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· Search and Seizure: Searches conducted in objectively reasonable reliance on binding appellate precedent are not subject to the exclusionary rule.

I. Facts and Procedural History

Alabama police conducted a routine traffic stop and arrested passenger Willie Davis for providing a false name to police. In a search of the car incident to arrest, police found a gun inside Davis’ jacket pocket. He was arrested and charged for possession of a firearm by a convicted felon. Davis unsuccessfully challenged the search and appealed his conviction to the Eleventh Circuit Court of Appeals. While his appeal was pending, the United States Supreme Court decided Arizona v. Gant, 556 U.S. __ (2009), which issued a new rule governing searches incident to arrests of recent vehicle occupants. The Eleventh Circuit held that the search violated Davis’ Fourth Amendment rights but declined to apply the exclusionary rule because the police had a good-faith reliance on binding circuit precedent. 

II. Good-Faith Exception to the Exclusionary Rule

In deciding whether to apply the exclusionary rule to the officers’ conduct in Davis’ case, the Supreme Court first noted that the sole purpose of the exclusionary rule is to deter future Fourth Amendment violations. Thus, its application turns on the conduct of law enforcement. “When the police exhibit ‘deliberate,’ ‘reckless,’ or ‘grossly negligent’ disregard for Fourth Amendment rights, the deterrent value of exclusion is strong and tends to outweigh the resulting costs.” Opinion at *6. In those cases, the court will apply the exclusionary rule. However, if the police act with “an objectively reasonable good-faith belief” that their conduct was lawful, the courts will not apply the exclusionary rule for a Fourth Amendment violation.  Id. In this case, both parties agreed that the officers acted in accordance with then-binding circuit law. Accordingly, under exclusionary rule precedent setting forth this good-faith exception, Davis may not receive the benefit of the exclusionary rule to suppress evidence obtained as a result of the Fourth Amendment violation. 

Nevertheless, Davis argued that other considerations should prevent the application of the good-faith exception to the exclusionary rule. First, Davis contended that the exclusionary rule's availability to enforce new Fourth Amendment precedent is a retroactivity issue. The Court rejected this argument, noting that retroactive application raises the question of whether a particular remedy applies, but does not determine what the appropriate remedy might be. 
Second, Davis claimed that applying the good-faith exception to searches conducted in reliance on binding precedent will leave criminal defendants without incentive to request that courts overrule that precedent. Once again, the Court rejected this argument, emphasizing that the sole purpose of the exclusionary rule is to deter police misconduct.  

For those reasons, the Court of Appeals’ decision was affirmed. 

