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SUMMARY

The Massachusetts Supreme Judicial Court held that a driver's consent to search for narcotics or
firearms "in the vehicle" did not authorize police to search beneath the hood or remove the air filter.
Because the search exceeded the scope of consent and was not otherwise supported by probable cause
or a lawful inventory-search rationale, the court affirmed suppression of the firearms and the
defendant's related statements as fruits of the unlawful search. The court also held that the defendant's
silence during the under-hood search did not expand the scope of his consent.
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QUESTIONS PRESENTED

1. Whether a driver's consent to search for narcotics or firearms "in the vehicle" authorizes police to search
beneath the hood.

2. Whether that consent authorizes police to remove the vehicle's air filter.

3. Whether the defendant's silence while police searched beneath the hood expanded the scope of his initial
consent.

4. Whether the firearms and the defendant's subsequent statements were fruits of an unconstitutional
search.

HOLDINGS

1. Consent to search for narcotics or firearms "in the vehicle" ordinarily authorizes a search of the vehicle's
interior, including the passenger compartment, trunk, and containers in those areas where the objects
could reasonably be found, but does not by itself authorize a search beneath the hood.

2. When the scope of consent is ambiguous as to whether a vehicular search may extend beneath the hood,
police must obtain explicit consent before conducting that portion of the search.

3. A defendant's silence while handcuffed and removed from the vehicle does not expand a previously
limited consent to authorize a search beneath the hood or removal of the air filter.

4. Because the search beneath the hood and under the air filter exceeded the scope of Ortiz's consent and
was not supported by probable cause or a lawful inventory-search rationale, the firearms and subsequent
statements related to possession of those firearms were properly suppressed as fruits of the
unconstitutional search.

KEY QUOTATIONS

“A typical reasonable person would understand the scope of such consent to be limited to a search of the
interior of the vehicle, including the trunk.” (slip op. at 2)

“Under the Fourth Amendment and art. 14, unless it is reasonably clear that the consent to search extends
beyond the interior of the vehicle, the police must obtain explicit consent before a vehicular search may
extend beneath the hood.” (slip op. at 13)

“Moreover, where such consent is not reasonably clear at the outset, the defendant's silence when the police
open the hood cannot be an adequate substitute for consent.” (slip op. at 13)

FACTUAL BACKGROUND



Police stopped Ortiz's vehicle because of excessively loud music and asked whether there were any narcotics or
firearms in the vehicle. Ortiz responded, "No, you can check." After searching the passenger compartment and
trunk without finding contraband, officers searched beneath the hood and removed the air filter, discovering two
firearms. Ortiz was handcuffed during the search and did not object; he later made statements at the police
station admitting ownership of the firearms and consenting to a vehicle search.

PROCEDURAL HISTORY

After a traffic stop and consent-based vehicle search, Ortiz was indicted on firearm, ammunition, and receiving-
stolen-property charges. The Superior Court judge found that Ortiz voluntarily consented to a search but that the
police exceeded the scope of that consent by searching beneath the hood and removing the air filter; the judge
suppressed the firearms and statements as fruits of the unlawful search. The Supreme Judicial Court affirmed.

DISPOSITION

affirmed
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