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LOPEZ, M., J.:

This is an appeal from the Court of Appeals' (CA) Amended Decision[1] dated September 18, 2023 finding
accused-appellant XXX270897 guilty of three counts of qualified trafficking under Republic Act (RA) No. 9208,
as amended by RA No. 10364.[2]

ANTECEDENTS
XXX270897 was charged with, and convicted of three counts of Qualified Trafficking under the following
Informations:

In Criminal Case No. R-DVO-16-01691-CR
That sometime in September 2014 in the City of xxxxxxxxx, Philippines, and within the jurisdiction of this
Honorable Court, the above-named accused willfully, unlawfully, and knowingly received private complainant
xxxxxxxxxxx, fifteen years old, whose age is known to him, through another minor, whom he directed to
provide him with the services of the private complainant for the purpose of engaging the latter's services, that
is, to have sexual intercourse with him for a fee.

CONTRARY TO LAW.

In Criminal Case No. R-DVO-16-01693-CR
That sometime in April 2014 in the City of xxxxxxxxx, Philippines, and within the jurisdiction of this
Honorable Court, the above-named accused, willfully, unlawfully, and knowingly received and hired private
complainant xxxxxxxxxxx, fifteen years old, whose age is known to him and engaged her services to have
sexual intercourse with him for a fee in the amount of One Thousand Five Hundred Pesos ([PHP] 1,500.00)
through another minor, whom he directed to provide him with the services of the private complainant for the
said sexual purpose.

CONTRARY TO LAW.

In Criminal Case No. R-DVO16-01694-CR
That on or about in September 19, 2014 in the City of xxxxxxxxx, Philippines, and within the jurisdiction of
this Honorable Court, the above-named accused, willfully, unlawfully, and knowingly received and hired
private complainant xxxxxxxxxxx, fourteen years whose age is known to him and engaged her services to have
sexual intercourse with him for a fee in the amount of Two Thousand Five Hundred Pesos ([PHP] 2,500.00)
through another minor whom he directed to provide him with the services of the private complainant for the
said sexual purpose.

CONTRARY TO LAW.[3]

XXX270897 was originally charged with seven counts of qualified trafficking in persons. However, four of these
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cases were dismissed due to lack of evidence when the victims did not testify.[4]

During trial, the prosecution presented the testimonies of the three minor victims, AAA270897, BBB270897, and
CCC270897.[5]

AAA270897 was born on April 9, 2000, and was just 14 years old when she was introduced to XXX270897. She
testified that sometime in September 2014, her friend, another minor named DDD270897,[6] persuaded her to
meet and have sex with a certain "xxx" (XXX270897's coined name). After AAA270897 agreed, she and
DDD270897 rode a taxi to meet XXX270897 at xxxxxxxxxxx Motel. Upon arrival, DDD270897 introduced
AAA270897 to XXX270897 and left her alone with him in his motel room.[7] XXX270897 then started touching
AAA270897's breasts, but she asked him to stop out of fear.[8] AAA270897 was paid PHP 500.00.[9] On their
way home, DDD270897 told AAA270897 that XXX270897 was displeased with what had happened. Due to this,
he instructed DDD270897 to bring a different girl who would be willing to have sex with him.[10]

CCC270897 was born on September 11, 1999[11] and was only 15 years old when she was abused by
XXX270897. She first learned of XXX270897 when she received a text message from her friend, a certain Rizza,
who informed her that XXX270897 was willing to pay to have sex with a young woman. CCC270897, a runaway
from home with no means of earning an income,[12] was enticed with the offer. She then went with Rizza and a
certain Nica to xxxxxxxxxxxxxxxx to meet with XXX270897. When they arrived, the trio went to XXX270897's
room where Rizza introduced CCC270897 to XXX270897. XXX270897 then handed Rizza and Nica money;
Nica gave CCC270897 PHP 1,500.00. Afterward, Rizza and Nica left CCC270897 alone with XXX270897 to
have sex. After having sex, XXX270897 informed CCC270897 that he would pay her higher if she brought him
other virgin minors. Tempted by this proposal, CCC270897 claimed that she brought a total of six other minor
girls to XXX270897.[13]

BBB270897 was the final victim to testify. She was born on October 20, 2000[14] and was just 13 years old when
she met XXX270897 on September 19, 2014. Similar to AAA270897, DDD270897 brought BBB270897 to
xxxxxxxxxxx Motel where she had sex with XXX270897. Afterward, XXX270897 paid BBB270897 PHP
2,500.00; he also asked her to look for other minor virgins for a reward.[15] BBB270897 brought another victim,
who eventually became a complainant in a separate case. However, that case was dismissed because the victim
chose not to testify.[16]

The records of this case show that XXX270897 was apprehended through an entrapment operation carried out by
the Philippine National Police's Women and Children Protection Desk.[17] On November 5, 2014, the entrapment
team, together with a minor who posed as a victim, travelled to xxxxxxxxxxx Motel to meet with XXX270897.
When they arrived, the minor and two police operatives went to Room 115 where XXX270897 was eventually
arrested.[18]

After the prosecution rested its case, the defense moved for the submission of a written memorandum in lieu of
presenting its witnesses. In his Memorandum, XXX270897 argued, through counsel, that the prosecution failed to
prove that he was engaged in qualified trafficking because the minor victims were not recruited, threatened,
coerced, or forced as all their actions were done with consent. XXX270897 also claimed that he did not know that
the victims were minors, which was allegedly important to qualify the act as qualified trafficking in persons.[19]

In its Decision,[20] the Regional Trial Court (RTC), convicted XXX270897 with three counts of qualified
trafficking in persons. The trial court found that the Informations filed against XXX270897 sufficiently alleged
the receipt of the minor victims for sexual exploitation by taking advantage of the victims' vulnerability and
poverty.[21] Further, XXX270897's act of directing minor victims to recruit other minors to engage in prostitution
makes him punishable under Section 4 paragraphs (a), (e), and (l) of the Anti-Trafficking in Persons Act.[22]
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As regards the alleged voluntariness of the victims' act, the trial court held that trafficking can exist even with the
victim's consent and knowledge. This is because consent is rendered meaningless by virtue of the coercive,
abusive, or deceptive means employed by the perpetrators of human trafficking.[23] Ultimately, the RTC found
that the prosecution properly established all the elements of qualified trafficking.[24] The dispositive portion of
the Decision reads:

WHEREFORE, premises considered, this court finds the accused [XXX270897] GUILTY BEYOND
REASONABLE DOUBT for the crimes of Qualified Trafficking in Persons as defined and penalized under
Section 4(a) in relation to Section 6(a) and a(2) of RA 9208 as amended and hereby imposes against him, in
each case, a penalty of life imprisonment and to pay a fine of Two Million Pesos ([PHP] 2,000,000.00). This
court further directs the accused to pay each of the private complainants AAA, BBB, and CCC Five Hundred
Thousand Pesos ([PHP] 500,000.00) as moral damages and One hundred thousand pesos ([PHP] 100,000.00)
as exemplary damages and to pay the cost of suit.

All monetary awards shall earn interest at the legal rate of six percent (6%) per annum to be computed from the
date of the finality of this Decision until fully paid.

The period of preventive imprisonment of the accused shall be credited in the service of his penalty pursuant to
Article 29 of the Revised Penal Code.

SO ORDERED.[25]

Afterward, XXX270897 filed a petition for review under Rule 42 with the CA. In his Brief,[26] XXX270897
accused the trial court judge of being partial and biased, citing various portions of the Transcripts of Stenographic
Notes (TSNs) where his counsel's objections were overruled.[27] As to substance, he objected to the sufficiency
of the Informations filed against him as they failed to indicate the elements of qualified trafficking. XXX270897
also alleged that the trial court erred since the evidence of the prosecution was inadequate to prove XXX270897's
guilt beyond a reasonable doubt.[28] Lastly, he reiterated that he was not aware of the minority of the victims.[29]

In its September 18, 2023 Amended Decision,[30] the CA affirmed XXX270897's conviction. It held that
XXX270897's petition should be dismissed for being the wrong remedy and for the various fatal procedural lapses
in his Appellant's Brief.[31]

Even if the technicalities were set aside, the CA found no cogent reason to reverse the ruling of the trial court.[32]
It ruled that the prosecution establisheds all the elements of the crime of qualified trafficking in persons. First,
XXX270897 recruited and received the minor victims for sexual exploitation, and also directed these young
victims to look for other young women. Second, the lack of threat or force is immaterial since the victims were
minors. Third, the recruitment of the victims were for sexual exploitation and/or prostitution.[33] The CA also
explained that in the case of AAA270897, trafficking in persons can be consummated even without sexual
intercourse.[34] The dispositive portion of the Amended Decision reads:

WHEREFORE, the instant Appeal is hereby DISMISSED. The Decision of the Regional Trial Court, Branch
xx of xxxxxxxxxxx City dated November 25, 2020 in Criminal Cases Nos. R-DVO-16-01691,
R-DVO-16-01693, and R-DVO-16-01694 is AFFIRMED.

SO ORDERED[35]

Hence, this appeal.

In his Supplemental Brief,[36] XXX270897 again argued that the Informations filed against him inadequately
state all the elements of qualified trafficking. Specifically, the second element is missing—means use to perpetuate
trafficking in persons, which includes threat or use of force, or other forms of coercion, abduction, fraud,
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deception, abuse of power or of position, taking advantage of the vulnerability of the person, or the giving or
receiving of payments or benefits to achieve the consent of a person having control over another.[37]
XXX270897 stated that none of these were indicated in the Informations. While there was a mention of monetary
consideration, the payments were given to the minor victims and not to the persons having control over them.[38]

RULING
The appeal is bereft of merit.

The Informations sufficiently alleged all the elements of qualified trafficking

An accused enjoys the constitutional right to be informed of the nature and cause of the accusation against him or
her.[39] In this regard, Sections 6, 8, and 9 of Rule 110 of the 2000 Rules on Criminal Procedure[40] require that
the Information should state the acts or omissions complained of as constituting the offense, among others:

Section 6. Sufficiency of complaint or information. —A complaint or information is sufficient if it states the
name of the accused; the designation of the offense given by the statute; the acts or omissions complained of as
constituting the offense; the name of the offended party; the approximate date of the commission of the
offense; and the place where the offense was committed. When an offense is committed by more than one
person, all of them shall be included in the complaint or information.

. . . .

Section 8. Designation of the offense. — The complaint or information shall state the designation of the offense
given by the statute, aver the acts or omissions constituting the offense, and specify its qualifying and
aggravating circumstances. If there is no designation of the offense, reference shall be made to the section or
subsection of the statute punishing it.

Section 9. Cause of the accusation. — The acts or omissions complained of as constituting the offense and the
qualifying and aggravating circumstances must be stated in ordinary and concise language and not necessarily
in the language used in the statute but in terms sufficient to enable a person of common understanding to know
what offense is being charged as well as its qualifying and aggravating circumstances and for the court to
pronounce judgment. (Emphasis supplied)

Verily, the Information does not need to use the exact language of the statute; what is required is that the acts or
omissions complained of as constituting the offense must be stated in ordinary and concise language sufficient to
enable a person of common understanding to know the offense charged.[41] Thus, an Information is deemed
sufficient if it completely, clearly, and accurately alleges the elements of the crime charged:[42]

Jurisprudence has already set the standard on how the requirement is to be satisfied. Case law dictates that the
allegations in the Information must be in such form as is sufficient to enable a person of common
understanding to know what offense is intended to be charged and enable the court to know the proper
judgment. The Information must allege clearly and accurately the elements of the crime charged. The facts and
circumstances necessary to be included therein are determined by reference to the definition and elements of
the specific crimes.

The main purpose of requiring the elements of a crime to be set out in the Information is to enable the accused
to suitably prepare his defense because he is presumed to have no independent knowledge of the facts that
constitute the offense. The allegations of facts constituting the offense charged are substantial matters and the
right of an accused to question his conviction based on facts not alleged in the information cannot be
waived.[43] (Emphasis supplied)

The elements of the crime of trafficking under RA No. 9208, as amended by RA No. 10364, were enumerated in
People v. Casio[44] as follows:
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(1)

The act of "recruitment, transportation, transfer or harbouring, or receipt of persons with or without the victim's
consent or knowledge, within or across national borders";

(2)

The means used include "threat or use of force, or other forms of coercion, abduction, fraud, deception, abuse
of power or of position, taking advantage of the vulnerability of the person, or, the giving or receiving of
payments or benefits to achieve the consent of a person having control over another"; and

(3)

The purpose of trafficking is exploitation which includes "exploitation or the prostitution of others or other
forms of sexual exploitation, forced labor or services, slavery, servitude or the removal or sale of organs."[45]
(Emphasis supplied)

The crime of trafficking becomes qualified when the victim is a "child," defined as any "person below eighteen
(18) years of age or one who is over eighteen (18) but is unable to fully take care of or protect himself/herself
from abuse, neglect, cruelty, exploitation, or discrimination because of a physical or mental disability or
condition."[46]

For an Information charging a person of the crime of trafficking, to be considered sufficient, it must contain three
essential elements, namely: (1) the offender performed an act of recruitment, transfer, harboring, or receipt of a
person, among others; (2) through the means of threat, force, intimidation, taking advantage of the vulnerability of
the victim, giving or receiving of payment, etc., and (3) the offender's purpose in doing so was to exploit the
victim. When trafficking is qualified, the age of the victim must also be included in the Information.

In this case, a perusal of the three Informations (Criminal Case No. R-DVO-16-01691-CR, Criminal Case No.
R-DVO-16-01693-CR, and Criminal Case No. R-DVO-16-01694-CR) reveals that the prosecution sufficiently
alleged all the elements of qualified trafficking:

In Criminal Case No. R-DVO-16-01691-CR
[T]he above-named accused willfully, unlawfully, and knowingly received private complainant
xxxxxxxxxxxxxxxx fifteen years old, whose age is known to him, through another minor, whom he directed to
provide him with the services of the private complainant for the purpose of engaging the latter's services, that
is, to have sexual intercourse with him for a fee.[47]

In Criminal Case No. R-DVO-16-01693-CR
[T]he above-named accused, willfully, unlawfully, and knowingly received and hired private complainant
xxxxxxxxxxxxxxxx, fifteen years old, whose age is known to him and engaged her services to have sexual
intercourse with him for a fee in the amount of One Thousand Five Hundred Pesos ([PHP] 1,500.00) through
another minor, whom he directed to provide him with the services of the private complainant for the said
sexual purpose.[48]

In Criminal Case No. R-DVO-16-01694-CR
[T]he above-named accused, willfully, unlawfully, and knowingly received hired private complainant
xxxxxxxxxxxxxxxx, fourteen years old, whose age is known to him and engaged her services to have sexual
intercourse with him for a fee in the amount of Two Thousand Five Hundred Pesos ([PHP] 2,500.00) through
another minor whom he directed to provide him with the services of the private complainant for the said sexual
purpose.[49]

Each Information averred that accused-appellant performed an act of "receiving," "hir[ing]" or harboring the
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complainant-victims by means of paying a pimp and the complainant-victim, for purposes of prostitution or
"sexual intercourse . . . for a fee."[50] The age of each minor victim was also indicated.

Clearly, the Informations are sufficient because they alleged all the elements of the crime of qualified trafficking.

In any case, jurisprudence has clarified that if the victim is a minor, the crime will always be qualified trafficking
regardless of the means used.[51] This is because a minor's consent to the sexual intercourse is immaterial, a
minor not being able to legally give a consent under the Civil Code.

Thus, in People v. Celis,[52] the Court recognized that the prosecution need not establish "the criminal element of
means to commit trafficking," but must prove the age of the victim:

The law carved out an exception as to the means adopted to prove trafficking, for the protection of minors.
Section 3 (a) of R.A. No. 9208, as amended, reads as follows:

. . . .

Therefore, where the victim is a child, the criminal element of means to commit trafficking need not he
established in evidence. It is sufficient that the fact of minority is established on record.

Under Section 3 (b) of the law, a child is a person below 18 years of age or one who is over 18 but is unable to
fully take care of or protect himself/herself from abuse, neglect, cruelty, exploitation, or discrimination because
of a physical or mental disability or condition.[53] (Emphasis supplied)

Similarly, in People v. Hernandez,[54] the Court categorically held that the prosecution has no burden of proving
the element of 'means employed by the offender' if the trafficked victim is a minor:

Notwithstanding this finding of the use of deceit and taking advantage of the vulnerability of the victim, the
prosecution docs not even carry the burden of proving the means employed in the commission of the crime of
trafficking when the victim is a minor, as in this case.

The State, as parens patriae and in recognition of the inherent vulnerability of minors, has carved out an
exception as to the means adopted to prove trafficking in persons. Appositely, Section 3 (a) of Republic Act
No. 9208 provides that "[t]he recruitment, transportation, transfer, harboring[,] or receipt of a child for the
purpose of exploitation shall also be considered as 'trafficking in persons' even if it does not involve any of the
means set forth in the preceding paragraph."

For this purpose, a child refers to a person below 18 years of age or older but is unable to fully take care of or
protect himself or herself from abuse, neglect, cruelty, exploitation, or discrimination because of a physical or
mental disability or condition. Thus, the criminal element of means to commit trafficking need not be
established in evidence where the fact of the minority of the victim is proven on record. To reiterate, the crime
of trafficking was committed by means of taking advantage of AAA's vulnerability as a minor.[55] (Emphasis
supplied)

The prosecution proved XXX270897's guilt beyond a reasonable doubt

As to the substance, we adopt the factual findings of the RTC, as affirmed by the CA, and uphold the ruling of the
courts a quo that accused-appellant's guilt for the offense of qualified trafficking against AAA270897,
CCC270897, and BBB270897 was proven beyond reasonable doubt.

First. the minor victims' ages were proved through their birth certificate.[56]

Second. The prosecution, through the categorical testimonies of the minor victims, duly established the act of
trafficking and the exploitative purpose, that accused-appellant received them for a fee for the purpose of
prostitution and sexual exploitation. They bravely detailed accused-appellant's nefarious scheme of asking other
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minors to find him a minor victim who are willing to have sexual intercourse with him, taking advantage of their
minority and financial needs.

AAA270897 categorically testified how she was recruited by her friend, DDD270897, to have sex with
accused-appellant for a fee:

[Pros. Razon]:

Q:

Why do you know [XXX270897]?

A:

He was introduced to me by a friend.

Q:

And who was this friend?

A:

[DDD270897] sir.

. . . .

Q:

When you arrived in xxxxxxxxxxx [Motel], what happened, if any?

A:

Allegedly, we would have sex.

Q:

Who told you that?

A:

[DDD270897] sir.

Q:

What else, if any, did [DDD270897] tell you?

A:

if I would have sex with [XXX270897], I would be given money.[57]

We emphasize that while accused-appellant did not succeed in having sexual intercourse with AAA270897, the
crime of trafficking in persons is already consummated. It is settled that actual sexual intercourse with the victim
is not indispensable to sustain a finding of trafficking.[58]

Similarly, CCC270897 also testified how she was invited by Rizza through text message, offering a similar offer
regarding accused-appellant:

[Pros. Razon]

Q:
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When was the first time that you met [XXX270897]?

A:

Between April to July 2014.

Q:

Where did you meet him for the first time?

A:

At xxxxxxxxxxxxxxxx Motel Sir.

Q:

How did you meet in xxxxxxxxxxx?

A:

I was texted by my friend Rizza informing me that somebody is looking for a girl. I needed money at that time
and so I agreed.

Q-

What was your reply to Rizza, if any?

A:

I said yes. I agree.

. . . .

Q:

How did you go to xxxxxxxxxxx?

A:

I was fetched by Rizza and Nica at xxxxxxxxxxx and we rode a taxi in going to xxxxxxxxxxxxxxxx.

. . . .

Q:

Upon entering the room, what happened next?

A:

I was introduced by Nica to Jun, sir[.]

Q:

After that, what happened when you entered?

A:

First, xxxx talked to Nica, and then he gave her money. After that, Nica gave me [PHP] 1,500.00 and they left.
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Q:

And then after what happened next?

A:

xxxx made me take a shower.

Q:

After that what happened next?

A:

When I went out from the CR he made me sat beside him and told me to take off the towel.

Q:

After that what happened next?

A:

He started kissing me on my neck and down to the lower part of my body.

Q:

When you say lower part of your body, what do you mean by this?

A:

My breasts and my vagina.

Q:

Then after that what happened next?

A:

He inserted his penis in my vagina.[59]

While accused-appellant did not seek out CCC270897 directly, he took advantage of CCC270897's need for
money:

[Court]

Q:

Why did you allow yourself to have sex with xxxxx?

A:

Since I was a stowaway at that time, I feel it is not right for me to ask for money from my parents, and I have
no other way in order to earn, so I clung to this situation.

Q:

You allowed yourself to have sex with xxxxx because you were paid?

A:

Yes, Your Honor.[60]
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Also, CCC270897 admitting that she referred other girls to be exploited by XXX270897 only highlights her
minority and vulnerability, as she was unaware that her actions were wrong and unlawful:

Q:

Did somebody influence you to file this case against xxxx?

A:

When we were rescued, it was then that I learned that what I doing was prohibited. So the police officer asked
me if I wanted to file a case because what we were doing was bad.

. . . .

[Court]

Q:

Why did you allow yourself to have sex with xxxx?

A:

Since I was a stowaway at that time, I feel it is not right for me to ask for money from my parents, and I have
no other way in order to earn, so I clung to this situation.

Q:

You allowed yourself to have sex with xxxx because you were paid?

A:

Yes, Your Honor.[62]

XXX270897 employed the same scheme when he had sex with BBB270897, who testified in detail how she was
recruited by DDD270897 under the same pretext:

[Pros Razon]

Q:

Miss Witness, how did you meet [XXX270897]?

A:

Through [DDD270897] sir.

Q:

And who is this Paolo that you mentioned?

A:

Our neighbor, [DDD270897] sir.

. . . .

Q:

When was the first time that you met [XXX270897] ?

A:
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September 19, 2014.

Q:

And where did you meet him?

A:

At xxxxxxxxxxx Motel sir.

. . . .

Q:

When you reached xxxxxxxxxxx Motel, what happened?

A:

[DDD270897] went upstairs to ask for taxi fare, sir.

. . . .

Q:

When you say upstairs, where did you go?

A:

To the room sir.

Q:

And who as inside the room when you got there?

A:

xxxx sir.

Q:

After arriving [in] the room, what happened next?

A:

[DDD270897] introduced me to xxxx sir.

Q:

And after that, what happened next?

A:

After taking a bath xxxx told me to dry my hair.

Q:

And then after that, what happened?

A:

He made me lie on the bed sir,
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Q:

And what were you wearing, if any, at that time?

A:

I was covering myself with something because I was naked underneath.

Q:

And then after that, what happened next?

A:

He made me lie on the bed and he spread my legs.

. . . .

Q:

After that, what happened next?

A:

He again inserted his penis sir.

Q:

And after that, what happened next?

A:

Jun gave me [PHP] 2,500.00 sir.[63]

BBB270897's testimony also shows that she only agreed to do it because she needed the money:

[Court]

Q:

You were not forced, but is it true that you were given money?

A:

Yes, Your Honor.

Q:

Who gave you the money?

A:

XXX270897, Your Honor.

Q:

Because you need the money?
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A:

Yes, your Honor.[64]

At this juncture, we stress that the factual findings of the trial court are accorded great weight and respect and will
not be disturbed on appeal.[65] This is because having seen and heard the witnesses themselves and observed
their behavior and manner of testifying, the trial court stood in a much better position to decide the question of
credibility.[66] The trial court can only be disturbed when some facts or circumstances of weight and substance
have been overlooked, misapprehended or misinterpreted.[67] Here, the trial court found the minor victims'
testimonies to be "direct, candid, and spontaneous despite being subjected to intense cross-examination,"[68]
which was affirmed by the appellate court.[69] We find no cogent reason to depart from this rule. Clearly, the
prosecution was able to prove that accused-appellant received the minor victims for purposes of sexual
exploitation.

Accused-appellant cannot raise the fact that the minor victims willingly agreed to have sex with him. In cases of
trafficking, a minor's consent to the sexual transaction is irrelevant because they cannot validly give their
consent.[70]

Finally, accused-appellant's imputation of bias on the trial court judge is utterly baseless. After a careful review of
the entire records of the case, we find that the trial court acted properly and impartially during the trial.
Divergence of opinion between a judge and a party's counsel regarding the application of laws or evidence does
not automatically indicate bias or partiality:

Divergence of opinion as to applicable laws and jurisprudence between counsel and the judge is not a proper
ground for disqualification. Opinions framed in the course of judicial proceedings, although erroneous, as long
as they are based on the evidence presented and conduct observed by the judge, do not prove bias or prejudice.
Repeated rulings against a litigant no matter how erroneous are not bases for disqualification.[71]

For the penalty and damages, the Court affirms the imposition of the penalty of life imprisonment and fine in the
amount of PHP 2,000,000.00 as provided under Section 10(e) of RA No. 9208, as amended by RA No. 10364[72]
for each count.

We also affirm the award of PHP 500,000.00 as moral damages and PHP 100,000.00 as exemplary damages, with
legal interest of 6% per annum from finality of Decision until full payment, consistent with our pronouncement in
People v. Estonilo, Sr.[73]

ACCORDINGLY, the appeal is DISMISSED. The Amended Decision dated September 18, 2023 of the Court of
Appeals in CA-G.R. CR-HC No. 02767-MIN convicting accused-appellant XXX270897 of three counts of
qualified trafficking in persons under Section 4(a), in relation to Section 6 of Republic Act No. 9208, as amended
by Republic Act No. 10364 is AFFIRMED. Accused-appellant is sentenced to life imprisonment and ORDERED
to PAY a fine of PHP 2,000,000.00 for each count. He is further ORDERED to pay each of the victims PHP
500,000.00 as moral damages and PHP 100,000.00 as exemplary damages and to pay the cost of suit.

All monetary amounts shall earn legal interest at the rate of 6% per annum from the finality of this Decision until
full payment.

SO ORDERED.

Leonen, SAJ. (Chairperson), Lazaro-Javier, J. Lopez, and Kho, Jr., JJ., concur.
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[*] In line with Amended Administrative Circular No. 83-2015, as mandated by Republic Act No. 7610, Special
Protection of Children Against Abuse, Exploitation and Discrimination Act, the names of the private offended
parties, along with all other personal circumstances that may tend to establish their identities, are made
confidential to protect their privacy and dignity.

[1] Rollo, pp. 9-20. The September 18, 2023 Decision in CA-G.R. CR-HC No. 02767-MIN was penned by
Associate Justice Oscar V. Badelles and concurred in by Associate Justices Anisah B. Amanodin-Umpa and Jill
Rose S. Jaugan-Lo of the Special Twenty-First Division, Court of Appeals, Cagayan de Oro City.

[2] Republic Act No. 9208 (2003), Anti-Trafficking in Persons Act of 2003, as amended by Republic Act No.
10364 (2013), Expanded Anti-Trafficking in Persons Act of 2012.

[3] Id. at 23-24.

[4] Id. at 25.

[5] Id. In fine with Amended Administrative Circular No. 83-2015, as mandated by Republic Act No. 7610,
Special Protection of Children Against Abuse, Exploitation and Discrimination Act, the names of the private
offended parties, along with all other personal circumstances that may tend to establish their identities, are made
confidential to protect their privacy and dignity.

[6] TSN, xxxxxxxxxxx February 14, 2019, p. 6.

[7] Rollo, p. 25.

[8] Id.

[9] TSN, xxxxxxxxxxx, February 14, 2019, p. 7.

[10] Rollo, p. 25.

[11] TSN, xxxxxxxxxxx, May 7, 2019, p. 5.

[12] TSN, xxxxxxxxxxx May 7, 2019, p. 27.

[13] Rollo, p. 13.

[14] RTC records, p. 20.

[15] Rollo, p. 13.

[16] Id.

[17] Id.

[18] Id. at 27.

[19] Id. at 27.

[20] Id. at 23-44. The November 25, 2020 Decision in R-DVO-16-01691-CR, R-DVO-16-01693-CR, and
R-DVO-16-01694-CR was penned by Presiding Judge Lope L. Calio of Branch xxxxxxxxxxx, Regional Trial
Court, xxxxxxxxxxx City.

[21] Id. at 32.

[22] Id. See Republic Act No. 9208 (2003), sec. 4, par. a, e, l, Anti-Trafficking in Persons Act of 2003, as
amended by Republic Act No. 10364 (2013), Expanded Anti-Trafficking in Persons Act of 2012.
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[23] Id. at 40.

[24] Id. at 32.

[25] Id. at 44.

[26] CA rollo, pp. 46-72.

[27] Id. at 48.

[28] Id. at 57.

[29] Id. at 63.

[30] Rollo, pp. 9-20.

[31] Id. at 14-15.

[32] Id. at 16.

[33] Id. at 18-19.

[34] Id. at 19.

[35] Id. at 20.

[36] Id. at 57-59.

[37] Id. at 58.

[38] Id. at 58.

[39] People v. Caballes, 929 Phil. 367, 382 (2022) [Per J. Hernando, First Division] citing People v. Dasmariñas,
819 Phil. 357, 376 (2017) [Per J. Bersamin, Third Division].

[40] RULES OF COURT, Rule 110, secs. 6, 8, 9, as amended by A.M. No. 00-5-03-SC, December 1, 2000.

[41] People v. Cadampog, 472 Phil. 358, 372 (2004) [Per J. Callejo, Sr., Second Division].

[42] Quimvel v. People, 808 Phil. 889 (2017) [Per J. Velasco, Jr., En Banc].

[43] Id. at 912-913.

[44] 749 Phil. 458 (2014) [Per J. Leonen, Second Division].

[45] Id. at 472-473.

[46] Republic Act No. 9208 (2003), sec. 3(b), Anti-Trafficking in Persons Act of 2003, as amended by Republic
Act No. 10364 (2013), Expanded Anti-Trafficking in Persons Act of 2012.

[47] Rollo, p. 23.

[48] Id. at 24.

[49] Id.

[50] Id. at 23-24.

[51] People v. Rodriguez, 948 Phil. 67, 79-80 (2023) [Per J. M. Lopez, Second Division].
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[52] 945 Phil. 794 (2023) [Per J. J. Lopez, Second Division].

[53] Id.

[54] G.R. No. 265754, February 5, 2024. [Per J. J. Lopez, Second Division].

[55] Id.

[56] RTC records, pp. 6-7, 15, 20.

[57] Rollo, pp. 32-33.

[58] People v. Dela Cruz, 904 Phil. 566, 588 (2021) [Per J. J. Lopez, Third Division].

[59] Rollo, pp. 36-38.

[60] TSN, xxxxxxxxxxx, May 7, 2019, p. 27.

[61] TSN, xxxxxxxxxxx, May 7, 2019, p. 25.

[62] TSN, BBB270897, May 7, 2019, p. 27.

[63] TSN, xxxxxxxxxxx, May 7, 2019, p. 27.

[64] TSN, xxxxxxxxxxx, April 25, 2019, p. 22-24.

[65] People v. Buclao, 736 Phil. 325, 337 (2014) [Per J. Leonen, Third Division].

[66] People v. Tuazon, 558 Phil. 759, 769 (2007) [Per J. Chico-Nazario, Third Division].

[67] Id.

[68] Rollo, p. 40.

[69] Id. at 19.

[70] People v. Rodriguez, G.R. No. 263603, October 9, 2023 [Per J. M. Lopez, Second Division].

[71] People v. Kho, 409 Phil 326 (2001) [Per J. Kapunan, First Division].

[72] Republic Act No. 9208 (2003), sec. 10(e), Anti-Trafficking in Persons Act of 2003, as amended by Republic
Act No. 10364 (2013), Expanded Anti-Trafficking in Persons Act of 2012:

SEC. 10. Penalties and Sanctions. — The following penalties and sanctions are hereby established for the
offenses enumerated in this Act:

. . . .
(e) Any person found guilty of qualified trafficking under Section 6 shall suffer the penalty of life
imprisonment and a fine of not less than Two million pesos ([PHP] 2,000,000.00) but not more than Five
million pesos ([PHP] 5,000,000.00);

[73] 745 Phil. 331 (2014) [Per J. Leonardo-De Castro, First Division].
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