Youth and Law

Police Searches and Automobiles
Directions:

In each of the following scenarios, decide whether the police violated the Fourth Amendment.  Be sure to give your reasons.

Scenarios:

1. Police officers see two masked men flee from a jewelry store in an unidentified dark-colored van.  The officers approach the store and find the owner shot dead and his store ransacked.  There are no witnesses.  Several hours later, in a neighboring town, other police who were alerted to the crime, see two men in a dark-colored van.  They stop the van and question the occupants.  Their answers are helpful.  With only their intuition to rely on, the police search the van and find the stolen merchandise, the murder weapon, and the masks.  Arrested, confronted with the evidence, and informed of their rights, the suspects confess to the robbery and murder.

2. The Michigan State Police Department established a highway sobriety checkpoint program with guidelines regulating operation, site selection, and publicity.  The day before the operation began, two licensed Michigan drivers filed suit against the state police, asking that the checkpoint system be ordered stopped as a violation of the Fourth Amendment.  The highway sobriety checkpoint operated at one location for just over an hour.  Nineteen police officers were involved.  During the operation, 126 cars passed through the checkpoint, drivers were detained an average of 25 seconds, and two DUI arrests were made.  All cars passing though the checkpoint were stopped and briefly detained.  Where there was evidence of drinking, cars were pulled off the road for a lengthier detention. (Michigan Department of State Police v Stiz) 

3. A police officer stopped Robinette for speeding in a construction zone.  The officer checked Robinette’s license.  Finding no outstanding violations, the officer asked him to step out of the car.  At this point, the officer turned on a video camera in his cruiser, asked Robinette to stand in front of the camera, issued him a verbal warning, and returned his license.  The officer then said, “One more question before you go,” and asked whether Robinette had weapons or drugs in his car.  When Robinette said no, the officer asked for permission to search the car.  Robinette agreed and the search turned up drugs.

4. Plainclothes vice officers patrolling an area known for drug activity became suspicious when they saw the driver of a vehicle looking into the lap of his passenger while hesitating for what seemed to be an unusually long time at a stop sign.  When the officers made a U-turn to follow the car, the driver made a quick right turn without signaling and drove off.  The officers followed the vehicle, stopped it for a minor traffic violation (not signaling before making the turn), and discovered illegal drugs on the seat of the car.

