Recent United States Supreme Court Decisions Dealing
with Criminal Law and Recent Supreme Court News
As the United States Supreme Court neared the end of its current term, it issued several decisions of major importance
in the criminal and constitutional law areas. These decisions are summarized below.
Navarette v. California, 134 S. Ct. 1683 (April 22, 2014)
At the opening of its new term, the Supreme Court
determined that it would consider a case emanating from
California which involved the issue of whether a motorist’s anonymous tip about reckless driving is enough for
police to pull over a car without an officer’s corroboration of the alleged dangerous driving. The issue had divided several state and federal courts, and the Supreme
Court only four years ago declined to address the issue.
In the California case, two brothers who pleaded guilty
to transporting marijuana were stopped by California
Highway Patrol officers after they had received a report
of reckless driving, based on a 911 call. The anonymous
call had identified the Defendants’ vehicle by color and
license plate. The Defendants have challenged their conviction based upon earlier high court rulings that anonymous tips by themselves ordinarily are not sufficient for
police to detain or search someone.
On April 22, 2014, the Court issued its decision and
held that even though the motorist’s 911 emergency call
in reporting that a pickup truck had run her off the road
was anonymous, her tip was sufficiently reliable since
she had provided details regarding the vehicle and thus
in the motorist’s tip provided reasonable suspicion to
conduct a traffic stop. The Court divided in a 5-4 decision with Justice Thomas writing for the Court’s majority. Joining Justice Thomas were Justices Alito, Breyer,
Kennedy and Chief Judge Roberts. Justice Scalia issued
a dissenting opinion which was joined in by Justices
Ginsburg, Sotomayor and Kagan. Justice Scalia issued a
vigorous dissent and argued that law enforcement agencies based upon the court’s ruling will identify the new
rule and will use it to support future unauthorized traffic
stops. An interesting twist with regard to the instant case
is that Judge Scalia, who usually votes with the conservative wing of the Court, issued a strong dissent in favor of
the defense and Justice Breyer, who normally votes with
the liberal section of the Court, voted in favor of the prosecution.
Town of Greece, NY v. Galloway, 134 S. Ct. 1811 (May
5, 2014)
In a 5-4 decision, the United States Supreme Court
upheld the right of a municipality to offer prayers which
reflect adherence to a single religious belief and that such
a practice would not run afoul of the First Amendment’s
prohibition against the establishment of religion. Justice
Kennedy issued the majority opinion and held that absent a pattern of prayers that over time denigrate or por-

tray an impermissible government purpose a challenge
based solely on the content of a prayer would not likely
establish a constitutional violation. The Constitution does
not require an effort to achieve religious balance. The case
at bar involved a town near the City of Rochester in which
the town council began its monthly meeting with a prayer
from a Christian pastor. The narrow issue presented in the
case was whether the town’s practice had improperly favored one religion over others. Justices Kagan, Ginsburg,
Breyer and Sotomayor dissented.
Hall v. Florida, 134 S. Ct. 1986 (May 27, 2014)
On October 21, 2013 the United States Supreme Court
granted certiorari with respect to a Florida case which
involves using an IQ score of 70 as a firm cutoff for determining if a Defendant is mentally retarded and may not
be executed. Over the years the Supreme Court has been
gradually limiting the use of the death penalty, and this
latest case offered an additional opportunity for the placement of new restrictions. Oral argument was heard by the
Court on March 3, 2014. During oral argument, several
Justices asked questions which appeared to indicate that
the Court was having trouble with the Florida Statute.
Justice Kennedy, in particular, who is often viewed as the
critical swing vote, appeared to be troubled by the rigidity
of Florida’s IQ score threshold. Justice Kagan also asked
several questions which appeared to place her among the
Justices likely to vote to strike down the Florida Statute.
On May 27, 2014, the Court by a 5-4 decision did in
fact nullify the Florida procedure. The Court held that the
rigid rule set by Florida and several other states that deny
leniency to a convicted murderer who scores at least 70
on an IQ test was improper. As expected, Justice Kennedy
voted with the majority and issued the Court’s decision.
Justice Kennedy stated that intellectual disability is a condition and not a number. He further added that the Court
must recognizes, as does the medical community, that
the IQ test is imprecise. The Court held that Florida and a
handful of other states must look beyond IQ scores when
inmates test in the range of 70 to 75. IQ tests have a margin of error and those inmates whose scores fall within the
margin must be allowed to present other evidence of mental disability. In addition to Florida, Virginia, Alabama
and Kentucky had been utilizing the IQ test of 70 in determining whether the imposition of a death penalty was
possible. Justice Kennedy was joined in the majority by
Justices Ginsburg, Breyer, Sotomayor and Kagan. Justices
Alito, Scalia, Thomas and Chief Justice Roberts dissented,
arguing that the Court had no evidence that relying on
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test scores just above 70 was unreasonable and that therefore Florida’s procedure was not unconstitutional. The
Court’s most recent decision continues to be a chipping
away at the death penalty with Justice Kennedy continuing to act as the critical swing vote.
Martinez v. Illinois, 134 S. Ct. 2070 (May 27, 2014)
In a unanimous decision, the United States Supreme
Court held that double jeopardy had attached when
the jury was sworn and that the double jeopardy clause
barred any further appeal by the State. In the case at bar,
a trial date had been set for the Defendant. His counsel
was ready but the State was not. The Court then swore
in a jury and invited the State to present its first witness.
The State declined to present any evidence. The Court
then directed a not guilty verdict upon the Defendant’s
request. The State subsequently sought to appeal the
Judge’s action. In the United States Supreme Court, the
Court ruled that the double jeopardy clause barred any
further attempt by the State to appeal in the hope of subjecting the Defendant to a new trial.
Bond v. U.S., 134 S. Ct. 2077 (June 2, 2014)
In a unanimous decision, the United States Supreme
Court held that a federal statute which implemented
an international chemical weapons treaty could not be
used to reach a local offense of an attempt by a jilted
wife to injure her husband’s lover. In the case at bar the
Defendant had sought revenge against the woman with
whom her husband had carried on an affair. The Defendant had spread two toxic chemicals on a mailbox and a
door knob. Federal prosecutors charged the Defendant
with, among other things, violating Section 229 (a) which
supplemented the international chemical weapons treaty.
The Court found that a fair reading of the statute indicated that it was not Congress’ intention to utilize the statute in instances involving local criminal activity, which
was best left to the States.
Abramski v. U.S., 134 S. Ct. 2259 (June 16, 2014)
In a 5-4 decision, the United States Supreme Court
held that the federal government may strictly enforce
a law that prohibits purchase of guns intended for others. The Court upheld a conviction of a Defendant who
bought a handgun for his uncle. The Defendant did not
reveal that he was purchasing the gun for another but
both he and the other individual were eligible to own
guns. Justice Kagan, writing for the Court’s majority,
stated that the government had good reason to prevent
straw purchases and to assume that the person who buys
the gun would be the weapon’s legitimate owner. Justice
Kagan was joined in the majority opinion by Justices
Sotomayor, Ginsburg, Breyer and Kennedy, who cast the
critical fifth vote. Justice Scalia dissented, arguing that it
was not a crime for one lawful gun owner to buy a gun
for another lawful gun owner. Justice Scalia was joined in
dissent by Chief Justice Roberts and Justices Thomas and
Alito. This case is an interesting one in that the traditional
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groupings seem to have switched positions in reaching
their result. The four liberal Justices who traditionally
vote for the defense this time supported the prosecution
and the four conservative Judges who usually support the
prosecution voted in favor of the defense. This unusual
result may have been based on the fact that the four liberal Justices favor gun control while the four conservative
Members are advocates of the Second Amendment. The
conflicting views may account for the final result in the
case.
Riley v. California, 134 S. Ct. 2473 (June 25, 2014)
United States v. Wurie, 134 S. Ct. 2473 (June 25, 2014)
On January 14 and 17, 2014, the United States Supreme Court granted certiorari to consider the issue of
whether police need a warrant to search the cell phones of
people they have arrested. The Court accepted two cases
which were argued on April 29, 2014. One of the cases
emanated from a decision of the Federal Court of Appeals
located in Boston, and the other involved a decision by
the California State Courts. On June 25, 2014, as the Court
was nearing the very end of its term, it issued a unanimous decision holding that police may not search the
cell phones of people they arrest without first getting a
search warrant. The decision was written by Chief Justice
Roberts and contained an emphatic defense of privacy in
the digital age. Justice Roberts wrote that cell phones are
“not just another technological convenience,” but ubiquitous, increasingly powerful computers that contain vast
quantities of personal sensitive information. “With all
they contain and all they may reveal, they hold for many
Americans the privacies of life so the message to police
about what they should do before rummaging through
a cellphone’s contents following an arrest is simple: Get
a warrant.” The sweeping nature of the decision and its
unanimity surprised many observers who had expected
the possibility of a split within the Court.
National Labor Relations Board v. Noel Canning
Company, 134 S. Ct. 2550 (June 26, 2014)
In the closing days of its term, the United States Supreme Court issued a decision which held that President
Obama had overreached his constitutional authority by
making recess appointments to the National Labor Relations Board during a time when the Senate was taking
brief breaks from its work. During the time in question,
the Senate was convening every three days in short pro
forma sessions in which no business was conducted. The
Court held that these breaks were too short to warrant the
recess appointments which were issued. Interestingly, the
Court’s judgment was unanimous and even included the
Court’s more liberal members, with President Obama’s
own appointees of Justice Kagan and Justice Sotomayor
joining in the Court’s decision. However, the main majority opinion, which was issued by Justice Breyer, determined the issue on narrow grounds which emphasized
the short 3-day break in question.
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Justice Scalia, joined by Chief Justice Roberts and Justices Thomas and Alito, would have issued a broader decision and concurred in the judgment only. In fact, Justice
Scalia criticized the majority opinion and stated, “Today’s
Court agrees that the appointments were invalid, but for
the far narrower reason that they were made during a
3-day break in the Senate’s session. On its way to that result, the majority sweeps away the key limitations on the
recess-appointment power.”
McCullen v. Coakley, 134 S. Ct. 2518 (June 26, 2014)
In a unanimous decision, the United States Supreme
Court struck down a Massachusetts Law which established a thirty-five foot buffer zone outside a clinic that
performed abortions, holding that the practice violates
the First Amendment. The Court found that because the
Massachusetts statute encompassed public sidewalks,
it made it impossible to converse with women walking
to abortion clinics. Chief Justice Roberts, writing for the
unanimous Court, stated that the Massachusetts restrictions imposed serious burdens on petitioners’ speech
depriving them of their two primary methods of communicating with arriving patients: close personal conversations and distribution of literature.
Burwell v. Hobby Lobby Stores, 134 S. Ct. 2751 (June
30, 2014)
Conestoga Wood Specialties v. Burwell, 134 S. Ct.
2751 (June 30, 2014)
On the final day of its term, the United States Supreme Court issued a significant and highly controversial
5-4 ruling and held that the contraceptive mandate in the
Federal Health Care Law violated the religious freedom
of corporate owners who objected to providing the coverage in employee insurance plans. In a decision written by
Justice Alito, the Court held that closely held companies

can deny on religious grounds health care coverage of
certain birth control measures. In issuing its ruling, the
Court relied upon the Religious Freedom Restoration Act
which was passed by Congress in 1993 and which states
that the government may substantially burden a person’s
exercise of religion only if it demonstrates that the application of the burden to the person is the least restrictive
means of furthering a compelling governmental interest.
Justice Alito was joined in the majority opinion by
Chief Justice Roberts and Justices Kennedy, Scalia and
Thomas. Justices Breyer, Ginsburg, Kagan and Sotomayor
dissented. In joining the majority opinion, Chief Justice
Roberts regained some of his standing with conservative
groups who were surprised and disappointed by his support of the Obama Health Care Law. The majority opinion
in the cases at bar drew sharp dissenting opinions and
revealed a gender gap within the Court with all three female members of the Court dissenting from the majority
ruling.
Harris v. Quinn, 134 S. Ct. 2618 (June 30, 2014)
In a 5-4 decision the United States Supreme Court
held that fees charged to certain non-union members
violated the members’ First Amendment rights. The case
involved a challenge by a group of Illinois Home Care
workers who argued that the fee charged by the Service
Employees International Union violated their rights by
forcing them to associate with a particular union. The majority opinion was written by Justice Alito and was joined
in by Chief Justice Roberts and Justices Scalia, Kennedy
and Thomas. Justice Kagan issued a dissenting opinion
which was joined in by Justices Ginsburg, Breyer and Sotomayor. The Court’s ruling was viewed as a setback for
Labor Unions and may limit public sector unions in their
future efforts to increase membership.
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