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SUMMARY

The Supreme Court held that police observation of marijuana plants in a partially covered greenhouse
from a helicopter flying 400 feet above the property was not a search under the Fourth Amendment.
The Court reversed the Florida Supreme Court, reasoning that the observation occurred from a lawful
aerial vantage point and did not violate a reasonable expectation of privacy.
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COURT Supreme Court of the United States

WRITING FOR THE COURT Justice White; Chief Justice Rehnquist; Justice Blackmun; Justice
Brennan; Justice Marshall; Justice O'Connor; Justice Stevens; Justice
Scalia; Justice Kennedy

JURISDICTION Federal
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DISPOSITION reversed

PROCEDURAL POSTURE Florida sought review of the Florida Supreme Court's decision holding
that warrantless helicopter surveillance of the interior of Riley's
partially covered greenhouse constituted a search under the Fourth
Amendment and Article I, section 12 of the Florida Constitution.

STANDARD OF REVIEW De novo review of whether the aerial surveillance constituted a search
under the Fourth Amendment; the Court reviewed the state court's
legal conclusion on certiorari.

PRECEDENTIAL VALUE Supreme Court precedent; controlling judgment with a plurality
opinion and a narrower concurrence in the judgment

PARTIES Florida v. Riley
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PRACTICE AREAS

criminal procedure constitutional law search and seizure suppression of evidence

QUESTIONS PRESENTED

1. Whether warrantless naked-eye observation from a helicopter flying 400 feet above a partially covered
greenhouse in the curtilage of a home constitutes a search under the Fourth Amendment.

2. Whether the Florida Supreme Court's judgment rested on an adequate and independent state
constitutional ground depriving the United States Supreme Court of jurisdiction.

HOLDINGS

1. Under the circumstances presented, naked-eye observation of the greenhouse from a helicopter flying
lawfully at 400 feet did not constitute a search under the Fourth Amendment because Riley had no
reasonable expectation that the partially exposed contents of the greenhouse would remain free from
observation from that vantage point.

2. The United States Supreme Court had jurisdiction because the Florida Supreme Court's decision was not
clearly and expressly based on an adequate and independent state-law ground.

KEY QUOTATIONS

“The Fourth Amendment simply does not require the police traveling in the public airways at this altitude to
obtain a warrant in order to observe what is visible to the naked eye.” (488 U.S. at 450)

“In these circumstances, there was no violation of the Fourth Amendment.” (488 U.S. at 452)

FACTUAL BACKGROUND

Riley lived on five acres of rural property, where a greenhouse stood 10 to 20 feet behind his mobile home. The
greenhouse was partially enclosed and partially covered, and a wire fence and no-trespassing sign protected the
property from ground-level observation. After an anonymous report that marijuana was being grown there, a
police officer circled twice in a helicopter at 400 feet and, with the naked eye, observed what appeared to be
marijuana through openings in the roof and sides. A warrant based on that observation produced marijuana
during the ensuing search.

PROCEDURAL HISTORY

After an anonymous tip, a sheriff's officer observed marijuana in Riley's greenhouse from a helicopter flying
approximately 400 feet above the property. A warrant based on the observation led to discovery of marijuana.
The trial court granted Riley's motion to suppress; the Florida Court of Appeals reversed and certified the issue
to the Florida Supreme Court, which quashed the appellate decision and reinstated suppression. The United
States Supreme Court granted certiorari and reversed.

DISPOSITION

reversed
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