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ISSUE

If officers have probable cause to believe that drugs have been hidden in a bicycle, can they search the
bike without a warrant?

FACTS

At about 6:45 p.m., two Sacramento police officers spotted Allen riding his bicycle in a high drug area.
The officers were familiar with Allen. They knew he had an arrest record for drugs, that he lived some
58 blocks away, and that during a detention two weeks earlier they had found him in possession of food
stamps that did not belong to him. As the officers watched, they saw Allen ride his bicycle through a
stop sign. So they pulled up next to him and told him to stop.

Allen did not, however, comply. Instead, he kept going and, as he did so, “moved his right hand to the
right handlebar and used his thumb to push something inside.” Then he stopped.

While one of the officers was talking with Allen, the other tried to find out what Allen had hidden in the
handlebar. According to the court, the officer “searched” the bike by “turning the bicycle upside down
and tapping on it.” As he did so, three small rocks of cocaine dropped out. Allen was arrested.

DISCUSSION

Allen claimed the cocaine should have been suppressed, arguing the officer was required to obtain a
warrant before searching the bicycle. Because California courts had not ruled, prior to Allen, on the legal
requirements for searching a bicycle, the court in Allen looked to the law governing searches of motor
vehicles. Here it found a very clear rule: officers who have probable cause to search a motor vehicle
may do so without a warrant, if they have probable cause to believe the vehicle contains contraband.®

The question, then, was whether a bicycle should be treated the same as a motor vehicle, thus enabling
officers to “search” a bike without a warrant so long as they have probable cause to believe that drugs or
other evidence has been hidden somewhere in the bike. The court ruled yes, noting, “While not as fast
over great distances as an automobile, in certain circumstances [a bicycle’s] size and weight make a
bicycle more mobile than other vehicles. As such, a bicycle presents the same type of practical problems
to securing a warrant that an automobile and motorhome do.”

The next issue was whether the officers had probable cause to believe Allen had stashed drugs or other
contraband in his handlebar. Again, the court ruled yes. Said the court, “Upon seeing someone with an

arrest history involving narcotics-related offenses riding a bicycle in an area where narcotics trafficking
occurs, who, after running a stop sign refuses a police officer’s order to stop and travels approximately

25 yards while stuffing something into the handlebar of his bicycle, no reasonable person would fair to
entertain a strong suspicion that contraband was placed in the handlebar tube of the bicycle.”
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