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SUMMARY

The District of Columbia Court of Appeals reviewed the suppression of marijuana evidence

discovered during a traffic stop. The court held that the stop, removal of the driver, and protective

search of the passenger compartment could be permissible under the Fourth Amendment, but

remanded for factual findings concerning the driver's reaching movement, whether officers ordered

him to exit, and whether the seizure and opening of a burlap sack satisfied the plain-feel doctrine.

CASE DETAILS

COURT

WRITING FOR THE COURT

JURISDICTION

DECIDED

DOCKET

DISPOSITION

PROCEDURAL POSTURE

STANDARD OF REVIEW

PRECEDENTIAL VALUE

PARTIES

TOPICS

District of Columbia Court of Appeals

Glickman, Associate Judge; Steadman, Associate Judge; King, Senior

Judge

District of Columbia
June 10, 2004

No. 03-CO-1030
reversed_and_remanded

The United States appealed under D.C. Code § 23-104(a)(1) from an
order granting Phillip Glover's motion to suppress marijuana and
statements in a prosecution for possession of marijuana with intent to

distribute.

The appellate court deferred to the motions judge's factual findings

unless clearly erroneous and reviewed legal conclusions de novo.
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QUESTIONS PRESENTED

1.
2.

Whether the officers' stop of Glover's vehicle for an improperly displayed front license plate was lawful.

Whether blocking the vehicle, opening its door, ordering Glover to exit, and briefly pulling him from the

vehicle transformed the traffic stop into an unlawful custodial detention or arrest.

. Whether the officers had reasonable articulable suspicion that Glover was armed and dangerous

sufficient to conduct a protective search of the vehicle.

. Whether a protective search could extend beneath the driver's seat even though Glover had been

removed from the vehicle and the area was not in plain view.

. Whether the officer could seize and open the burlap sack under the Fourth Amendment's plain-feel

doctrine.

HOLDINGS

1.

The officers made a valid traffic stop because their observation that the front license plate was not

securely fastened supplied objective grounds to believe a civil traffic infraction was occurring.

. A lawtul traffic stop is not transformed into a custodial detention or the functional equivalent of an arrest

merely because the officers blocked the vehicle, opened the door, ordered Glover to exit, or briefly

pulled him from the vehicle, assuming Glover made the reported suspicious reaching movement.

. A frisk of Glover or a protective search of the vehicle required reasonable articulable suspicion, based on

objective facts and circumstances, that Glover was armed or had access to a weapon and was dangerous;

nervousness alone was insufficient on the record presented.

. If the officer had sufficient reasonable suspicion to search for weapons, the protective search could

extend beneath the driver's seat even though Glover had been removed from the vehicle and the area was

not in plain view.

. The record did not establish whether the officer lawfully seized and opened the burlap sack under the

plain-feel doctrine; the trial court had to determine whether the sack's identity as contraband was

immediately apparent without manipulation beyond what Terry permitted.

KEY QUOTATIONS

“We hold, however, that the police made a valid traffic stop, not a custodial detention, in the course of which

they were permitted to open the door of Glover's car, order him to exit, and question him.” (475-476)

“We further hold that the scope of a legitimate protective search extended to the area under the driver's seat
because that area could have concealed a weapon and would have been within Glover's reach upon his return
to the car.” (476)

“However, where under "plain feel" the officer is conducting a protective Terry search for weapons and does
not yet have probable cause, "the officer's ‘touch' of the object cannot go beyond the bounds circumscribed
under Terry and thus cannot amount to the sort of evidentiary search that Terry expressly refused to
authorize.” (478)

FACTUAL BACKGROUND



Police observed Glover driving a car whose front license plate was improperly displayed on the dashboard and
stopped the vehicle in an alley. During the stop, the officers observed nervousness and, according to their
testimony, a sharp reaching movement by Glover toward the area beneath his seat; the trial judge did not resolve
the conflicting testimony. An officer searched beneath the driver's seat, felt a closed burlap sack that he believed

contained marijuana, opened it, and recovered marijuana, leading to Glover's arrest.
PROCEDURAL HISTORY

The trial court granted Glover's suppression motion on two Fourth Amendment grounds, ruling that the officers
exceeded the permissible scope of a traffic stop by blocking Glover's vehicle, opening the door, removing him,
and searching under the driver's seat. The District of Columbia Court of Appeals reversed the suppression ruling
but remanded for factual findings concerning whether Glover made a suspicious reaching movement, whether
the officers ordered him to exit, and whether the officer's handling of the burlap sack satisfied the plain-feel

doctrine.

DISPOSITION

reversed_and_remanded

REMAND INSTRUCTIONS

The motions judge must resolve whether Glover made the reported reaching movement, whether the officers
ordered him to exit the vehicle, whether those facts supplied sufficient reasonable suspicion for a protective
search, and whether the officer recognized the sack as contraband through permissible plain-feel perception

without undue manipulation.
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