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SUMMARY

The Massachusetts Supreme Judicial Court held that a motor vehicle stop based on a civil traffic
infraction violated art. 14 of the Massachusetts Declaration of Rights because police delayed the stop
for twenty-four hours without a reasonable justification. The court concluded that the Commonwealth
failed to establish that the delayed seizure was reasonable under the totality of the circumstances. The
court reversed the suppression ruling, vacated the judgment and verdict, and remanded the matter to
the Superior Court.
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QUESTIONS PRESENTED

1. Whether a motor-vehicle stop based on a previously observed civil traffic infraction violated article 14
of the Massachusetts Declaration of Rights and the Fourth Amendment because police waited
approximately twenty-four hours before conducting the stop.

2. Whether the defendant's motion to suppress evidence obtained during the traffic stop should have been
granted.

HOLDINGS

1. Although police may stop a motor vehicle after observing a civil traffic infraction, the stop is a seizure
that must be conducted reasonably. There is no specific time limit, but the elapsed time between the
observed infraction and the stop must be reasonable under the totality of the circumstances. A twenty-
four-hour delay was unreasonable here because the Commonwealth did not provide a reasonable
justification for its duration.

2. The Commonwealth bears the burden of establishing that a warrantless motor-vehicle stop was
reasonable. The absence of evidence explaining a twenty-four-hour delay does not benefit the
Commonwealth.

3. An officer's ulterior or pretextual motive to investigate a different offense does not by itself invalidate a
traffic stop supported by an objectively observed motor-vehicle violation, but that motive does not itself
reasonably justify an otherwise unexplained delay in making the stop.

KEY QUOTATIONS

“We agree that, while there is no "specific time limitation" on stopping a driver for a civil traffic violation,
"the elapsed time between an observed violation and any subsequent stop must be reasonable upon
consideration of the totality of the circumstances."” (15)

“Considering the totality of the circumstances here, where the Commonwealth has shown that some amount
of delay in stopping the defendant for a civil traffic violation was reasonable but has not provided any
reasonable justification for a delay lasting twenty-four hours, we conclude that the Commonwealth has not
met its burden to show that the stop of the defendant was reasonable.” (19)

FACTUAL BACKGROUND

While conducting a drug investigation, Boston police observed the defendant commit a civil traffic infraction by
passing a line of stopped vehicles on the right, failing to stop at a stop sign, and turning left in front of the line.
The observing officer did not stop the defendant or summon a marked cruiser at that time because he considered
it unsafe to follow the vehicle in an unmarked car. Approximately twenty-four hours later, police located the
defendant and stopped his vehicle at the request of an officer who stated that police were looking to stop the
vehicle for a drug investigation. A patfrisk revealed cocaine on the defendant, and additional cocaine was found
in the vehicle.



PROCEDURAL HISTORY

A Suffolk County grand jury indicted the defendant for trafficking 200 or more grams of cocaine. A Superior
Court judge denied the motion to suppress physical evidence in large part, although certain statements were
suppressed. The defendant's first trial ended in a mistrial; the indictment was reduced to trafficking 100 to 200
grams of cocaine, and a second jury convicted him of trafficking 18 to 36 grams of cocaine. The Supreme
Judicial Court granted the defendant's application for direct appellate review.

DISPOSITION

reversed_and_remanded

REMAND INSTRUCTIONS

Reverse the portion of the June 17, 2021, order denying the motion to suppress, vacate the judgment, set aside
the verdict, and remand the matter to the Superior Court.
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