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claims of constitutional protection when automobiles 
are searched and evidence of a crime found. Generally 
speaking, therefore, police can conduct certain warrant-
less searches of cars and the people in them when law 
enforcement has sound reasons for believing there is evi-
dence of a crime or that a crime might be taking place.14 
Table 11-2 provides several examples of this “automobile 
exception.”

14This is not to say that the Court always decides in favor of law 
enforcement in automobile search cases. In Knowles v. Iowa (1998), for 
example, the justices held that a routine traffic stop culminating in 
the issuing of a citation is insufficient to justify a full search of a car. 
Prior to this decision, the laws of many states assumed that the 
“search incident to a lawful arrest” rules applied to traffic stops.

Lower levels of Fourth Amendment protection, of 
course, do not mean a total absence of protection. The 
case of Safford Unified School District #1 v. Redding (2009) 
provides a useful illustration of the Court’s sensitivity to 
protecting Fourth Amendment rights, even when there 
is a lower expectation of privacy. The contested search in 
this dispute occurred in a public school. Because of the 
importance placed on protecting minors, ensuring safety, 
preserving order, and maintaining an appropriate educa-
tional environment, school officials and law enforcement 
agents are given greater latitude to search and seize in 
public school facilities. But sometimes officials violate 
even this enhanced discretion.

As you read this case, see how the justices apply rea-
sonableness standards to public school searches, express 

Table 11-2  Examples of the Automobile Exception

Case Facts Ruling

Carroll v. United 
States (1925)

Federal agents suspect individuals are 
transporting illegal liquor. They stop and 
search the car, finding evidence of the crime.

Automobiles merit low levels of protection. 
Their mobility often makes obtaining a search 
warrant impractical.

Chambers v. Maroney 
(1970)

Robbery suspects are pulled over and 
arrested. Their impounded automobile is 
searched and evidence is found in the trunk.

To secure its contents, protect against liability 
claims, and remove any potential dangers, 
police may conduct an inventory search of an 
impounded automobile when its occupants 
have been arrested.

New York v. Belton 
(1981)

Police stop a car for speeding. The officer 
smells marijuana, arrests the suspects, and 
searches the car, finding cocaine in the zipped 
pocket of a jacket in the backseat.

After police have made a lawful arrest of an 
occupant of an automobile, they may search, 
incident to the arrest, the entire passenger 
compartment and the contents of any 
container therein.

United States v. Ross 
(1982)

Based on a reliable informant’s tip that Ross 
sold drugs out of his car trunk, police stop 
Ross. They search the car, finding a pistol 
in the glove compartment and illegal drugs 
contained in a brown paper bag in the trunk.

With probable cause police may search every 
part of a vehicle and any contents that may 
conceal the object of the search.

Michigan State Police 
v. Sitz (1990)

Police stop all passing cars pursuant to a 
sobriety checkpoint program.

Brief stops, where police do not use discretion 
to determine who will be stopped, reasonably 
advance the state’s interest in preventing 
drunk driving.

California v. Acevedo 
(1991)

Police observe a suspect leaving a house with 
a package they have reason to believe contains 
marijuana. The suspect places the package 
in the trunk of the car. The police stop the car, 
open the trunk, and seize the evidence.

Police may search an automobile and the 
containers within it where they have probable 
cause to believe contraband or evidence is 
contained.


