WILSON V. LAYNE
THE FACTS

On April 16, 1992, a team made up of U.S. Marshals and Montgomery County (MD.) Police executed a warrant to arrest Dominic Wilson, who had violated probation on a previous felony charge. His known address was listed as being in Rockville, Maryland, the home of his parents Charles and Geraldine Wilson (plaintiffs in this case.) The officers invited a Washington Post reporter and photographer to accompany them as part of the Marshal's Service media ride-along policy. The arrest warrant did not make any mention of the presence of media representatives during the execution of the warrant.

The law enforcement officers and two media representatives entered the Wilson home at 6:45 AM, startling Charles and Geraldine Wilson. Not immediately realizing that they were police officers, Charles Wilson began to yell and curse at them. The officers quickly subdued him. Geraldine Wilson walked in and saw the officers restraining her husband. The Washington Post photographer took pictures of the incident. The Marshals and local officers searched the house and, having not found Dominic Wilson, departed. Pictures taken at the scene were never published.

THE LAWSUIT

Charles and Geraldine Wilson sued the law enforcement officers for money damages, contending that the officers violated their Fourth Amendment rights. The respondents moved for summary judgment based on qualified immunity. Qualified immunity grants a liability shield to government officials performing discretionary functions if their conduct does not violate clearly established statutory or constitutional rights that a reasonable person should know of. The District Court rejected the motion for summary judgment and the respondents appealed that decision.

A three-judge panel of the Fourth Circuit Court of Appeals reversed, finding that the officers were entitled to qualified immunity, a decision that was affirmed by a full panel of the Court of Appeals. The full panel found that it was not clearly established that allowing a ride-along policy violated a person's Fourth Amendment rights. This result was contradicted by a Ninth Circuit decision in Hanlon v. Berger, which found that no reasonable law enforcement officials would have thought it proper to allow the media to come along on the execution of a warrant. The Supreme Court granted certiorari to resolve the conflicting decisions in the Courts of Appeal.

ISSUES

1. Whether law enforcement officials violate the Fourth Amendment when they allow the news media to ride-along during the execution of a warrant.

2. Whether law enforcement officials in these cases are entitled to qualified immunity because such a violation was not clearly established by statute or common law.

ARGUMENTS FOR WILSON

¨ The media's presence during the execution of warrants amounts to an invasion of privacy.
¨ A home is entitled to special privacy protection under the Fourth Amendment.
¨ The media's conduct was not related to any legitimate law enforcement purpose.
¨ The warrants issued by the courts to apprehend the target authorized only the presence of law enforcement officials and did not mention the presence of media representatives.

ARGUMENTS FOR LAYNE

¨ The Fourth Amendment does not forbid law enforcement officials from allowing the media to accompany during the execution of warrants. 
¨ Even if the Court decides that practice of riding along violates the Fourth Amendment, the officers in these case should be granted qualified immunity since it was not clearly established that the practice was unlawful, and since the practice is relatively widespread.
¨ Media ride-alongs facilitate law enforcement by helping to discourage criminal activity, enhancing public confidence, and accurately recording the execution of warrants.

MAJORITY OPINION

(REHNQUIST, CJ., delivered the unanimous opinion of the Court for Parts I and II, and the opinion of the Court for Part III, from which STEVENS, J. dissented)

¨ Even though a Fourth Amendment right was violated, the officers are entitled to qualified immunity.
¨ It violates the Fourth Amendment to bring members of the media into private homes during the execution of a search warrant. Not only is a person entitled to privacy in their home, but the presence of a reporter is also not related to the police's duties.
¨ However, the Fourth Amendment right violated was not clearly established at the time of the violation. It was not unreasonable for a police officer to think it was lawful to bring a reporter along. Not only was there no clear court-issued decision on the subject, but the officers were acting pursuant to an established Marshall policy and hence had no reason to doubt its legality.

OTHER

(STEVENS, J., concurring in part and dissenting in part.)

¨ Agrees with the Court that allowing a member of the media to enter a person's home violates the Fourth Amendment
¨ Believes that this violation was clearly established before the incident and the officers should not receive qualified immunity.
