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SUMMARY

The District of Columbia Court of Appeals affirmed the denial of Rashad Ellison’s motion to suppress
cocaine recovered after police observed an apparent hand-to-hand drug transaction. The court held that
recovery of crack cocaine from the presumed buyer, combined with the observed transaction, supplied
probable cause to arrest Ellison under the collective knowledge doctrine. It also held that Ellison’s
three-minute pre-arrest detention was a reasonable Terry stop.
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PROCEDURAL POSTURE Appeal from the denial of a motion to suppress narcotics recovered
during searches following an investigatory detention and arrest.
Ellison entered conditional guilty pleas, reserving his right to appeal
the suppression ruling.
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QUESTIONS PRESENTED

1. Whether officers had probable cause to arrest Ellison, thereby supporting the on-scene and stationhouse
searches as searches incident to arrest.

2. Whether the collective knowledge doctrine permitted the court to consider the buyer's recovered crack
cocaine in determining probable cause even though the arresting officer's personal awareness of that
recovery was not established.

3. Whether Ellison's approximately three-minute pre-probable-cause detention was an unlawfully
prolonged Terry stop.

HOLDINGS

1. The recovery of crack cocaine from the buyer, combined with the observed hand-to-hand transaction
between the buyer and Ellison, supplied probable cause to arrest Ellison. Because the searches were
conducted incident to that arrest and the government’s sequencing argument was unrefuted, the searches
were supported by the Fourth Amendment search-incident-to-arrest exception.

2. On these facts, the collective knowledge doctrine permitted the court to impute to the arresting officer
the directing officer’s later-acquired knowledge that crack cocaine had been recovered from the buyer.

3. Ellison’s approximately three-minute detention before probable cause accrued was reasonable under
Terry and did not exceed the permissible scope of an investigatory stop.

KEY QUOTATIONS

“neither probable cause to search, nor probable cause to arrest, by itself justifies a search.” (9)

“The recovery of crack from the buyer when coupled with the hand-to-hand transaction supplied probable
cause to arrest Mr. Ellison, the observed seller.” (12)

“It is not the case, as the government suggests, that any officer’s knowledge is imputable to all others
investigating the same crime, without limitation.” (15)

“The three-minute duration of the Terry stop fits within the time period this court has allowed for
investigative stops, on similar facts.” (19)

FACTUAL BACKGROUND

Police observed Ellison exchange a small item retrieved from his waistband for cash in an apparent hand-to-hand
drug transaction. Officers detained and frisked him, then stopped the presumed buyer and recovered a small bag
of crack cocaine from the buyer. After approximately three minutes of detention, officers conducted a more
intrusive on-scene search of Ellison, formally arrested him, transported him to a police station, and recovered
forty-six small bags of crack cocaine during a strip search.
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After police observed what they believed was a hand-to-hand narcotics transaction, detained and searched
Ellison, and later recovered forty-six bags of crack cocaine during a stationhouse strip search, Ellison moved to
suppress the narcotics. The Superior Court denied the motion, finding reasonable articulable suspicion for the
initial Terry detention and probable cause to search once crack cocaine was recovered from the presumed buyer.
Ellison entered conditional guilty pleas to distribution and possession with intent to distribute cocaine and
appealed.
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