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SUMMARY

The North Carolina Court of Appeals affirmed the denial of Chadiez White’s motions to suppress
evidence obtained after a vehicle checkpoint and subsequent search. The court held that the checkpoint
had a valid primary purpose of detecting motor-vehicle-code violations, complied with applicable
statutory and constitutional requirements, and was reasonable. The court also upheld the trial court’s
findings concerning the marijuana odor, White’s admissions, and probable cause for the vehicle

search.
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PROCEDURAL POSTURE Defendant appealed from the denial of two motions to suppress
following a conditional guilty plea to possession of a firearm by a
felon.

STANDARD OF REVIEW The Court reviews whether the trial court's findings of fact are

supported by competent evidence and, if so, whether those findings
support its conclusions of law. Unchallenged findings are binding on

appeal, and conclusions of law are reviewed de novo.
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QUESTIONS PRESENTED

1. Whether competent evidence supported the trial court's challenged findings of fact concerning the

checkpoint, White's statements, and the SBI memorandum.

2. Whether the checkpoint served a lawful primary programmatic purpose and was reasonable under the
Fourth Amendment and North Carolina law.

3. Whether the odor and sight of what the officer reasonably believed to be marijuana, despite the
legalization of industrial hemp, established probable cause to search White's vehicle under the

automobile exception.

4. Whether the trial court properly denied White's motions to suppress.

HOLDINGS

1. The trial court's challenged findings of fact were supported by competent evidence and were binding on

appeal.

2. The checkpoint was constitutional because it had a lawful primary programmatic purpose of detecting

Chapter 20 motor-vehicle violations and was reasonable under the totality of the circumstances.

3. The officer had probable cause to search the vehicle based on the strong odor of burnt marijuana and his
observation of a partially smoked joint that he reasonably believed was marijuana.

KEY QUOTATIONS

“The trial court must “examine the available evidence to determine the primary purpose of the checkpoint

program.”” (at 16-17)

“the legalization of industrial hemp did not eliminate the significance of detecting ‘the odor of marijuana’ for

the purposes of a motion to suppress.” (at 24)

“Probable cause did not require [an officer’s] belief that the substance was illegal marijuana [to] be “correct
or more likely true than false,” but requires only a “ ‘practical, nontechnical’ probability that incriminating

evidence involved is all that is required.”” (at 25)

FACTUAL BACKGROUND

Captain Michael Seago organized a checkpoint on South Old Stage Road in Robeson County to detect violations
of North Carolina motor-vehicle laws. The checkpoint operated under a written GHSP template and
authorization form, stopped every vehicle, and was approved in advance by the police chief. When White was
stopped, Seago smelled burnt marijuana, White produced a partially smoked joint, and White later admitted that
he possessed a firearm and was a convicted felon. Officers searched the vehicle and found an assault rifle and

suspected marijuana.

PROCEDURAL HISTORY



A Robeson County grand jury indicted White for possession of a firearm by a felon. The Superior Court denied
his motions to suppress evidence based on an allegedly unconstitutional checkpoint and lack of probable cause
to search his vehicle. White entered a conditional guilty plea, preserving appellate review under N.C.G.S. § 15A-

979(b), and received an active sentence of 12 to 24 months. The Court of Appeals affirmed and found no error.
DISPOSITION

affirmed
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