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SUMMARY

The First Circuit reversed a district court order suppressing cocaine discovered in the defendant's
vehicle. The court held that police reasonably impounded the vehicle under their community
caretaking function after determining that neither occupant was properly licensed to drive, and that a
canine sniff of the lawfully impounded vehicle was not a search under the Fourth Amendment. The
positive canine indication supplied probable cause for a warrant to search the vehicle.
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PROCEDURAL POSTURE The United States appealed under 18 U.S.C. § 3731 from a pretrial
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QUESTIONS PRESENTED

1. Whether the initial traffic stop was supported by reasonable suspicion.

2. Whether officers could impound and move the vehicle to the police barracks under their community
caretaking function without probable cause to arrest Rodriguez-Morales or search the vehicle.

3. Whether a canine sniff of the exterior of a lawfully impounded vehicle is a search under the Fourth
Amendment and requires reasonable suspicion.

4. Whether the dog's alert supplied probable cause for a warrant to search the vehicle.

HOLDINGS

1. The initial stop was constitutionally valid because the officers had reasonable grounds to suspect that an
altercation or reckless driving endangered the public.

2. When a vehicle is lawfully stopped on a highway and no occupant is properly licensed to drive it, police
may reasonably impound and remove the vehicle under their community caretaking responsibilities
without probable cause to arrest the driver or search the vehicle.

3. A canine sniff of the exterior of a vehicle lawfully in police custody is not a search under the Fourth
Amendment and may be conducted without reasonable suspicion.

4. The positive canine alert supplied probable cause for the officers to obtain a warrant to search the
vehicle, and the warrant search was lawful.

KEY QUOTATIONS

“We hold that the canine sniff of the exterior of a vehicle which is legitimately within the custody of the police
is not a search within the meaning of the fourth amendment; and that subjecting the exterior of such a motor
vehicle to the olfactory genius of a drug detection dog does not infringe upon the vehicle owner's fourth
amendment rights.” (¶ 31)

FACTUAL BACKGROUND

Rhode Island State Police stopped a Toyota after observing a passenger leaning from the window and apparently
engaging in an altercation with another vehicle. Neither Rodriguez-Morales nor his passenger was properly
licensed to drive, and the officers found inconsistencies in their identification and travel explanations. The
officers transported the men and Toyota to the state police barracks, where Rodriguez-Morales refused consent
to search; a trained drug dog alerted to the vehicle, officers obtained a warrant, and a search revealed
approximately two kilograms of cocaine.

PROCEDURAL HISTORY

Rhode Island State Police stopped Rodriguez-Morales's vehicle, impounded it after determining that neither
occupant was properly licensed to drive, conducted a canine sniff, obtained a search warrant after the dog



alerted, and discovered approximately two kilograms of cocaine. After Rodriguez-Morales was indicted for
possession of cocaine with intent to distribute, the district court found the initial stop valid but concluded that the
subsequent detention and vehicle impoundment constituted an arrest and seizure without probable cause. The
district court suppressed the evidence, and the First Circuit reversed and remanded with directions to vacate the
suppression order.

DISPOSITION

reversed_and_remanded

REMAND INSTRUCTIONS

Reverse the suppression order and remand with directions to vacate it.
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