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SUMMARY

The Maine Supreme Judicial Court affirmed Rowe L. Palmer’s convictions for aggravated operating

under the influence and aggravated assault. The court held that probable cause existed to obtain a

blood sample based on Palmer’s role in a serious collision and his admission that he had consumed

alcohol. It further held that the impending surgery and resulting limited opportunity to obtain a warrant

created exigent circumstances justifying the warrantless blood draw.
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Palmer appealed from a judgment entered after a jury trial convicting
him of aggravated operating under the influence and aggravated
assault. He challenged the denial of his motion to suppress evidence

obtained from a warrantless hospital blood draw.

The court reviews factual findings on a motion to suppress for clear
error and issues of law de novo.
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QUESTIONS PRESENTED

1. Whether the officer had probable cause to believe Palmer had operated under the influence when the

hospital blood sample was obtained.

2. Whether exigent circumstances justified obtaining the hospital blood sample without a warrant.

HOLDINGS

1. Probable cause existed because the unexplained collision caused by Palmer crossing the centerline,
combined with his admission that he had consumed alcohol before the accident, supported a prudent and

cautious person's belief that Palmer had operated under the influence.

2. Exigent circumstances justified the warrantless hospital blood draw because, after probable cause arose,
Palmer's impending surgery and the prior passage of time created a now-or-never situation in which

waiting to obtain a warrant would significantly undermine the efficacy of the blood test.

KEY QUOTATIONS

“In other words, "probable cause and exigent circumstances justify the warrantless taking of a blood
sample."” (190 A.3d at 1012)

“Exigent circumstances exist where the totality of the circumstances demonstrates that "there is a compelling

need to conduct a search and insufficient time in which to secure a warrant."” (190 A.3d at 1013)

“A circumstance that does justify a warrantless seizure is a "now or never" situation-in other words, where an
officer cannot "reasonably obtain a warrant before a blood sample can be drawn without significantly
undermining the efficacy of the search.”” (190 A.3d at 1013)

FACTUAL BACKGROUND

Palmer drove across the centerline and collided head-on with another vehicle, seriously injuring himself and the
two occupants of the other vehicle. Several hours later, at the hospital, Deputy Pierce heard Palmer say that he
had consumed a few beers with lunch. Palmer was about to undergo surgery, and Pierce obtained a blood sample

without a warrant after concluding that he needed to expedite the process.

PROCEDURAL HISTORY

After a serious motor-vehicle collision, Palmer moved to suppress evidence from two blood draws. The trial
court suppressed the ambulance-draw evidence but denied suppression of the hospital-draw evidence, finding
probable cause and exigent circumstances. Following a jury trial and convictions, Palmer appealed, and the

Supreme Judicial Court of Maine affirmed.

DISPOSITION

affirmed
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