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Accused-appellant. ‘

DECISION

LOPEZ,J., J.:

This Court resolves the Appeal' assailing the Decision? of the Court of
Appeals (CA), which affirmed with modification the Decision® of the
Regional Trial Court (RTC) convicting Ria Liza Bautista y Cariaga (Bautista)
of qualified trafficking in persons under Republic Act No. 9208,* as amended
- by Republic Act No. 10364.°

on leave.

' Rollo, pp. 3-4.

2 [d. at 8-34. The February 16, 2023 Decision in CA-G.R. CR-HC No. 14678 was penned by Associate
Justice Eduardo S. Ramos, Jr. and concurred in by Associate Justices Edwin D. Sorongon and Ruben
Reynaldo G. Roxas of the Eighth Division, Court of Appeals, Manila.

3 Id. at 38-55. The May 22, 2020 Decision in (“nmmal Case No. 8441-V-2018 was penned by Presiding
Judge Cecilia Corazon S. Dulay-Archog of Branch g, Regiona! Trial Court, ﬁ

4 Otherwise known as the “Anti-Trafficking in Pcrsor-s Aclq of2003.”

Otherwise known as the “Expanded Anti-Trafficking in Persons Act o 2012.”
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In affirming the RTC Decision, the CA held that the factual findings of
the RTC on the credibility of AAA270003 is accorded utmost respect for it is
the trial court which is able to observe that elusive and incommunicable
evidence of AAA270003’s deportment on the witness stand while testifying.?

Hence, Bautista filed the instant Appeal.
Issue

Whether accused-appellant Ria Liza Bautista y Cariaga is guilty beyond
reasonable doubt of qualified trafficking in persons under Republic Act

No. 9208, as amended.
This Court’s. Ruling

The Appeal is unmeritorious.

On January 28, 2013, Republic Act No. 10364 was approved amending
Republic Act No. 9208. Sections 3(a) and (b) of Republic Act No. 9208, as

amended, provide:

SECTION 3. Definition of Terms. — As used in this Act:

(a) Trafficking in Persons — refers to the recruitment, obtaining,
hiring, providing, offering, transportation, transfer, maintaining,
harboring, or receipt of persons with or without the victim’s consent

- or knowledge, within or across national borders by means of 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 person for the purpose of exploitation which includes at a
minimum, the 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.

The recruitment, transportation, iransfer, harboring, adoption or
receipt of a child for the purpose of exploitation or when the
adoption is induced by any form of consideration for exploitative
purposes shall also be considered as ‘trafficking in persons’ even if
it does not involve any of the means set foith in the preceding
paragraph.

(b) Child — rcfers to a person below eighteen (18) years of age or
one who is over cighteen {18) but is unable to fully take care of or
protect himself/herself from abuse, neglect, cruelty, exploitation, or

% Id at32.
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discrimination because of a physical or mental disability or
condition.

Meanwhile, Section 4 of Republic Act No. 9208, as amended,
enumerates the acts that constitute trafficking in persons, thus:

SECTION 4. Acts of Trafficking in Persons. — It shall be unlawful for any
person, natural or juridical, to conimit any of the following acts:

(a) To recruit, obtain, hire, provide, offer, transport, transfer,
maintain, harbor, or receive a person by any means, including those
done under the pretext of domestic or overseas employment or
training or apprenticeship, for the purpose of prostitution,
pornography, or sexual exploitation;

(b) To introduce or match for money, profit, or material, economic
or other consideration, any person or, as provided for under Republic
ActNo. 6955, any Filipino woman to a foreign national, for marriage
for the purpose of acquiring, buying, offering, selling[,] or trading
him/her to engage in prostitution, pornography, sexual exploitation,
forced labor, slavery, involuntary servitude or debt bondage;

(c) To offer or contract marriage, real or simulated, for the purpose
of acquiring, buying, offering, selling, or trading them to engage in
prostitution, pornography, sexual exploitation, forced labor or
slavery, involuntary servitude or debt bondage;

(d) To undertake or organize tours and travel plans consisting of
tourism packages or activities for the purpose of utilizing and
offering persons for prostitution, pornography or sexual
exploitation;

(¢) To maintain or hire a person to engage in prostitution or
pornography;

(f) To adopt persons by any form of consideration for exploitative
purposes or to facilitate the same for purposes of prostitution,
pornography, sexual exploitation, forced labor, slavery, involuntary
servitude or debt bondage;

(g) To adopt or facilitate the adoption of persons for the purpose of
prostitution, pornography, sexual exploitation, forced labor, slavery,
involuntary servitude or debt bondage;

(h) To recruit, hire, adopt, transport, transfer, obtain, harbor,
maintain, provide, offer, receive or abduct a person, by means of
threat or use of force, fraud, deceit, violence, coercion, or
intimidation for the purpose of removal or sale of organs of said
person;

(1) To recruit, transport, obtain, iransfer, harbor, maintain, offer, hire,
provide, receive or adopt a child to engage in armed activities in the
Philippines or abroad;
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(j) To recruit, transport, transfer, harbor, obtain, maintain, offer, hire,
provide or receive a person by means defined in Section 3 of this Act
for purposes of forced labor, slavery, debt bondage and involuntary
servitude, including a scheme, plan, or pattern intended to cause the

person either:

(1) To believe that if the person did not perform such labor or
services, he or she or another person would suffer serious harm
or physical restraint; or

(2) To abuse or threaten the use of law or the legal processes;
and

(k) To recruit, transport, harbor, obtain, transfer, maintain, hire,
offer, provide, adopt[,] or receive a child for purposes of exploitation
or trading them, including but not limited to, the act of baring and/or
selling a child for any consideration or for barter for purposes of
exploitation. Trafficking for purposes of exploitation of children
shall include:

(1) All forms of slavery or practices similar to slavery,
involuntary servitude, debt bondage[,] and forced labor,
including recruitment of children for use in armed conflict;

(2) The use, procuring or offering of a child for prostitution,
for the production of pornography, or for pornographic
performances;

(3) The use, procuring or offering of a child for the production
and trafficking of drugs; and

(4) The use, procuring or offering of a child for illegal
activities or work which, by its nature or the circumstances in
which it is carried out, is likely to harm their health, safety or
morals; and

() To organize or direct other persons to commit the offenses
defined as acts of trafficking under this Act.

Further, Section 6 of Republic Act No. 9208 provides:

SECTION 6. Quulified Trafficking in Persons. — The following are
considered as qualified trafficking:

a. When the trafficked person is a child[.]
In People v. Casio,* this Court enumerated the elements of trafficking

in persons as derived from Section 3(a) of Republic Act No. 9208, as
amended, which are:

26749 Phil. 458 (2014) [Per J. Leonen, Second Division].
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Directly?
I cannot recall, sir.

Can you remember the amount of the money he gave?
2,500.00, sir.

You kept that all yourself?
No, sir.

What did you do with that 2,5007
The 500 pesos is for Ate Ria. The man gave it to her.

R 2R PO 2R

The man gave the accused the 500 or he gave the 2,500 to her?
1 cannot recall, sir. ‘

So. when you came out of the room|[,] the accused was there?
Yes, sir. : :

And what happened next?
We rode in a tricycle and went to the boarding house of Arnel,
Sir. ‘

R 2L 2R

And that was the time you slept?
Yes, sir.

You already narrated to us three (3) instances, Madam, was there
any other instance you were again pimped by the accused?

No more, sir. Because 1 lefi the place of Ate Ria' (Emphasis
in the original) =

R 2R

From the foregoing testimony, it is clear how accused- appellant offered
AAA270003 to different men in exchange for money and how she was
transported to different places by accused-appellant to be with these
customers, thus, satisfying the first element of the crime.

As to the second element, the prosecution successfully established that
accused-appellant took advantage of AAA270003’s youth and vulnerability
when accused-appellant recruited and transported AAA270003 to different
men to provide sexual services in exchange of financial gain. We do not agree
with accused-appellant’s contention that she should be acquitted because
AAA270003 did not explicitly state how she was convinced by
accused-appellant to engage in prostitution.

Here, the prosecution was able io prove the minority of AAA270003
when accused-appellant admitted it during pre-trial proceedings, which
admission took place as judicial admission that needs no further proof.
AAA270003 testified that she was 16 years old when she took the witness
stand on September 4, 2019.3 She also vividly recalled that she was only 14

3L 1d at 14-18.
2 d a2,
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years old at the time of the incident.**> Moreso, accused-appellant admitted
during her cross-examination that AAA270003 was a minor at the time of the

incident.3*

In People v. Dela Cruz,® this Court held that the victim’s consent is
immaterial with respect to how the victim was recruited, obtained, hired,
harbored, or transported, thus:

Correlatively, Section 3(a), paragraph 2 of [Republic Act] No. 9208,
as amended, expressly articulates that when the victim is a child, the
recruitment, transportation, transfer, harboring, adoption|[, ] or receipt for the
purpose of exploitation need not involve “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.” This implies that accused-appellant can be
held liable for qualified trafficking in persons even if she did not employ
threat, force, intimmidation[,] or any other forms of coercion upon the minor
victims. Neither can she evade criminal liability by claiming that the
decision to have sexual intercourse with the customers depended on the will
of the private complainants. In fact, regardless of the willingness of the
minor victims, the crime of qualified trafficking in persons can still be
committed.>® (Emphasis in the original)

The victim’s consent is rendered meaningless due to the coercive,
abusive, or deceptive means employed by perpetrators of human trafficking.
In fact, even without the use of coercive, abusive, or deceptive means, a

minor’s consent is not given out of his or her own free will.?’

The third element was also successfully established by the prosecution.
It is undisputed that the purpose of accused-appellant for recruiting and
transporting AAA270003 to different men was for prostitution.
AAA270003’s narrations established that accused-appellant exploited her in
prostitution when she procured customers to engage in sexual intercourse with
AAA270003 for a fee, from which pay she also benefited.

Here, accused-appellant simply denied the charges against her. This
notwithstanding, the positive testimony of AAA270003 prevails over
accused-appellant’s negative and self-serving statements. It has been settled
that denial is an intrinsically weak defense, which must be supported by strong
evidence of nonculpability to merit credibility and that alibi, on the other hand,
is the weakest of all defenses, for it is easy to contrive and difficult to disprove

3 Id. at3l.

3 TSN, Ria Liza Bautista y Cariaga, lanuary 24, 2020, p. 8.

35904 Phil. 566 (2021) [Per J. J. Lopcz. Third Division].

% Id at 581.

37 People v. Casio, 749 Phil. 458, 475-476 (”014) {Per J. Leonen. Second Division)
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and for which reason it is generally rejected.®® Hence, this Court has
consistently ruled that denial cannot prevail against positive identification.

The prosecution was able to prove beyond reasonable doubt that
accused-appellant committed the crime of trafficking in persons, qualified by
the fact that AAA270003 was a child at the time of the incident.

As to the penalties to be imposed, Section 12(e) of Republic Act
No. 10364 provides that persons found guilty of qualified trafficking shall
suffer the penalty of life imprisonment and a fine of not less than PHP 2
million but not more than PHP 5 million. Thus, the RTC correctly sentenced
accused-appellant to suffer the penalty of life imprisonment and to pay a fine
of PHP 2 million. Further, the CA’s imposition of interest at the rate of 6%
per annum on the damages awarded is appropriate in accordance with the
prevailing jurisprudence.® '

ACCORDINGLY, the Appeal is DISMISSED. The February 16,
2023 Decision of the Court of Appeals in CA-G.R. CR-HC No. 14678 is
AFFIRMED. Accused-appellant Ria Liza Bautista y Cariaga is GUILTY
beyond reasonable doubt of qualified trafficking in persons under Republic
Act No. 9208, as amended, and is sentenced to suffer the penalty of life
imprisonment. She is ORDERED to PAY AAA270003 the amounts of PHP
500,000.00 as moral damages and PHP 100,000.00 as exemplary damages.
These shall bear interest at the rate of 6% per annum from the date of finality
of this Decision until fully paid.

Further, accused-appellant Ria Liza Bautista y Cariaga is ORDERED
to PAY a fine of PHP 2 million.

SO ORDERED.

J HOSE@LOPEZ

Associate Justice

WE CONCUR:

MARVIC M.V.F. LEONEN
Senior Associate Justice

3% People v. San Miguel, 887 Phil. 777, 791 (2020) [Per J. Inting, Second Division).
¥ People v. Dela Cruz, 904 Phil. 566, 589-590 (2021) [Per J. J. Lopez, Third Division).
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[ .
AMY C. O-JAVIER
Assogiate Justice

T
WL card

edudtice

(on leave)
ANTONIO T. KHO, JR.
Associate Justice
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I attest that the conclusions in the above Decision had been reached in
consultation before the case was assigned to the writer of the opinion of this
Court’s Division.

MARYIC M.V.F. CEONEN
Senior Associate Justice
Chairperson, Second Division

CERTIFICATION
Pursuant to Article VIII, Section 13 of the Constitution and the Division
Chairperson’s Attestation, I certify that the conclusions in the above Decision

had been reached in consultation before the case was assigned to the writer of
the opinion of this Court’s Division.

AL % . GESMUNDO
ef Justice



