G.R. No. 238671. June 02, 2020 (Case Brief / Digest)

Title: 20th Century Fox Film Corporation vs. Court of Appeals et al.

Facts:

The case originated from a letter-complaint dated August 26, 1985, by 20th Century Fox
Film Corporation, alleging the unauthorized sale and rental of their copyrighted films in
Metro Manila. The National Bureau of Investigation (NBI) was requested to assist and,
based on their surveillance, applied for search warrants against the video outlets owned by
respondents Eduardo M. Barreto, Raul Sagullo, and Fortune Ledesma. The Regional Trial
Court of Makati (Branch 132) issued the search warrants on September 4, 1985. The NBI,
together with the petitioner’s agents, subsequently conducted raids, seizing the described
items and leaving an inventory with the respondents. Respondents filed a motion to lift the
search warrants and release seized properties, which the trial court granted on October 8,
1985. Petitioner’s motion for reconsideration was denied on January 2, 1986. The petitioner
then sought certiorari from the Court of Appeals to annul the trial court’s orders, but the
petition was dismissed, leading to this petition.

Issues:

1. Whether the search warrants were properly issued based on probable cause.

2. Whether the search warrants were too general, thereby making them unconstitutional.

3. Whether the trial court committed grave abuse of discretion in lifting the search
warrants.

Court’s Decision:

The Supreme Court dismissed the petition, affirming the decision of the Court of Appeals.
The Court clarified the definition and requirements of “probable cause” within the context
of issuing search warrants, emphasizing the need for personal knowledge by the
complainant or witnesses. The Court found that the lower court correctly lifted the search
warrants due to the lack of probable cause, noting discrepancies and insufficient evidence
presented by the NBI and petitioner. Additionally, the Court agreed with the lower court’s
assessment that the search warrants were too general, violating constitutional safeguards
against unreasonable searches and seizures. The Court recognized the importance of the
anti-film piracy campaign but stressed that it must not violate constitutional protections.

Doctrine:

1. Probable cause for a valid search warrant requires facts and circumstances that would
lead a reasonably discreet and prudent man to believe that an offense has been committed
and that the objects sought are in the place to be searched, based on personal knowledge.
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2. Search warrants must not be too general and must specifically describe the place to be
searched and the items to be seized to avoid unconstitutional breaches of privacy.

Class Notes:

- Definition of Probable Cause: Facts and circumstances to justify a reasonable belief of the
commission of an offense (People v. Burgos).

- Requirement for search warrants: Personal knowledge of the facts by the complainant or
witnesses is crucial (Alvarez v. Court of First Instance).

- General warrants are unconstitutional: Specificity in describing the items and location is
mandatory (Burgos v. Chief of Staff, AFP).

- Anti-piracy measures must respect constitutional safeguards against unreasonable
searches and seizures.

Historical Background:

This case illustrates the tension between intellectual property rights enforcement and the
protection of constitutional rights against unreasonable searches and seizures in the
Philippines during the 1980s. It underscores the judiciary’s crucial role in balancing state
interests in enforcing laws and protecting individual rights, in the context of the burgeoning
issue of film piracy during the era.
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