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Justice O'Connor delivered the opinion of the Court.

     In Michigan Dept. of State Police v. Sitz, 496 U. S. 444 (1990), and United States v. Martinez-
Fuerte, 428 U. S. 543 (1976), we held that brief, suspicionless seizures at highway checkpoints for 
the purposes of combating drunk driving and intercepting illegal immigrants were constitutional. 
We now consider the constitutionality of a highway checkpoint program whose primary purpose is 
the discovery and interdiction of illegal narcotics.

I

     In August 1998, the city of Indianapolis began to operate vehicle checkpoints on Indianapolis 
roads in an effort to interdict unlawful drugs. The city conducted six such roadblocks between 
August and November that year, stopping 1,161 vehicles and arresting 104 motorists. Fifty-five 
arrests were for drug-related crimes, while 49 were for offenses unrelated to drugs. Edmond v. 
Goldsmith, 183 F. 3d 659, 661 (CA7 1999). The overall "hit rate" of the program was thus 
approximately nine percent.

     The parties stipulated to the facts concerning the operation of the checkpoints by the 
Indianapolis Police Department (IPD) for purposes of the preliminary injunction proceedings 
instituted below. At each checkpoint location, the police stop a predetermined number of vehicles. 
Approximately 30 officers are stationed at the checkpoint. Pursuant to written directives issued by 
the chief of police, at least one officer approaches the vehicle, advises the driver that he or she is 
being stopped briefly at a drug checkpoint, and asks the driver to produce a license and registration. 
The officer also looks for signs of impairment and conducts an open-view examination of the 
vehicle from the outside. A narcotics-detection dog walks around the outside of each stopped 
vehicle.

     The directives instruct the officers that they may conduct a search only by consent or based on 
the appropriate quantum of particularized suspicion. The officers must conduct each stop in the 
same manner until particularized suspicion develops, and the officers have no discretion to stop any 
vehicle out of sequence. The city agreed in the stipulation to operate the checkpoints in such a way 
as to ensure that the total duration of each stop, absent reasonable suspicion or probable cause, 
would be five minutes or less….

II

     The Fourth Amendment requires that searches and seizures be reasonable. A search or seizure is 
ordinarily unreasonable in the absence of individualized suspicion of wrongdoing. Chandler v. 
Miller, 520 U. S. 305, 308 (1997)…. 

III

     It is well established that a vehicle stop at a highway checkpoint effectuates a seizure within the 
meaning of the Fourth Amendment. See, e.g., Sitz, supra, at 450. The fact that officers walk a 
narcotics-detection dog around the exterior of each car at the Indianapolis checkpoints does not 
transform the seizure into a search. See United States v. Place, 462 U. S. 696, 707 (1983). Just as in 
Place, an exterior sniff of an automobile does not require entry into the car and is not designed to 



disclose any information other than the presence or absence of narcotics. See ibid. Like the dog 
sniff in Place, a sniff by a dog that simply walks around a car is "much less intrusive than a typical 
search." Ibid. Cf. United States v. Turpin, 920 F. 2d 1377, 1385 (CA8 1990). Rather, what 
principally distinguishes these checkpoints from those we have previously approved is their primary
purpose.

     As petitioners concede, the Indianapolis checkpoint program unquestionably has the primary 
purpose of interdicting illegal narcotics…. 

     We have never approved a checkpoint program whose primary purpose was to detect evidence of
ordinary criminal wrongdoing…. [E]ach of the checkpoint programs1 that we have approved was 
designed primarily to serve purposes closely related to the problems of policing the border or the 
necessity of ensuring roadway safety. Because the primary purpose of the Indianapolis narcotics 
checkpoint program is to uncover evidence of ordinary criminal wrongdoing, the program 
contravenes the Fourth Amendment….

The judgment of the Court of Appeals is accordingly affirmed.

It is so ordered. 

1 The Court has allowed checkpoints to be set up near the border in order to catch illegal immigrants and so-called 
sobriety checkpoints in order to catch drunk drives. In both instances, the checkpoints were justified on the grounds 
of protecting public safety, not on the grounds of obtaining evidence of criminal wrongdoing.
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