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QUISUMBING, J.:

For automatic review is the judgment[1] dated October 29, 1999, of the Regional Trial Court of Cagayan de Oro
City, Branch 19, in Criminal Case No. 98-696 finding herein appellants Lino Abujan and Richard[2] Valmores
guilty of murder and imposing upon them the penalty of death. In the said decision, appellants were also ordered
to pay the heirs of the victim, Reselda Patong, the sum of P75,000, as civil indemnity, P50,000 as moral damages,
and reimburse their actual expenses of P170,000, including the attorney’s fees of P10,000, and to pay the costs.

The facts, as borne by the records, are as follows:

In an Information dated August 18, 1998, appellants were charged of the murder of Reselda[3] Patong, committed
as follows:

That on the 1st day of March, 1998 at about 3:00 o’clock in the afternoon, more or less at Barangay Wagoron,
Municipality of Manticao, Province of Misamis Oriental, Philippines and within the jurisdiction of this
Honorable Court, the above-named accused, conspiring, confederating and helping with one another, with
intent to kill, treachery and evident premeditation, did then and there, willfully, unlawfully and feloniously
attack, assault and stab one Reselda Patong, hitting her on different parts of her body, with the use of bladed
weapon which caused victim instantaneous death.

The crime was committed with the attendance of the following aggravating circumstances, to wit:
1. That the act was committed with disregard of the respect due to the victim on account of her sex;

2. That the crime was committed in an uninhabited place;

3. That the act was committed with evidence (sic) premeditation;

4. That the act was committed by taking advantage of superior strength;

5. That the act was committed with treachery;

6. That means was employed or circumstances brought about when the crime was committed which add
ignominy to the natural effects of the act by means of removing the flesh of the right thigh of the victim;

7. That the crime was committed with cruelty;

CONTRARY TO and in violation of Article 248 and Article 14 of the Revised Penal Code as amended by
R.A. 7659.[4]

Upon being arraigned, appellants pleaded not guilty and trial thereafter ensued.

The first witness for the prosecution, Edwin Longakit, testified that on March 1, 1998 at about 4:00 p.m. while he
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was on his way to work in Digkilaan, Misamis Oriental, he saw appellants squatting on the road at Sitio
Wagoron.[5] According to the witness, appellant Abujan asked him where he was going. He replied that he was
going to his place of work. He said he noticed that appellant Abujan was holding a knife and had blood on his
forehead, chest and stomach.[6]

The next prosecution witness, Victoriano Ramos, testified that at about 3:00 p.m. on March 1, 1998, at Sitio
Wagoron, while he was on his way home to Sitio Kilablab, Mahayahay, he saw appellants from a distance of
about three meters talking with the victim. He said he heard the victim say, “I’m in a hurry,” to which appellant
Valmores responded, “Don’t go, as if you are not from this place.” He averred he then heard the victim retort,
“It’s already late in the afternoon.”[7]

The prosecution then presented Carlito Aguilar, who testified that on March 1, 1998, at about 8:00-11:00 a.m., he
was with appellants and three other men drinking tuba and Tanduay rum at the store of one Fredo Lacbain[8] at
Tuod, Manticao, Misamis Oriental. He testified he saw appellant Valmores slice a chicken thigh using a knife[9]
with no handle, but with a scabbard made of carton, which was the same knife he saw thrust on the victim’s chest
at the crime scene. He further testified that they stopped drinking when appellant Lino Abujan invited them to go
to the mountain to get some sex, which the witness declined as he had to return home.[10] Before his drinking
buddies left, continued the witness, he observed that appellant Valmores took the knife from the table where it lay
and tucked it in his armpit.[11]

The next witness for the prosecution was Dr. Tammy Uy, the medico-legal officer at the National Bureau of
Investigation (NBI) in Cagayan de Oro who conducted the autopsy on the victim. He testified that, basing on his
examination of the seventeen stab wounds inflicted on the victim, he concluded that there must have been one or
more assailants employing one or more bladed instruments.[12]

SPO2 Leonardo Macasero, of the Manticao Police Station, testified that he arrived at the crime scene at about
9:30 a.m. on March 6, 1998. Together with the municipal health officer, they recovered a woman’s panty,
slippers, strands of hair, a knife without a handle thrust on the victim’s left chest, a scabbard, a man’s brown belt
with stainless buckle, a live bullet of caliber 5.56, a yellow cartolina paper, and a man’s photograph.[13]

Atty. Alex Caburnay of the NBI in Iligan City next testified. He said he was the agent in charge of investigating
this case. According to this witness, on March 11, 1998, the Manticao Police Station turned over to him the
following items recovered from the crime scene: (1) strands of hair of the victim; (2) a live ammunition of caliber
5.56; (3) a panty; (4) a pair of brown lady sandals; (5) a man’s brown belt with stainless buckle; (6) a face towel;
(7) a yellow cartolina paper; (8) a double-bladed hunting knife without handle; (9) a scabbard; and (10) a picture
of the alleged suitor of the victim.[14]

For the defense, the first witness was appellant Lino Abujan. He denied the charges against him. He testified that
on March 1, 1998 from 9:00-11:00 a.m., he was in Purok 8, Tuod, Manticao, Misamis Oriental, drinking 1 gallon
of tuba and 1 pocket-size Tanduay rum with Ruben Habla[15], Jesus Calisagan, Marcos Alicabo[16], Castor
Alicabo, Carlito Aguilar, Tata Mansilao, and co-appellant Valmores. He stated that they did not have any chicken
thigh during their drinking session. He claimed that at about 11:20 a.m., he went home, helped his mother with the
household chores, and took his lunch. Subsequently, he said that the purok president, Timoteo Gaid,[17] came to
their house. Gaid informed them that there would be a purok meeting at 1:00 p.m. that day to be held at the
waiting shed of Tuod Manticao, Misamis Oriental. According to appellant Abujan, he attended the said meeting,
which started at 2:00 p.m. and ended at 3:00 p.m.[18] From 3:00-5:00 p.m. that day, he said he played volleyball
with Gerry Buna[19], Castor Alicabo, Marcos Alicabo, Richard Valmores, Ruben Habla, and Tata Mansilao.
After playing volleyball, he said he went home.[20] He further testified that on March 9, 1998, while attending the
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wake of the victim, he was arrested by Atty. Caburnay. He also testified that he was mauled with a rattan stick by
Caburnay to force him to confess that he killed the victim.[21]

Abujan’s testimony was essentially corroborated by the other appellant, Richard Valmores. Aside from denying
the charge against him, Valmores also denied having partaken of a chicken thigh during their drinking session in
the morning of March 1, 1998, much less using a knife to slice the chicken.[22] He stated that after downing 1
gallon of tuba and 1 pocket size Tanduay rum with his drinking pals, he went home and took his lunch. He then
helped his father with the household chores. Then at about 1:00 p.m. of that day, Valmores said, his co-appellant
Abujan passed by their house and invited him to play volleyball. Thus, he claimed that he alternately played
volleyball and attended the purok meeting from 2:00-3:00 p.m. that day. Then from 3:00 until 5:00 p.m., he
played volleyball continuously. Thereafter, according to the witness, he went home.[23] He said he was arrested
at his house by Atty. Caburnay in the evening of March 9, 1998.[24]

The next defense witness was purok president Timoteo Gaid. He stated that on March 1, 1998, between 1:00-3:00
p.m. at Tuod, Manticao, Misamis Oriental, while he was attending the purok meeting he saw appellants Abujan
and Valmores playing volleyball with other men in front of the waiting shed.[25] However, on cross-examination,
he denied that in the afternoon of March 1, 1998, he went to appellant Abujan’s house to invite him to attend the
purok meeting, as earlier testified to by the said appellant.[26]

Another witness for the defense, Ruben Habla, testified that on March 1, 1998 between 9:00-11:00 a.m., he was
with Gerry[27] Buna, Jesus Kalisagan, Marcos Alicabo, Carlito Aguilar, and appellants Abujan and Valmores, on
a drinking spree at the store of one Lakbain. He also denied that they had a chicken thigh or that anyone of his
companions carried a knife. When they finished drinking, he said he went straight home to take his lunch. He then
headed to the waiting shed of Purok 8 to attend the purok meeting. He stated that from the waiting shed, he saw
appellants Abujan and Valmores playing volleyball. He testified that after the purok meeting ended at about 3:00
p.m., he played volleyball with Valmores and the others while Abujan stood nearby watching them play until 5:00
p.m. that day.[28]

The last defense witness was Rally Buna. He testified that on March 1, 1998 at around 3:00 p.m., he saw the
victim, Reselda Patong, pass his house. He further testified that a man was following her, but he was sure the man
was neither appellant Abujan nor appellant Valmores as he could easily identify both from either the front or back
view. He also testified that during custodial investigation, he was mauled by Atty. Caburnay and his men to
implicate appellants Abujan and Valmores. He said his chest hair was pulled off, his hands were beaten with a
stick, and his right head was struck with a .45 caliber pistol.[29]

After trial, the court found the following circumstantial evidence sufficient to convict both appellants of murder:

“1. From 9:00 to 11:00 A.M. of March 1, 1998 the two accused and their friends: Ruben Jabla, Jesus
Calisayan, Marcos Alicabo, Castor Alicabo, Tata Mansilao and prosecution witness Carlito Aguilar got into a
drinking spree of tuba and Tanduay Rhum which they downed with 2 chicken thighs.

“2. They stopped their drinking at 11:00 A.M. without having eaten their lunch yet.

“3. At their drinking session prosecution witness Carlito Aguilar, a friend of both the accused, saw Richard
Valmores use his knife to cut the chicken thighs.

“4. The drinking session was stopped upon suggestion of Kino (sic) Abujan as he and other were going out to
the mountain to find sex (‘saplot’).

“5. Later, at 4:00 P.M. prosecution Edwin Longakit passed by the 2 accused squatting by the roadside when he
was hiking toward his place of work in Digkilaan, Wagoron, Manticao, Mis. Or. Edwin noticed blood stains on
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Lino’s forehead, chest and stomach. He saw Lino Abujan holding a knife with his right hand.

“6. The accused had no shirts on.

“7. Victim Reselda Patong was to take her semi final exam on Mar. 2, 1998, a Monday. That was why she left
her home afternoon of March 1st in order to be in her lodging house in the town of Manticao in time.

“8. She did not reach her destination. Search operation began. On March 6th she was discovered in a bushy
area in Barangay Tuod/Wagoron, dead and in an advanced state of decomposition where she was found only
25 meters away from where Longakit saw accused squatting by the roadside shirtless, bloody and Lino Abujan
holding a knife.

“9. When discovered and recovered, the body of Reselda was decomposing with 17 stab wounds, 13 of which
were penetrating and only 4 non-penetrating (Testimony of Dr. Tammy Uy and his autopsy report, Exh. B).
The certificate of death states that the cause of death was severe-hemorrhage and multiple stab and incise
wounds (Exh. A).”[30]

The dispositive portion of the trial court decision reads:

WHEREFORE, the court hereby imposes upon the accused the supreme penalty of death and orders them to
solidarily indemnify the heirs of Reselda Patong the sum of P75,000, to pay her parents moral damages in the
sum of P50,000, reimburse the latter’s actual expenses of P170,000 including the attorney’s fees of P10,000
and to pay the costs. The knife, Exh. D-4 is hereby confiscated in favor of the State.[31]

The principal issue for our resolution is whether the circumstantial evidence presented against appellants suffices
for conviction. If so, we must also inquire whether the penalty imposed is appropriate.

Appellants basically assail the credibility of the prosecution witnesses. They seek refuge in the testimony of
Ruben Habla that they were playing volleyball at the basketball court of Brgy. Tuod, Manticao, Misamis Oriental
between 1:00 and 5:00 p.m. on March 1, 1998. Based on Habla’s testimony, appellants never left the said place
for any length of time that afternoon. Thus, according to appellants, it was physically impossible for them to
commit the crime. Appellants likewise call our attention to the testimony of Rally Buna who saw the man
following the victim, Reselda Patong, right before she was murdered. According to this witness, the man was
definitely not appellant Abujan nor appellant Valmores, with whom he was closely familiar.

For the appellee, the Office of the Solicitor General (OSG) contends that sufficient circumstantial evidence
support appellants’ conviction, to wit:
(1) witness Carlito Aguilar identified the knife embedded on the victim’s breast as the same knife used by
appellant Valmores to slice their pulutan in the morning of 1 March 1998;

(2) witness Edwin Longakit saw appellants shirtless squatting in a place not more than 25 meters from where the
victim disappeared; appellant Abujan had blood on his forehead and chest and held in his right hand a knife with
no scabbard;

(3) appellants were the last persons seen talking to the victim the day she disappeared; and

(5) when appellant Abujan was apprehended by the authorities, he exclaimed “why are you arresting me only
when I have a companion?”

After careful scrutiny of the records of this case, we are not convinced that appellants’ guilt has been proven
beyond reasonable doubt.

That the guilt of an accused must be proved beyond reasonable doubt is the cardinal rule in our adversarial system
of justice. Before he is convicted, there should be moral certainty - a certainty that convinces and satisfies the
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reason and conscience of those who are to act upon it.[32] Absolute guarantee of guilt is not demanded by the law
to convict a person of a criminal charge but there must, at least, be moral certainty on each element essential to
constitute the offense and on the responsibility of the offender. Proof beyond reasonable doubt is meant to be that,
all things given, the mind of the Court can rest at ease concerning its verdict.[33]

In this case, several facts established during trial cast shadows of doubt on the guilt of appellants. The live bullet
recovered at the crime scene as testified to by SPO2 Macasero and Atty. Caburnay was not linked in any way to
either of the appellants. The man’s belt, which was also recovered from the crime scene, did not fit appellants
Abujan[34] nor Valmores.[35] Neither was it proved that the belt belonged to the victim. The prosecution failed
to establish a direct link or any reasonable connection of the bullet and the belt to the appellants. These curious
lapses give us reason to entertain serious doubt as to appellants’ guilt. We are at a loss as to how the two
recovered items would fit in the theory of the prosecution that the appellants are the malefactors.

Furthermore, there is corroborated testimony of torture inflicted by the NBI officer, Atty. Alex Caburnay, on the
prosecution witness Rally Buna and appellant Abujan during their custodial investigation. On this ground, we
hesitate to accept testimonies that the knife thrust on the victim’s breast belonged to appellant Valmores, or that
appellant Abujan held a knife and had blood on his forehead, chest and stomach in the afternoon of March 1,
1998. It puzzles us why, in spite of the sworn testimonies of appellant Abujan that he was tortured to admit the
killing of Reselda Patong, and of prosecution witness Buna that he was mauled to implicate appellants Abujan and
Valmores, the alleged torturer was not recalled to the witness stand to categorically deny the damning allegation.
The prosecution should have at least applied for leave of court to recall Caburnay, if only to dispel the lingering
doubt generated by said testimonies concerning torture. Atty. Caburnay himself remained silent on this significant
matter.

The rule that this Court should refrain from disturbing the conclusions of the trial court on the credibility of
witnesses and their testimony, does not apply where the trial court might have overlooked certain facts of
substance or value which, if considered, would affect the outcome of the case.[36] Further, this Court will not
hesitate to reverse a judgment of conviction and acquit the appellants where there are strong indications pointing
to the possibility that the appellants are not the real authors of the crime.

In criminal cases, the burden is on the prosecution to prove beyond reasonable doubt the guilt of the accused. It
must do so on the strength of its own evidence and not merely rely on the weakness of the defense.[37] In this
case, while defense evidence merely consisted of denial and alibi, we find that the prosecution also failed to
overturn the constitutional presumption of appellants’ innocence.

We are enraged by the shocking death suffered by the victim and we commiserate with her family. But with seeds
of doubt planted in our minds by unexplained circumstances in this case, we are unable to accept the lower
court’s conclusion to convict appellants. We cannot in conscience accept the prosecution’s evidence here as
sufficient proof required to convict appellants of murder. Hence, here we must reckon with a dictum of the law, in
dubilis reus est absolvendus. All doubts must be resolved in favor of the accused. Nowhere is this rule more
compelling than in a case involving the death penalty for a truly humanitarian Court would rather set ten guilty
men free than send one innocent man to the death row. Perforce, we must declare both appellants not guilty and
set them free.

WHEREFORE, the assailed decision dated October 29, 1999, of the Regional Trial Court of Cagayan de Oro
City, Branch 19, in Criminal Case No. 98-696, is REVERSED and SET ASIDE. Appellants LINO ABUJAN and
RICHARD VALMORES are ACQUITTED of the charge of murder on the ground of reasonable doubt.

The Director of Prisons is hereby DIRECTED to release the appellants immediately, unless they are being
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lawfully held for another cause, and to inform the Court accordingly within ten (10) days from notice of this
decision.

SO ORDERED.

Davide, Jr., C.J., Puno, Vitug, Panganiban, Ynares-Santiago, Sandoval-Gutierrez, Carpio, Austria-Martinez,
Corona, Carpio-Morales, Callejo, Sr., and Tinga, JJ., concur.

Azcuna, J., on official leave.

[1] Rollo, pp. 26-39.

[2] Sometimes “Ricardo” in the records.

[3] Sometimes “Criselda” in the records.

[4] Records, pp. 2-3.

[5] Sometimes “Waguron” in the records.

[6] TSN, 24 February 1999, pp. 4-5.

[7] TSN, 2 March 1999, p. 7.

[8] Sometimes “Lakbain” in the records.

[9] TSN, 2 March 1999, p. 25.

[10] Id. at 27.

[11] Ibid.

[12] TSN, 3 March 1999, p. 52.

[13] TSN, 8 March 1999, pp. 5-6.

[14] TSN, 10 March 1999, pp. 43-47.

[15] Sometimes “Jabla” in the records.

[16] Sometimes “Alicaba”, “Alikabok”, “Alcaba” or “Alikabo” in the records.

[17] Sometimes “Pio Gaid” in the records.

[18] TSN, 29 March 1999, pp. 11-17.

[19] Sometimes “Bona” in the records.

[20] TSN, 29 March 1999, pp. 18-19.

[21] Id. at 33-36.

[22] TSN, 31 March 1999, p. 98.

[23] Id. at 65-69.

[24] Id. at 78-81.

BATAS.org - Philippine Law Library G.R. No. 140870. February 11, 2004

© 2026 batas.org  ·  Philippine Bar Review & Law-School Companion Page 6 of 8

Study hands-free: podcast-style lessons with read-along highlighting - batas.org



[25] TSN, 10 August 1999, pp. 78-80.

[26] Id. at 83-84.

[27] Sometimes “Jerry” in the records.

[28] TSN, 10 August 1999, pp. 95-102.

[29] TSN, 7 September 1999, pp. 5-8.

[30] Rollo, pp. 37-38.

[31] Id. at 38-39.

[32] People v. Ca×¡edo, G.R. No. 128382, 5 July 2000, 335 SCRA 81, 99 citing U.S. v. Reyes, 3 Phil. 3, 6
(1903).

[33] People v. Dela Cruz, 388 Phil. 678, 690 (2000).

[34] TSN, 29 March 1999, pp. 40-41.

[35] TSN, 31 March 1999, p. 100.

[36] People v. Ladrillo, 377 Phil. 904, 917 (1999).

[37] People v. Bulan, G.R. No. 133224, 25 January 2002, 374 SCRA 618, 629-630.

BATAS.org - Philippine Law Library G.R. No. 140870. February 11, 2004

© 2026 batas.org  ·  Philippine Bar Review & Law-School Companion Page 7 of 8

Turn this case into an audio lecture - facts, issues, ruling and doctrine - at batas.org



ABOUT BATAS.ORG

Study smarter at BATAS.org
The Philippine bar review and law-school companion built around how your brain actually remembers.

The complete Philippine law library - free for everyone.
More than 100,000 Supreme Court decisions, Republic Acts, and executive issuances - full-text searchable, browsable
by category and year, and always free. No paywall, no login. This PDF came from it.

Audio case-brief lectures.
Any decision becomes a podcast-style lecture - facts, issues, ruling, and doctrine - with read-along highlighting and a
hands-free presentation mode. Study while commuting, working out, or resting your eyes.

Bar review built on the science of memory.
Complete, sequenced courses for all eight bar subjects, narrated like podcasts and reinforced with retrieval practice and
spaced review - the study techniques with the strongest evidence behind them.

The full law-school curriculum.
One subscription unlocks the entire J.D. curriculum - every subject, every lesson, with your progress tracked down to
the paragraph so you can pick up exactly where you left off, on any device.

Mock exams that tell you where you stand.
Timed multiple-choice exams graded instantly, with per-subject score breakdowns and focus suggestions that point you
at your weakest topics first.

A study planner that keeps you on pace.
Set your schedule and BATAS tells you every day whether you are on track for bar day - and exactly which lesson to
take next.

Start free at https://batas.org
The law library is free forever - and your first lesson is one click away.

The text of this document is an official public record and remains in the public domain. Formatting, presentation, and compilation © 2026
batas.org.

Downloaded free from the batas.org Law Library. Share it freely - the library is free for every law student, bar reviewee, and practitioner.

BATAS.org - Philippine Law Library G.R. No. 140870. February 11, 2004

© 2026 batas.org  ·  Philippine Bar Review & Law-School Companion Page 8 of 8

Bar review courses, mock exams and a study planner that keeps you on pace - batas.org


