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D E CI SIO N 

LAZARO-JAVIER, J.: 

This Appeal I seeks to reverse the Decision2 dated April 16, 2024 of the 
Court of Appeals in CA-G.R. CR-HC No. 17722 affirming the conviction of 

. accused-appellant Monica Labandelo y Elayda (Labandelo) a.lea. "Monica 
Corum" in Criminal Case Nos. 2021-567FC and 2021-569FC for violation 
of Section 4(a), in relation to Section 6(a) of Republic Act No. 9208,3 as 

1 Rollo, pp. 3 -5. 
2 Id. at 10-3]. Penned by Associate Justice Edwin D. Sorongon and concurred in by

.
Associate Justices 

Ruben Reynaldo G. Roxas and Eduardo S. Ramos, Jr., Seventh Division, Court of Appeals, Manila. 
3 Otherwise known as the "Anti-Trafficking in Persons Act of2003," approved on May 26, 2003. 
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a.mended by-Republic Act No. 10364,4 and for violation of Section l0(a) of 
Republic Act No. 7610,5 respectively. 

Labandelo was charged under the following Informations: 

Criminal Case No. 2021-567FC 
[For Qualified Trafficking in Persons] 

That on or about the fifteenth (15th) day of July 2021, in the -
_, Philippines, and within the jurisdiction of this Honorable Court, 
the above-named accused, by means of taking advantage of the 
� of"[AAA],"' a thirteen [(13)-year-old] girl who was born on 
_, 2008, did then and there willfully, unlawfully and feloniously 
recruit, hire, provide, offer and supply said "[AAA]" for the purpose of 
prostitution or other fonns of sexual exploitation, by acting as her procurer 
for poseur customers, for money, profit or ·any other consideration. 

CONTRARY TO LAW.6 (Emphasis in the original) 

Criminal Case No. 2021-569FC 
[For violation of Section l0(a) ofR.A. 7610] 

That on or about the fifteenth (15°1) day of July 2021, in the -
_, Philippines, and within the jurisdiction of this Honorable Court, 
the above-named accused, did then and there lmowingly, unlawfully and 
feloniously commit acts of child abuse and exploitation on "[AAA]," a 
thirteen [(13)-year-old] girl who was born on , 2008, by 
causing, encouraging, persuading and enticing her to engage in sexual 
activities or lewd conducts, thus placing said child in a condition and under 
circumstances which gravely threaten or endanger her normal development. 
The acts of the above-accused debased, demeaned, and degraded the 
intrinsic worth and dignity of minor"[ AAA]." 

CONTRARY TO LA W.7 (Emphasis in the original) 

On arraignment, Labandelo pleaded not guilty to both charges.8 

During the trial, the prosecution presented the testimonies of 
complainant AAA and Emmanuel C. Drewery (Drewery).9 The prosecution 
offered in evidence the Certificate of Live Birth of AAA to confirm her age 

4 An Act Expanding Republic Act No. 9208, approved on February 6, 2013. 
An Act Providing for Stronger Deterrence and Special Protection Against Child Abuse, Exploitation and 
Discrimination, Providing Penalties for its Violation, and for Other Purposes, approved on June 17, 1992. 
In line with Amended Administrative Circular No. 83-2015, as mandated by Section 4(a), in relation to 
Section 6(a) of Republic Act No. 9208, as amended by Republic Act No. 10364, and of Section I 0(a) of 
Republic Act No. 7610, 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 Rollo, p. 11. 
7 Id. at 11-12. 

Id. at 38. 
9 Id. at 12-16. 
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and establish that she was a minor at the time of the incident. On the other 
hand, Labandelo testified for the defense.10 

Version of the Prosecution 

AAA testified that on July 15, 2021, while she was only 13 years old, 
Labandelo texted her, offering PHP 2,000.00 for a sexual encounter with a 
customer, saying "Mahal[,] gusto mo ng lakacf?" Labandelo called her 
"Mahal" as a term of endea,:rment, while "lakacl' mean� a transaction where 
she will sell her body to a customer for monetary consideration. Labandelo 
arranged the meeting, accompanied her to the location, and facilitated the 
encounter at a hotel. When she got to the bridge where Labandelo, a certain 
Ate Marie, and KC Balda were waiting for her, she said she wanted to back 
out, but Labandelo told her that the customers, Nico Cr� (Nico) and a certain 
Brian,11 were already on their way to meet them. When the customers 
arrived, Labandelo told Nico that they need to fetch the other woman, 
L�L, who also turned out to be a minor. After fetchip

. 
g LLL and hav3 

dmner, the all roceeded to located :at the back of -
where the customers todk her and LLL to 

separate rooms, while Labandelo, Ate Marie, and KC Bakla remained inside 
the car. 12 

After undressing himself, Nico instructed AAA to undress herself and 
to lie beside him. He kissed her down to her breasts arid inserted his penis 
inside her vagina. After around 10 minutes of sexual congress, they both went 
out of the room. LLL and Brian later emerged from the other room. Thereafter, 
they returned to the car where Nico gave her PHP 2,000.p0 for using her, and 
Labandelo, PHP 1,000.00 for pimping her to him. 13 

AAA first met Labandelo in December 2020. Since then, Labandelo 
had pimped her around 10 times since she was 13 years lold, giving her PHP 
1,500.00 for each sexual encounter. She accepted Labandelo's offers for sex 
due to financial need for her mother's medication. Whenithe National Bureau 
of Investigation agents rescued her during an entrapment 'operation on August 
4, 2021, she filed a case against Labandelo but did not 1include the July 15, 
2021 incident. She disclosed the said incident during a debriefing at the Preda 
Foundation on August 15, 2021. 14 

Drewery, a social worker and the Executive Director of the Preda 
Foundation, testified that he was filing a complaint not only against Labandelo 
but also against several officers and agents of Destiny Rescue Pilipinas. 

10 Id. at 16. 
11 Spelled as "Bryan" in the records. 
12 Rollo, pp. 12-13. 
" Id. at 13-14. 
14 Id. at 14-15. 
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He said that during the debriefing session with the minors rescued in the 
August 4, 2021 entrapment operation, AAA and another minor disclosed that 
they had been trafficked and later sexually abused by the agents who were 
part of the investigation. He, however, had no personal knowledge of the 
incident involving AAA on July 15, 2021. 15 

Version of the Defense 

Labandelo interposed denial. She testified that on July 15, 2021, she 
was in -Avenue, talking with her cousin RJ Suarez and their friends. 
During that time, another group including Ate Marie, KC Bakla, Jepoy, her 
neighbor Tayson, and another girl was also nearby. When a black vehicle 
suddenly stopped, Jepoy called her over and introduced her to Nico, who was 
inside the vehicle. Before leaving, Nico gave pizza to Ate Marie and "pang­
inom" to KC Bakla. Tayson later introduced AAA to her and her companions 
as his girlfriend. That was the first time she met AAA and Nico. After chatting 
with her companions, she went home with her cousins. 16 

Labandelo denied that she was a pimp, claiming that although she was 
unemployed, she took care of her nephew and niece. She also recounted 
meeting AAA on August 4, 2021, when they went swimming together, 
and added that they call each other "Mahal" as their call sign. She believed 
that AAA merely fabricated the evidence against her and that she was 
illegally arrested. 17 

Ruling of the Regional Trial Court 

By Decision18 dated December 13, 2022 the trial court convicted 
Labandelo of violation of Section 4(a), in relation to Section 6(a) of 
Republic Act No. 9208, as amended by Republic Act No. 1 0364, and of 
Section l 0(a) of Republic Act No. 7610. It ruled that the prosecution has 
established all the elements of qualified 'trafficking in persons and child 
abuse. Labandelo's actions of recruiting, offering, and facilitating the sexual 
exploitation of a minor for monetary gain constituted the offenses charged. 
Knowing that AAA needed money for her mother's medical treatment, 
Labandelo befriended her and called her "Mahal" to gain her trust. She 
exploited AAA's vulnerability, enticing her to engage in sexual activities 
or lewd conduct to obtain her consent for involvement in prostitution. It 

15 ld. at 15-16. 
16 Id. at 16. 
17 Id. 
18 Id. at 37-50. Penne� Judge Gemma Theresa B. Hilario-Logronio, Branch _, 

Regional Trial Court,_, Zambales. 
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found the testimony of AAA credible and consist�nt, noting that her 
account was corroborated by her sworn statement and�other evidence. The 
prosecution's evidence prevailed over Labandelo's weal� and unsubstantiated 
denial. 19 Thus: 

WHEREFORE, premises considered, the Court :hereby r,endered 
judgment as follows: 

1. For Criminal Cases Nos. 2021-561FC (sic): 
Accused Monica Labandelo y Elayda alias! Monica 
Corum is hereby found GUILTY of [ q]ualified tnafficking 
in persons under Section 4(a) in relation to SectiQn 6(a) of 
R.A. 9208 as amended by R.A. 10364. She is hereby 
sentenced to suffer life imprisonment and to pay [a] fine of 
[T]wo [M]illion [P]esos ([PHP] 2,000,000.00) and to pay 
minor [AAA] the amounts of [PI-IP] 500,000.00 ;as moral 
damages and [PHP] 100,000.00 as exemplary damages with 
legal interest at the rate of six percent (6%) per annum from 
finality of this Decision uptil fully paid; [ and] 

2. For Criminal Cases Nos. 2021-569FC (sic), 
Accused is hereby found GUILTY [of] vio\ation of 
Section 10 (a) of R.A. No. 7610 otherwise known as the 
"Special Protection of Children Against Child· Abuse, 
Exploitation, and Discrimination Act" and she is Sentenced 
to suffer an imprisonment [ of] 4 years, 9 months and 
11 days of prision cor[r]eccional as minimtun tb six (6) 
years[,] eight months[,] and one day of prision :»iayor as 
maximum. 

SO ORDERED.20 (Emphasis in the original) 

Ruling of the Court of Appeals 

In its assailed Decision21 dated April 16, 2024, the Court of Appeals 
affirmed. It found all the elements of the offenses present and upheld the trial 
court's assessment of the credibility of AAA's testimony: It ruled that AAA's 
categorical testimony and positive identification oufweigh Labandelo's 
worthless denial, viz.: 

WHEREFORE, premises considered, the Appeal is DENIED. 
Accordin�mber 13, 2022 Decision of the; Regional Trial 
Court of_, Zambales, Branch _, in Criminal Case No. 
2021-567FC and Criminal Case No. 2021-569FC is hereby AFFIRMED 
in toto. 

19 Id. at 45--49. 
20 Id. at 49-50. 
21 Id. at 10-3 J. 

' ' 
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SO ORDERED.22 (Emphasis in the original) 

The Present Appeal 

Labandelo seeks affirmative relief from the Court and pleads anew 
for her acquittal.23 Labandelo24 and the People,25 through the Office of the 
Solicitor General, both manifest that in lieu of supplemental briefs, they are 
adopting their Briefs filed before the Court of Appeals. 

Our Ruling 

We affirm. 

Labandelo is guilty of qualified 
trafficking in persons 

The elements of trafficking in persons can be derived from its definition 
under Section 3(a) of Republic Act No. 9208, as amended,26 thus: (1) the act 
of "recruitinent, 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 which include "threat o.r 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."27 

22 
Id. at 30. 

23 ld.at3. 
24 Id. at 63-67. 
25 Id. at 56-61. 
26 Sec. 3. Definition of Terms. -As used in this Act: 

(a) Trafficking in Persons - refers to the recrnitment, 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 o'f 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. 

27 People v. San Miguel, 887 Phil. 777, 788-789 (2020) [Per J. Inting, Second Division]. 
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Section 4(a)28 of Republic Act No. 9208, as ame1:1ded, eI).umerates the 
acts that fall under the term "trafficking" in persons, which include the 
recruitment of a person by any means for the purpose of prostitution, 
pornography, or 'sexual exploitation. Section 6(a) further provides that the 
offense of trafficking in person is qualified "when the person trafficked is a 
child." 29 

Here, the prosecution satisfactorily established �he presence of the 
elements of qualified trafficking in persons through the testimony of 
AAA. First. Both the trial court and the Court i of Appeals found 
that Labandelo recruited and offered AAA to ! Nico for sexual 
exploitation on July 15, 2021 in exchange for money. Labandelo informed 
AAA of the date, time, meeting place, and the consideration for the 
transaction. She even accompanied AAA to the meeting place, the hotel, 
and stayed inside Nico's car. Second. Labandelo v.\-as engaged in the 
business of providing women to customers for money. She received 
PHP 1,000.00 as consideration for facilitating the sexual encounter 
between AAA and Nico. She took advantage of AAA;s vuln�rability as a 
minor, who could be easily influenced by adults like: herself, capable of 
asserting ascendancy over AAA. Third. Her actions � established beyond 
reasonable doubt that she recruited AAA for purp9ses of prostitution. 
She had previously pimped AAA multiple times for a fee. Finally. AAA 
was a 13-year-old child at the time of the commission of the offense, 
having been born on , 2008. Such piinority has been 
sufficiently alleged in the Information and established through her 
Certificate of Live Birth. Evidently, Labandelo C<)lnmitted qualified 
trafficking in persons. 

Labandelo is guilty of child abuse 

' 
Section l0(a) of Republic Act No. 7610 provides that "a person who 

shall commit any other acts of child abuse, cruelty, or exploitation or be 
responsible for other conditions prejudicial to the child's development 
shall suffer the penalty of prision mayor in its minimum period." Under 

I 

28 Sec. 4. Acts of Trafficking in Persons. - It shall be unlawful for any person, natural or juridical, to 
commit any of the following acts: 

(a) To recruit, obtain ,  provide, transport, transfer, 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, po�ography, or sexual 
exploitation; 

29 Republic Act No. 9208, sec. 3(b), as amended, provides: 
Sec. 3. Definition of Terms. - As used in this Act: 

(b) Child - refers to a person below eighteen (18) years of age or one \'/ho 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 of mental disability or 
condition. 

Ir 



Decision 8 G.R. No. 275477 

Section 3(b), "child abuse" refers to the· maltreatment, whether habitual 
or not, of the child which includes any act by deeds or words which 
debases, degrades or demeans the intrinsic worth and dignity of a child as a 
human being.30 

Here, Labandelo enticed AAA to receive money in exchange for her 
dignity. Labandelo's actions, beginning with her initial conversations with 
AAA, gaining her trust, then delivering her to Nico, and accepting payment 
for the sexual intercourse, debased AAA's intrinsic worth and dignity as a 
child and human being. There was clearly an intent to demean which resulted 
in AAA's exposure to prostitution. 

AAA .positively identified Labandelo as the person who offered to give 
her PHP 2,000.00 in exchange for having sexual intercourse with Nico 
on July 15, 2021, while she was then only 13 years old as shown in her 
Certificate of Live Birth. Both the trial court and the appellate court found 
her testimony to be straightforward and credible. It is settled that the 
testimonies of child-victims are given full weight and credit, since youth 
and immaturity are generally badges of truth. The revelation of innocent 
children whose chastity has been abused deserves full credit as they could 
only have been impelled to tell the truth, especially in the absence of proof 
of ill motive. 3 1  

AAA's categorical testimony and positive identification prevail over 
Labandelo's  unsubstantiated denial. Notably, although Labandelo claimed 
she first met AAA on July 15, 2021, she had already come up with the call 
sign "Mahal" for her. 

AAA's supposed delay in reporting the July 15, 2021 incident should 
not be taken against her. Much like victims of sexual abuse or rape, trafficking 
victims · react differently when confronted with such shocking and 
traumatizing experiences. A young, innocent, and frail little girl like AAA 
cannot be expected to act like an adult who would know what to do under such 
difficult circumstances. 32 

30 Republic Act No. 7610, sec. 3(b), provides: 
Sec. 3 .  Definition ofTerms. - . . .  

(b) "Child abuse" refers to the maltreatment, whether habitual or not, of the chi ld which 
includes any of the following: 

(l ) Psychological and physical abuse, neglect, cruelty, sexual abuse 
and emotional maltreatment; 

(2) Any act by deeds or words which debases, degrades or demeans 
the intrinsic worth and dignity of a child as a human being[.] 
(Emphasis supplied) 

3 1  Brozoto v. People, 901 Phil. 265, 78  (2021) [Per J. Lopez, J . ,  Third Division]. 
32 People v. Sonico, 240 Phil. 398, 403 (1987) [Per J. Padilla, Second Division] . 

1 
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The Court respects the trial court' s  factual . determination and 
conclusion that the testimony of AAA is credible and �onvincing33 since it 
had the opportunity to observe first hand her conduct and demeanor while 
testifying . More so because such findings carry the fu]l concurrence of the 
Court of Appeals.34 With the credibility of AAA firmly e�tablished, the courts 
below did not err in finding Labandelo guilty beyond reasonable doubt of the 
charges. 

Penalty and Damages 

, .  
For the crime of qualified trafficking in persons under Section 4(a) in 

relation to Section 6(a) of Republic Act No. 9208, as ai;nended by Republic 
Act No. 10364, the Court of Appeals correctly imposed the penalty of life 
imprisonment and a fine of PHP 2,000,000.00 pursuant to Section l O(e) of 
Republic Act No. 10364. 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 this Decision until fully paid, in a;ccord with People v. 
Valencia,35 is likewise proper. 

For other acts of child abuse under Section ' lO(a) of Republic 
Act No. 76 10, the imposable penalty is prision mayor in its minimum 
period, or six years, and one day to eight years. In the absence of any 
modifying circumstances and applying the Indetermir'iate Sentence Law, 
the minimum penalty should be within the range of JJrision correccional 
in its maximum period, or four years, two months, and one day to six 
years. While the maximum term should be within the medium period of the 
imposable penalty of prision mayor in its minimum period, or six years, 
eight months, and one day to seven years and four molilths. The penalty of 
four years, nine months and 1 1  days of prision correccional, as minimum, to 
six years, eight months and one day of prision mayor, as �naximum, is within 
the range, hence, proper. 

In addition, the Court imposes a fine in the amount of PHP 15,000.00, 
in accordance with Section 31(£)36 of Republic Act No. 7610, in furtherance 
of the law's objective to provide special protection to children and to assist in 
the rehabilitation of child victims.37 • 

33 People v. Hirang, 803 Phil. 277, 290 (2017) [Per J .  Reyes, Third Division].; 
34 Castillano v. People, G.R. No. 222210, June 20, 2016 [Notice, Second Division]; People v. XXX, G.R. 

No. 252294, May 5, 2021 [Notice, First Division]. 
• 

35 904 Phil. 5 1 8  (2021) [Per J. Leonen, Third Division]. 
36 Sec. 3 1 .  Common Penal Provisions: -

(f) A fine to be determined by the court shall be imposed and administered as a· cash fund by the 
Department of Social Welfare and Development and disbursed for the rehabilitation of each child 
victim, or any immediate member of his family if the latter is the perpetratOr of the offense. 

37 XXX271940 v. People, G.R. No. 271 940, January 22, 2025 [Per J. Lopez, J., Second Division]; 
Villanueva v. People, 950 Phil. 32, 42 (2024) [Per J. Kho, Jr., Second Division]. 

1 
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AC CORDIN G L Y, the Appeal is DENIED. The Decision dated 
April 1 6, 2024 of the Court of Appeals in CA-G.R . .  CR-HC No. 17722 is 
AF FIRMED with MODIFICATION . 

In Criminal Case No. 2021-567.FC, accused-appellant Monica 
Labandelo y Elayda a.k.a. "Monica Corum" is found GUIL T Y of qualified 
trafficking in persons under Section 4(a) in relation to Section 6(a) of 
Republic Act No. 9208, as amended by Republic Act No. 1 0364. She is 
sentenced to life imprisomnent. She is ordered to P AY a fine of PHP 
2,000,000.00. She is further ordered to P AY AAA PHP 500,000.00 as 
moral damages and PHP 1 00,000.00 as exemplary dainages. These monetary 
awards shall earn 6% interest per annum from finality of this Decision 
until fully paid. 

In Criminal Case No. 2021-569FC, accused-appellant Monica 
Labandelo y Elayda a.k.a. "Monica Corum" is found GUIL T Y of violation 
of Section l0(a) of Republic Act No. 7610 and sentenced to imprisonment 
of four years, nine months and 1 1  days of pri&ion correccional, as 
mini1num, to six years, eight months, and one day of prision mayor, as 
maximum, and to pay a PI-Il' 15,000.00 fine. 

SO ORDER ED. 

W E CON CU R : 

AMY Z O-JA VIER 

Senior Associate Justice 
Chairperson 

cia e 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 6f the opinion of the 
Court 's Division. 

Senior Associate Justice 
• Chairpersoh 

C ERT iFICATION 

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 the Court 's  Division. 

-� E SMUNDO 




