in
favor of convicts, as mandated by Article 22 of the Revised Penal Code, in conjunction with
Article 8 of the Civil Code. The new interpretation from *Hernandez* should thus reduce
their sentences.

**Doctrine:**

1. **Primacy of Habeas Corpus**: Habeas corpus is recognized as a fundamental protection
against illegal detention, extending even to challenging procedural or substantive
misapplications of law.

2. **Equal Protection Clause**: The principle mandates uniform legal application, requiring
similar treatment for similar cases unless a coherent and justifiable legal distinction exists.

3. ¥*Retroactivity of Favorable Judicial Decisions**: Under Article 22, retroactive effect must
be given to judicial changes that reduce penalties.

**Class Notes:**

- **Habeas Corpus**: Courts must ensure that detention is legally justified and cannot
exceed lawful limits.

- ¥*Equal Protection**: Requires uniform enforcement and application of laws without
unjustifiable distinctions.

- *¥*Article 22, Revised Penal Code**: Judicial decisions reducing penalties apply
retroactively in favor of the convicted.

- *¥*Article 8, Civil Code**: Judicial decisions interpreting laws form part of the legal system.

- “Penal laws shall have a retroactive effect insofar as they favor the person guilty of a
felony...” (Art. 22, Revised Penal Code).

- “Judicial decisions applying or interpreting the laws or the Constitution shall form a part of
the legal system of the Philippines” (Art. 8, Civil Code).

**Historical Background:**

The legal context of the case involves the historical backdrop of rebellion and political strife
in the Philippines during the mid-20th century. The judicial landscape shifted with the
*People v. Hernandez* decision in 1956, which nullified the complex crime of rebellion with
murder. This shift reflects the evolving judicial perspectives on how rebellion-related crimes
are prosecuted and the subsequent sentencing reforms intended to align with constitutional
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protections and penal code interpretations. As a significant revision in interpreting
rebellion-related offenses, the case demonstrates the judiciary’s role in recalibrating
penalties to avoid unconstitutional and disproportional punishment.
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