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REGALADO, J.:

Accused-appellant Joel Soberano was charged with serious illegal detention with serious physical injuries in
Criminal Case No. 5107 of the Regional Trial Court of Laoag City, Ilocos Norte, under an information dated
October 2, 1990, which alleges:

“That about and during the period beginning September 1, 1990 to September 2, 1990 in the Municipality of
San Nicolas, province of Ilocos Norte, Philippines and within the jurisdiction of this Honorable Court, the
above-named accused prompted by resentment because Melba Badua, the herein complaining witness and a
former girlfriend parted ways with said accused, did then and there wilfully, unlawfully and feloniously, forced
(sic) said Melba Badua, 20 years old to ride in a tricycle and take her to their house where said accused
detained and kept (sic) locked in his house for a period of two (2) days under restraint and against her will, and
further maltreated her during said period of detention thus inflicting wounds on the different parts of her body
which require (sic) seven to ten (7-10) days to heal and incapacitate (sic) the victim in her customary work for
the same period of time.”[1]

Upon arraignment, with the assistance of counsel de parte, appellant pleaded to guilty to the charge and the case
was tried by Branch 16 of said trial court.

The complaining witness, Melba Badua, testified that she and appellant were once sweethearts and that, although
appellant was married in 1987, she did not know of his marital status when she initially got involved with him.
She claimed that she decided to break their illicit relations in June, 1990,[2] because she realized that she would
have no future with a married man.

Complainant was holder of a nursing degree and was allegedly hired as a private nurse on October 30, 1990. She
claimed that at around 1:00 P.M. on September 30, 1990, she was in front of a Shell gasoline station in San
Nicolas, Ilocos Norte, waiting for her employer, one Paul Ng, the establishment’s manager who was then talking
with his visitors. She was with a companion, Mercedes Domingo, and was supposed to proceed to Manila for a
medical checkup. Appellant passed by driving a tricycle. He recognized complainant and shouted in her direction,
asking her what she was doing there. Complainant told him not to bother her.

Appellant stopped the tricycle and alighted therefrom. Complainant claimed that appellant forthwith dragged her
to the tricycle and forced her to board it.[3] She was unable to resist him or call for help as he allegedly threatened
to kill her if she did so. He then drove them to his home where he supposedly forced her up to the second floor,
mauled her, and, in the scuffle, stuffed her shoes in her mouth.[4] She claimed that appellant manhandled her
because she told him that she no longer wanted to have anything to do with him as he was a married man.

Complainant further claimed that at dawn of the following day, appellant again forcibly took her out of the house,
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and then walked with her to a rice field where they sat on the ground until sunrise. Thereafter, they boarded a
passenger jeepney which proceeded to Laoag City where they rode on another passenger jeepney to a house in
Vintar. There, they were welcomed by a woman whom appellant called “auntie.”

In a room in that house, appellant reportedly made complainant sit on a chair and tied her hands with straw. He
left her there the whole day and only returned at lunch time to bring her food. It was only late in the afternoon that
he untied her hands. It does not appear that during that entire period she called for help, or attempted to free her
hands or go out of the room.

Complainant asserts that appellant later compelled her to walk down the road and board a passenger jeepney
which brought them back to Laoag City. They subsequently boarded another passenger jeepney which proceeded
to San Nicolas where appellant brought complainant back to the Shell gasoline station from which she had
boarded the tricycle he was driving the previous day.[5]

The following day, complainant’s sister, Victoria Badua, accompanied her to a government physician, Dr. Ediseo
Bonoan, who examined her injuries. They later went to a lawyer and then to the police to report the matter.[6]

Victoria Badua testified for the prosecution.[7] She claimed that at around 7:30 in the evening of September 1,
1990, she was informed by Mercedes Domingo that complainant was dragged by a tricycle driver and was forced
to board a tricycle.

She reported the incident to the police and they accompanied her to the house of appellant. Neither appellant nor
complainant was there, hence they proceeded to the house of the owner of the tricycle driven by appellant and
they found the tricycle parked there. Appellant and complainant were likewise not there. The next time Victoria
Badua saw her sister was when the latter came home the following day.

The prosecution presented Dr. Ediseo Bonoan, the Municipal Health Officer of San Nicolas Health Unit, who
later testified also for the defense. He explained the nature and extent of the injuries of complainant whom he
examined on September 3, 1990. He declared that complainant sustained contusions on the face, side of the head,
chest, elbow, palm, and arms.[8] The physician claimed that the injuries were probably inflicted by a hard object,
although it was also possible that they were sustained in the course of a fight. The wound on her palm could have
been caused when complainant slapped someone.[9]

Appellant, in his testimony, admitted that he was a married man and that he and complainant had been having an
affair. He stated that he and complainant left the gasoline station in San Nicolas on September 1, 1990, aboard the
tricycle which he drove for a living, but he claimed that he did not force complainant to come with him as she did
so of her own free will. Neither did he illegally detain her, much less maltreat her, contrary to her asservations in
her testimony.

According to appellant, his relationship with complainant was no secret to his relatives, such that when he brought
her to his house on September 1, 1990, her presence was not considered unusual by the several household
members therein who were his relatives.[10]

He said that they later went to the house of the owner of the tricycle to park the vehicle there before returning to
his house. The following day, they took a passenger jeepney to the house of the appellant’s aunt in Vintar and
they stayed with her that day. In the afternoon, they boarded another passenger jeepney to Laoag City and, from
there, they boarded a passenger jeepney which brought them back to San Nicolas where they parted.[11]

Magdalena Soberano, a sister of appellant, testified for the defense. She claimed that she was at their house in San
Nicolas when appellant arrived with complainant in the afternoon of September 1, 1990. They left for a moment
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to park the tricycle but returned and stayed in the house.[12] The witness claimed that she did not find the conduct
of the couple odd and said that it was customary for the complainant to spend time at their house.

Finally, Rosemella Agtarap, the aunt of appellant, testified that she was attending to her household chores when
appellant and the complainant stayed in her house in Vintar on September 2, 1990. She did not notice anything
unusual about their behavior and it certainly did not appear to her that the complainant was being held against her
will.[13]

While the evidence presented by the parties were consistent as regards the sequence of events, they were
contradictory with respect to the circumstances surrounding the charge. The prosecution sought to prove that
complainant was illegally detained by appellant from September 1 to 2 1990, and that he inflicted the injuries
found on her person. Al contrario, the defense declared that appellant neither detained the complainant nor
maltreated her but that, instead, the complainant spent the time involved in the company of appellant on her own
volition.

On June 21, 1994, judgment was rendered by the trial court convicting appellant of serious illegal detention.
Appellant was sentenced to suffer the penalty of reclusion perpetua, to indemnify the offended party in the sum of
P50,000.00, without subsidiary imprisonment in case of insolvency, and to pay the costs.[14]

In this appeal, appellant avers that the trial court erred in finding him guilty beyond reasonable doubt, on the lone
assignment of error that the evidence of the prosecution is not worthy of credence since it is tainted with
inconsistencies, is contrary to human experience and lacks credibility.[15]

We find merit in the appeal at bar.

It is fundamental in criminal prosecutions that before the accused may be convicted of a crime, his guilt must be
proven beyond reasonable doubt. If there are substantial facts which were overlooked by the trial court but which
could alter the results of the case in favor of the accused, such facts should be taken into account by this Court as
a reviewing tribunal.[16] The Court has thoroughly delved into the records of the instant case and painstakingly
assayed the evidence adduced by the parties. We find the evidence of the prosecution grossly insufficient to
sustain a conviction.

Under the pertinent provisions of Article 267 of the Revised Penal Code which were in force when the crime
charged in this case was committed in 1990, kidnapping and serious illegal detention is committed by any private
individual who shall kidnap or detain another, or in any other manner deprive him of his liberty, under any of the
following circumstances, vis: (1) If the kidnapping or detention shall have lasted more than five days; (2) If it
shall have been committed simulating public authority; (3) If any serious physical injuries shall have been
inflicted upon the person kidnapped or detained, or if threats to kill him shall have been made; (4) If the person
kidnapped or detained shall be a minor, female or a public officer.[17]

Serious illegal detention is committed where the following elements of the crime concur: (1) that the offender is a
private individual; (2) that he kidnaps or detains another, or in any other manner deprives the latter of his liberty;
(3) that the act of detention is done with any of the circumstances in the foregoing paragraph.[18]

Appellant was convicted of serious illegal detention under Art. 267(4) of the Revised Penal Code. The essential
element of the offense is that the victim was restrained of deprived of his liberty[19] and there must be a showing
of actual confinement or restriction of his person.[20] There is no serious illegal detention where the fact of
detention was not clearly established.[21]

In addition, it is necessary that there be indubitable proof that such deprivation of liberty was the actual intent of
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the accused.[22] There must be a purposeful or knowing action by the accused to forcibly restrain the victim[23]
because taking coupled with intent completes the offense.[24] In the present case, there is no showing that the
complaint was forcefully transported away, locked up, restrained of her freedom, or prevented from
communicating with anyone. Neither has it been established that such was the intention of appellant.

There are several circumstances reflecting facts and raising questions which refute the conclusion of the lower
court that appellant is guilty of serious illegal detention. Objectively and subjectively considered, they point
towards appellant’s innocence and are incompatible with attributions of guilt.

First. There is no clear evidence that the complainant was forcibly taken while she was in the gasoline station on
September 1, 1990. The alleged eyewitness, Mercedes Domingo, was never presented in court because the
prosecution did not think that her testimony would be necessary.[25] In the absence of the actual testimony of
Domingo, the statement of Victoria Badua that Domingo notified her that complainant was dragged by appellant
to the tricycle is self-serving.

Moreover, when appellant, allegedly pulled complainant towards and into the tricycle, Domingo was far from
her.[26] Thus, it was possible that the alleged eyewitness did not at all see appellant force complainant into the
tricycle, as claimed by the prosecution. Incidentally, at that time, Paul Ng and his visitors were in the gasoline
station and complainant was precisely waiting for them to finish their conversation.

Even, assuming that Domingo actually saw appellant drag the complainant to the tricycle, it is puzzling that she
did not seek the assistance of bystanders or law enforcers in the vicinity, as a person who witnessed a crime would
normally do. While we take judicial notice that eyewitnesses to an offense are often reluctant to report the
incident to law enforcers, the Court finds the response of Domingo to the occurrence contrary to human
experience.

The incident occurred at around one o’clock in the afternoon. Surprisingly Domingo did not report the matter to
Victoria Badua until 7:30 in the evening. The latter claimed that she was not home at 3:30 that afternoon when
Domingo allegedly first went to her house to report the incident. If such were the case, why did Domingo not alert
the authorities or anyone else? The inexplicable absence of a sense of urgency despite the grave offense
committed against a woman, if true, negates the claim that complainant was forcibly taken by appellant and that
Domingo witnessed the same.

Second. Appellant allegedly forced the complainant to go with him to his house on San Nicolas, and then to
Laoag City and to his aunt’s house in Vintar the following morning, before returning to Laoag City and San
Nicolas that afternoon. Appellant and complainant commuted aboard public jeepneys, walked on public roads,
traveled in broad daylight, saw and were seen by many people and yet, nowhere in any of these trips, is there any
showing that complainant attempted to escape from the custody of appellant or to call for and seek the help of
others. It is contended that she did not do so because appellant, at least twice, threatened to kill her.[27]
Nonetheless, such contention loses veracity because, under the circumstances, the conduct of the complainant was
incredible and uncharacteristic of a person detained.

Appellant was alone, did not act in concert with anybody, and there is no evidence at all that he was armed.
Furthermore, appellant and complainant were frequently on the move and were often among or in the company of
other people. Complainant could have at least attempted to escape from appellant or otherwise indicated to others
that she was in trouble, yet the evidence does not show any attempt or struggle on her part to flee. Her deviant and
abnormal conduct is damaging and fatal to the cause of the People.

Third. If appellant actually detained the complainant against her will, why did he bring her to his house and
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subsequently to his aunt’s house where they mingled with the occupants? As already stated, why did they travel
in broad daylight, commute via public transportation, and go to public places? Why did appellant bother to bring
the complainant back to San Nicolas, to the very place where she was taken from the previous day and which was
where her employer held office? If appellant had debased and criminal intentions, he could have been more
discreet in his comportment. His candid and unsuspicious behavior renders the imputation of his guilt
questionable, if not incredible.

Fourth. The prosecution claims that complainant was mauled by appellant. It further claims that her hands were
securely tied the whole day of September 2, 1990, thus preventing her from escaping. Although complainant
sustained injuries in the arms, elbow, palm, and other parts of the body, the examining physician testified that it
was possible that the injuries were sustained in the course of a fight.

Furthermore, he said that the injury on her palm may have been caused when complainant slapped somebody.
Therefore, it is possible that complainant’s hands were not tied at all. Had her hands been bound, they would have
borne clear marks of striations caused by the bonds, and her injuries would have been more than contusions on her
palm, arms and elbow.[28] The actual physical evidence disclosed by medical examination negates complainant’s
account. More importantly, although said medical evidence showed that the complainant sustained injuries, it is
not manifest to the Court nor are we convinced that the injuries were really inflicted by appellant. What is
intriguing to the Court is that she admitted that she had a live-in partner by whom she was pregnant.

In light of the foregoing circumstances, it was improvident for the court a quo to conclude that appellant illegally
detained the complainant. Thus, although we are generally accord utmost respect to the factual findings of the trial
court, we are constrained to set aside such findings since the evidence shows that the court below did not take into
account the aforestated highly significant circumstances in arriving at its conclusion.[29]

The act of holding a person for a proscribed purpose necessarily implies an unlawful physical or mental restraint
against the person’s will, and with a willful intent to so confine the victim.[30] There is no illegal detention where
the supposed victim consents to the confinement. The victim must be taken away against his will as his lack of
consent is a fundamental element of the offense and the involuntariness of the seizure and detention is the very
essence of the crime.[31]

In the case at bar, the Court is not convinced that complainant was taken away or detained by appellant against
her will. Besides, motive is absent in the case. Generally, the motive of the accused is immaterial and, not being,
an element of the crime, need not be proven.[32] But where the evidence is weak, as it is in the instant case, it
becomes essential that motive be disclosed by the evidence; otherwise, the guilt of the accused becomes open to
reasonable doubt and, therefore, the accused must be acquitted.[33] In the case now before us, the evidence of the
prosecution does not reveal that appellant had depraved motive that would justify his conviction.

The serious illegal detention theory appears to be an impulsion upon complainant and her relatives who, frantic
about the ardor of appellant in his romance with complainant, wanted to keep appellant away from her because
she apparently no longer reciprocated his love with the same degree of passion. If what transpired was not a
frivolous indiscretion of lovers, the most that can be said is that it was the foolish nurturing by a young man of a
love affair that had gone sour but which, by itself, is not punishable.

Criminal cases rise and fall on the strength of the evidence presented by the prosecution and not on the weakness
of the defense proffered by the accused.[34] The People has clearly failed to prove the guilt of appellant beyond
reasonable doubt, and his conviction as urged by the prosecution cannot rest easy on the conscience of this Court.

WHEREFORE, the judgment of the court a quo finding appellant guilty beyond reasonable doubt of the crime of
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serious illegal detention with physical injuries is hereby REVERSED and SET ASIDE, and accused-appellant
Joel Soberano is ACQUITTED on the ground of reasonable doubt, with costs de oficio. His immediate release
from confinement is hereby ordered, unless there is any other lawful cause for his continued detention.
SO ORDERED.

Puno, and Mendoza, JJ., concur.
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