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SUMMARY

The Maine Supreme Judicial Court vacated Bruce Akers’s murder conviction and remanded for further
proceedings. The court held that police officers conducted unreasonable warrantless searches of the
curtilage of Akers’s home and his camper while investigating a missing person, and that suppression
of resulting statements and physical evidence was warranted. The opinion also addresses the
voluntariness of Akers’s statements and related Miranda issues.
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PROCEDURAL POSTURE Akers appealed from a judgment of conviction for intentional or
knowing murder after a jury trial, challenging the denial of his motion
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STANDARD OF REVIEW Suppression-motion factual findings are reviewed for clear error and
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contribute to the verdict.
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QUESTIONS PRESENTED

1. Whether officers conducted an unreasonable warrantless search of Akers's curtilage by entering his
property at night along a footpath while investigating a missing person who did not live there.

2. Whether officers conducted an unreasonable warrantless search by lifting the cover over the camper
window and looking inside.

3. Whether the exclusionary rule required suppression of Akers's statements and physical evidence
obtained after the searches.

4. Whether Akers's inculpatory statements were voluntary under the Fifth and Fourteenth Amendments and
article I, sections 6 and 6-A of the Maine Constitution.

5. Whether the suppression errors were harmless.

HOLDINGS

1. The officers' warrantless entry onto and search of Akers's curtilage was unreasonable under the Fourth
Amendment.

2. Lifting the camper's window cover and looking inside was a warrantless and unreasonable search not
justified by the emergency-aid exception.

3. Suppression of Akers's statements and the physical evidence obtained through the search warrant was
required because the evidence was not sufficiently attenuated from the unlawful searches.

4. The State failed to prove beyond a reasonable doubt that Akers's self-incriminating statements were
voluntary under the Maine Constitution.

5. The suppression errors were not harmless beyond a reasonable doubt because Akers's statements
supported issuance of the search warrant and were presented to the jury.

KEY QUOTATIONS

“Officers are not permitted to enter upon and conduct a warrantless search of property that they would
otherwise be unlicensed to enter merely because they are trying to locate a missing person.” (¶ 31)

“The only fact at that time giving rise to the alleged emergency was the sound of a thud—a sound that is
generally not unusual coming from inside a residence or other structure, and does not, by itself, suggest the
existence of an emergency.” (¶ 38)

“To be voluntary, a confession must be the free choice of a rational mind, fundamentally fair, and not a
product of coercive police conduct.” (¶ 47)

FACTUAL BACKGROUND



Police investigating a missing neighbor entered Akers's property at approximately midnight by a footpath,
despite a posted private-driveway sign and without a warrant. After hearing a thud from a padlocked camper,
officers lifted a window cover, illuminated the interior, roused Akers, and directed him to come outside. Before
Miranda warnings, the sergeant asked pointed questions and elicited incriminating statements, which were used
in part to obtain a search warrant leading to discovery of the victim's body and a blood-stained machete. Akers
later invoked his right to counsel, but the statements and physical evidence were introduced at trial.

PROCEDURAL HISTORY

Akers was indicted for intentional or knowing murder and moved to suppress statements and physical evidence
obtained after police entered his property and looked inside his camper without a warrant. The Superior Court
denied the suppression motion, later denied in relevant part a motion for sanctions and to reopen the suppression
hearing, and a jury convicted Akers. The court sentenced him to thirty-eight years' imprisonment, and he timely
appealed.

DISPOSITION

vacated

REMAND INSTRUCTIONS

The judgment of conviction is vacated and the case is remanded for further proceedings consistent with the
opinion. On remand, the Superior Court may address the State's inevitable-discovery argument and whether
Akers's spontaneous statements were sufficiently attenuated from the constitutional violations to be admissible.
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