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Introduction

The Fourth Amendment garbage-search case involving Officers Martinez and Williams turns on a
narrow but important question: did the defendant retain a reasonable expectation of privacy in trash
that had been placed for collection? The original essay reaches the generally correct federal
conclusion that police may examine garbage left outside the protected area of the home for
collection, but it relies too heavily on the open-fields doctrine and the general idea of “abandonment.”
The leading authority is California v. Greenwood, in which the United States Supreme Court held that
the Fourth Amendment did not require a warrant for garbage bags left at the curb for a third-party
collector. Application still depends on location, access, police conduct, state constitutional law, and
the precise arrangement between the resident and collector. Trash inside a home, garage, fenced
enclosure, or other curtilage may receive different protection. This case study therefore requires a
structured analysis of facts, issue, governing rule, application, counterarguments, and limits
(California v. Greenwood, 1988, Florida v. Jardines, 2013).

Material Facts of the Scenario

Officers Martinez and Williams suspected that a defendant possessed or distributed narcotics. Rather
than entering the residence, they obtained assistance from the garbage collector serving the area
and examined refuse associated with the defendant. The contents contributed to a criminal charge or
provided evidence supporting further investigation. Several facts must be clarified before the legal
conclusion becomes firm: where were the bags located, who retrieved them, whether collection
occurred on the ordinary schedule, whether officers entered private property, whether the container
was enclosed or locked, and whether a state constitution or statute provides greater privacy than
federal law. A case analysis should not treat all “garbage” as legally identical. A bag at a public curb
is materially different from a bag inside a closed garage (California v. Greenwood, 1988; Florida v.
Jardines, 2013).

The Constitutional Question

The Fourth Amendment protects people against unreasonable searches and seizures. Its application
traditionally concerned physical intrusion into protected areas such as persons, houses, papers, and
effects, but modern doctrine also asks whether government conduct invaded a reasonable
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expectation of privacy. The immediate question is not whether the trash once belonged to the
defendant. It is whether the police conducted a search protected by the Fourth Amendment when
they obtained and inspected it. If no protected search occurred, the federal Constitution did not
require a warrant or probable cause for that inspection. If officers entered the home or curtilage to
seize the bags, the analysis changes because the physical location and manner of acquisition become
central (Katz v. United States, 1967; Florida v. Jardines, 2013).

The Katz Reasonable-Expectation Test

Under the framework associated with Katz v. United States, courts often ask two related questions.
First, did the person exhibit an actual, subjective expectation of privacy? Second, is that expectation
one society is prepared to recognize as reasonable? Tying a garbage bag closed may show a desire to
conceal its contents, satisfying part of the subjective inquiry. The federal Supreme Court nevertheless
concluded in Greenwood that the expectation is not objectively reasonable when the bag is left for
collection in an area accessible to the public. The Court emphasized exposure to animals, children,
scavengers, snoops, and the collector who would take the material away. Critics argue that closed
bags contain intensely private information and that ordinary disposal does not express consent to
police investigation (Katz v. United States, 1967; California v. Greenwood, 1988).

California v. Greenwood

In California v. Greenwood, police asked the regular trash collector to pick up opaque bags left outside
the defendant’s home and turn them over without mixing them with other refuse. Investigators found
evidence of narcotics use and used it to obtain a warrant for the house. The Supreme Court held in
1988 that the warrantless garbage search did not violate the Fourth Amendment because the bags
had been placed outside the curtilage for conveyance to a third party. The decision is the controlling
federal precedent for curbside garbage. The Court did not hold that police may enter any area of
residential property to obtain refuse. Its reasoning was tied to public accessibility and transfer to the
collector (California v. Greenwood, 1988).

Application to Officers Martinez and Williams

If the defendant placed ordinary garbage bags at the curb or another publicly accessible collection
point and the officers received them from the regular collector without entering protected property,
Greenwood strongly supports constitutionality under the federal Fourth Amendment. The officers did
not need reasonable suspicion merely to inspect those bags because, under the decision, the
inspection was not a Fourth Amendment search. Evidence found in the trash could then contribute to
probable cause for a warrant. The conclusion should be expressed carefully: the initial garbage
inspection may be lawful, but later entry into the home ordinarily requires a valid warrant or a
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recognized exception. Evidence from trash is not a general license to search wherever officers choose
(California v. Greenwood, 1988).

Why the Open-Fields Doctrine Is Not the Best
Primary Rule

The original essay relies on the open-fields doctrine, but that doctrine addresses land outside the
home’s curtilage, such as fields, forests, or other undeveloped property. Under Hester v. United
States and Oliver v. United States, open fields do not receive the same Fourth Amendment protection
as the home and its immediate surroundings. A curbside garbage case may involve an area outside
curtilage, yet the specific doctrinal authority is Greenwood, not a general rule that everything
outdoors is searchable. The yard immediately associated with domestic life can be curtilage even
though it is outside the walls. Legal analysis becomes more accurate when it identifies the most
directly applicable precedent rather than combining several doctrines loosely (Oliver v. United States,
1984; California v. Greenwood, 1988).

Curtilage

Curtilage is the area intimately associated with the home and receives strong Fourth Amendment
protection. Courts consider proximity to the home, enclosure, the nature of the uses, and steps taken
to shield the area from observation. A garbage can beside a back door inside a fenced yard may fall
within curtilage. Police entry into that area to seize trash can constitute a search even if the resident
ultimately intended collection. In Florida v. Jardines, the Supreme Court emphasized that officers’
physical intrusion into curtilage for information-gathering can trigger the Fourth Amendment. Martinez
and Williams therefore need more than the statement that the item was “abandoned.” They must
have acquired it without an unlawful physical intrusion (Florida v. Jardines, 2013).

Containers, Enclosures, and Locked Areas

The container’s location and security may affect both subjective privacy and the lawfulness of access.
A closed bag at a public curb remains governed by Greenwood under federal law. A locked dumpster
in a restricted residential area, a bin inside a closed garage, or refuse stored behind a locked gate
presents a stronger privacy claim. Commercial dumpsters may raise different issues depending on
access and property rights. Police cannot create public accessibility by trespassing or manipulating
barriers they have no right to cross. A case report should identify whether the collector had
independent permission to enter the location and whether officers merely received material after
lawful collection or directed an unusual intrusion (California v. Greenwood, 1988; Florida v. Jardines,
2013).
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The Collector as a Third Party

The Supreme Court’s reasoning partly reflects the decision to transfer trash to a third party. Once
bags are placed for collection, the resident expects the collector to handle, transport, and dispose of
them. That expectation does not necessarily mean the resident welcomes inspection, but federal
doctrine treats exposure to the collector and public access as reducing privacy. The officers’ use of
the collector is generally permissible when the collector retrieves the bags from the ordinary location
and voluntarily provides them. Questions may arise if the government compels a private party to
enter an area the police could not enter or if the collector acts as a government agent in a manner
beyond normal access (California v. Greenwood, 1988).

Abandonment Doctrine

Abandonment in Fourth Amendment law focuses on whether the person relinquished a reasonable
privacy interest, not simply whether property ownership ended under civil law. Intent is inferred from
words, actions, and circumstances. Leaving refuse for permanent removal supports abandonment,
while temporarily setting a container outside may not. The concept helps explain why a person cannot
demand return of ordinary discarded items, but it should not replace the expectation-of-privacy
analysis. People regularly discard medical records, financial information, and intimate objects without
intending public disclosure. Greenwood resolves the federal rule for curbside trash despite that
practical tension (California v. Greenwood, 1988; Katz v. United States, 1967).

State Constitutional Protections

States may provide more privacy than the federal minimum through their constitutions, statutes, or
judicial decisions. A federal holding that conduct does not violate the Fourth Amendment does not
prevent a state court from interpreting its own constitution more protectively. Some jurisdictions have
imposed additional requirements for garbage searches. The facts in this assignment do not identify a
state, so the conclusion must be limited: the officers’ conduct is likely valid under federal law if it fits
Greenwood, but counsel must research the controlling state constitution and cases. Legal writing
should never convert a federal minimum into a claim that the practice is lawful everywhere (California
v. Greenwood, 1988).

Local Ordinances and Property Rules

A city may regulate who may remove or inspect waste, and a collector’s contract may define
possession after pickup. Violation of an ordinance does not automatically create a Fourth Amendment
violation, because constitutional reasonableness and local law are distinct. It can nevertheless affect
the legitimacy of the officers’ conduct, available remedies, or state-law analysis. The same distinction
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appears when state law prohibits an act that federal doctrine would tolerate. The evidence may
remain admissible under federal standards while another legal consequence exists. A complete case
study should separate constitutional suppression from administrative, civil, or statutory questions.

Probable Cause for a Later Warrant

Items found in garbage can support an application for a search warrant, but the affidavit must
establish a fair probability that evidence will be found in the place to be searched. The magistrate
considers the nature, quantity, recency, and connection to the residence. A single ambiguous item
may be weak; repeated discoveries of packaging, residue, records, or other corroborated evidence
may be stronger. Officers should state how they identified the trash as coming from the defendant
and preserve chain of custody. Misleading omission or false statements can undermine the warrant
under Franks v. Delaware (Franks v. Delaware, 1978).

Exclusionary Rule and Fruit of the Poisonous Tree

If the initial garbage search is lawful, evidence derived from it is not excluded on that basis. If officers
unlawfully enter curtilage or violate a protected privacy interest, a court may suppress the direct
evidence and later evidence obtained through the illegality, subject to doctrines such as independent
source, inevitable discovery, attenuation, and good faith. Suppression is not automatic whenever a
police rule is broken. It is a remedy connected to constitutional deterrence and specific doctrine. The
case study should therefore identify both the alleged violation and the causal path to the evidence
used against the defendant (Florida v. Jardines, 2013; Franks v. Delaware, 1978).

Privacy Concerns in Modern Garbage

Household waste can reveal medication, health conditions, finances, diet, religion, pregnancy,
relationships, travel, and political activity. Modern genetic testing, digital-device packaging, and
account records may increase the amount of information inferable from discarded material. These
realities strengthen policy criticism of Greenwood. They do not by themselves overrule the case.
Courts generally follow precedent until a higher court or legislature changes the rule. Legislatures can
require warrants or regulate law-enforcement acquisition even where the Fourth Amendment does
not. The policy debate therefore concerns whether constitutional doctrine adequately reflects the
informational sensitivity of trash (California v. Greenwood, 1988).

Ethical Considerations for Police Practice

Lawful conduct is not necessarily the most proportionate investigative choice. Garbage searches can
expose information about uninvolved family members, visitors, or neighbors. Departments should use
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clear authorization, documentation, minimization, and evidence-handling procedures. Officers should
avoid broad fishing expeditions, public display of private material, and unnecessary retention.
Supervisory review can help ensure that the technique is connected to a legitimate investigation.
Ethical policing requires attention to dignity and public trust even when a warrant is not legally
required.

Arguments for the Defendant

The defense should investigate whether the bags were truly outside curtilage, whether officers or the
collector trespassed, whether the collection departed from ordinary practice, whether the trash was
mixed or misidentified, and whether state law provides more protection. The defense can also
challenge the warrant affidavit, chain of custody, timing, or nexus to the residence. A broad argument
that closed garbage always remains private will usually fail under federal law, but fact-specific
challenges may succeed. Effective advocacy applies the precedent precisely rather than ignoring it
(California v. Greenwood, 1988; Florida v. Jardines, 2013; Franks v. Delaware, 1978).

Arguments for the Prosecution

The prosecution will emphasize that the defendant placed the trash for collection at a publicly
accessible location and knowingly transferred it to a third party. It will cite Greenwood and argue that
no federal search occurred. The government should establish the collector’s routine, the location of
pickup, identification of the bags, and the absence of entry into curtilage. It should also show that
later warrants were supported by accurate, timely, and corroborated facts. A careful record protects
the conviction better than a generalized assertion that discarded property has no rights (California v.
Greenwood, 1988).

Conclusion

Under the federal Fourth Amendment, Officers Martinez and Williams likely acted constitutionally if
they examined garbage that the defendant placed at a public collection point outside the home’s
curtilage and obtained it through the regular collector. California v. Greenwood, rather than the open-
fields doctrine alone, provides the controlling rule. The result may change if officers entered a fenced
yard, garage, or other protected area; directed the collector to exceed ordinary access; searched a
secured container; or operated in a state that recognizes broader privacy rights. Evidence found in
lawfully obtained trash can support probable cause for a later warrant, but the affidavit must establish
reliability and a nexus to the place searched. The correct conclusion is therefore conditional, not
absolute: curbside garbage generally lacks federal Fourth Amendment protection, while location,
method, state law, and subsequent police action remain essential (California v. Greenwood, 1988;
Florida v. Jardines, 2013; Franks v. Delaware, 1978).
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