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SUMMARY

The Supreme Court of Ohio held that the single-purpose-container exception to the Fourth

Amendment warrant requirement did not authorize police to search a closed bookbag found in a home

during an arrest. Because the bookbag was not a container whose contents were apparent from its

distinctive characteristics and no exigent circumstances existed, the officers were required to obtain a

warrant. The court reversed the appellate judgment, vacated the conviction, and remanded with

instructions to suppress the evidence.
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Burroughs appealed the denial of her motion to suppress evidence
from the Third District Court of Appeals, which affirmed the trial
court's judgment on the ground that the warrantless search fell within

the single-purpose-container exception to the warrant requirement.

The court independently reviewed the constitutionality of the
warrantless search under the Fourth Amendment.
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QUESTIONS PRESENTED

1. Whether the warrantless search of a closed bookbag inside a home was reasonable under the Fourth

Amendment.

2. Whether the single-purpose-container exception to the warrant requirement applied because part of a
plastic baggie was visible in the bookbag's zipper.

HOLDINGS

1. A warrantless search of a closed container ordinarily violates the Fourth Amendment unless a specific
exception to the warrant requirement applies; probable cause alone does not justify opening the
container absent exigent circumstances.

2. The single-purpose-container exception applies only when a container's distinctive configuration,
transparency, or other characteristics make its illegal contents readily apparent, effectively placing those
contents in plain view. A common bookbag is not a single-purpose drug container, and the visible
portion of an empty baggie did not make its contents obvious.

KEY QUOTATIONS

“The exception applies only when the illegal nature of the contents of a package are readily apparent because

of the distinctive characteristics of the package.” ( 1)

“When the container does not do so, a warrant is required. That’s true, no matter how confident an officer is
about what he thinks is inside.” (Y 22)

“When police search a bookbag in a home under circumstances that do not give rise to any exigency, they

must follow the command of the Fourth Amendment: get a warrant.” (9 24)

FACTUAL BACKGROUND

Police went to Burroughs's home to execute an arrest warrant and, after observing her carry baggies toward the
back of the house, entered the home. In an attached bathroom, an officer found a closed bookbag with part of an
empty plastic baggie caught in its zipper. After Burroughs was arrested and the bookbag was secured, another
officer opened it without a warrant and found marijuana.

PROCEDURAL HISTORY

The Marion County Court of Common Pleas denied Burroughs's motion to suppress marijuana found inside a
closed bookbag and entered a possession conviction. The Third District Court of Appeals rejected the trial court's
plain-view rationale but affirmed on the basis of the single-purpose-container exception. The Supreme Court of
Ohio accepted jurisdiction, reversed the appellate judgment, vacated the conviction, and remanded with

instructions to suppress the evidence.
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REMAND INSTRUCTIONS

The court of common pleas was instructed to enter judgment suppressing the evidence found in the bookbag.
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