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In United States v. Miranda-Sotolongo, 827 F.3d 663 (7th Cir. 2016), the United States Court of 
Appeals for the Seventh Circuit affirmed the District Court’s denial of Defendant Alexis Miranda-
Sotolongo’s motion to suppress after agreeing with the District Court that the law enforcement officer 
had a reasonable suspicion to conduct a traffic stop of Miranda-Sotolongo’s vehicle.  Specifically, the 
Seventh Circuit agreed that, because the officer based the stop on the fact that the number on 
Miranda-Sotolongo’s car’s temporary registration tag did not appear in the relevant law enforcement 
database, the discrepancy gave the officer a reasonable suspicion that the car was either stolen or 
otherwise not properly registered and authorized a stop.  The relevant facts are as follows. 

On September 2, 2013, Officer Jared Johnson spotted Defendant Miranda-Sotolongo driving a white 
Cadillac on an interstate in Bloomington, Illinois.  What caught Officer Johnson’s attention was that 
the temporary Indiana registration tag on Miranda-Sotolongo’s Cadillac looked very odd, in that 
(according to Officer Johnson), a temporary tag is normally placed in the back of a window; it is not a 
piece of paper placed where the license plate normally goes.  Officer Johnson checked the 
registration number on Miranda-Sotolongo’s temporary tag but found no such registration number in 
the relevant database.  So, Officer Johnson asked a police dispatcher to check the registration 
number.  The police dispatcher’s computer search revealed no such number either. 

Accordingly, Officer Johnson stopped Miranda-Sotolongo’s vehicle in order to investigate whether the 
temporary tag was designed to hide a stolen or unregistered vehicle.  When Officer Johnson asked 
Miranda-Sotolongo for his driver’s license, Miranda-Sotolongo admitted that he was driving on a 
suspended license.  Officer Johnson then arrested Miranda-Sotolongo.  During a subsequent 
inventory search of the Cadillac, law enforcement officers discovered two guns in the car.  As a result, 
Miranda-Sotolongo was charged with being a felon in possession of a firearm in violation of 18 U.S.C. 
§ 922(g)(1).  Miranda-Sotolongo moved the District Court to suppress the guns found in the Cadillac, 
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but the District Court denied his motion.  On appeal, Miranda-Sotolongo argued that the initial traffic 
stop of his Cadillac violated his Fourth Amendment rights and that the District Court erred in denying 
his motion to suppress the guns as evidence.   

The Seventh Circuit began its analysis of Miranda-Sotolongo’s appeal by noting that a traffic stop is 
reasonable when the officer has reasonable suspicion that criminal activity is afoot. United States v. 
Uribe, 709 F.3d 464, 649-50 (7th Cir. 2013).  Reasonable suspicion requires more than a hunch.  
Instead, an officer must be able to identify some particular and objective basis for thinking that the 
person to be stopped is or may be about to engage in unlawful activity. United States v. Cortez, 449 
U.S. 411, 417 (1981).  The Fourth Amendment requires an officer making a stop to point to specific, 
articulable facts that suggest unlawful conduct. Id. 

Here, the District Court determined that Officer Johnson had specific, articulable facts that would 
suggest that Miranda-Sotolongo could be involved in unlawful conduct because Miranda-Sotolongo’s 
Cadillac’s vehicle registration number did not appear in the law enforcement’s relevant database.  
The District Court reasoned that, because the officer was unable to verify that the car was properly 
registered, Officer Johnson had a reasonable suspicion that the temporary tag was a forgery 
designed to mask an unregistered or stolen car. 

Before addressing this conclusion by the District Court, the Seventh Circuit addressed Miranda-
Sotolongo’s initial argument that the real reason for the traffic stop was Officer Johnson’s mistaken 
belief that Miranda-Sotolongo’s temporary registration tag was in the incorrect place on his car under 
Indiana law.  The Seventh Circuit noted that Miranda-Sotolongo’s understanding of Indiana law—not 
Officer Johnson’s understanding—was correct in that Indiana law required Miranda-Sotolongo to 
place the temporary registration tag exactly where he did: where a license plate would normally go 
and not in the rear window. 

Nevertheless, the Seventh Circuit stated that they need not decide whether an Illinois police officer’s 
mistaken view of an Indiana traffic law was reasonable because the reason for the traffic stop was not 
to investigate the placement or form of the tag but to verify that the tag was not disguising a stolen or 
unregistered vehicle.  The fact that Indiana has chosen to use pieces of paper that appear easy to 
forge as temporary tags might have contributed to Officer Johnson’s suspicions. But, Officer Johnson 
also had information that this particular temporary tag did not appear in the database in which it 
should have been found.  Finding reasonable suspicion under these circumstances was, therefore, 
justified because finding reasonable suspicion here would not allow the police to stop just any vehicle 
with a temporary Indiana registration tag. 

The Seventh Circuit also rejected Miranda-Sotolongo’s argument that the computer search of the 
temporary tag constituted an impermissible search under the Fourth Amendment.  The Seventh 
Circuit explained that a police officer’s check of a vehicle registration in a database is not a Fourth 
Amendment search because the registration check involves only checking publicly displayed 
registration information against official public records.  Because the police conducted a check of a 
database containing only non-private information and did so using only registration information that 
could be seen by any member of the public, Officer Johnson did not conduct a Fourth Amendment 
search regardless of whether he had an articulable suspicion that Miranda–Sotolongo was engaged 
in unlawful conduct.  Thus, Officer Johnson would be able to rely on the information obtained from 
that computer database search as a basis for the stop. 
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Finally, the Seventh Circuit opined that police officers encounter situations of uncertain legality all the 
time.  Uncertainty does not always justify a traffic stop which can intrude substantially on a person’s 
privacy and dignity.  “[S]uspicion so broad that [it] would permit the police to stop a substantial portion 
of the lawfully driving public” is not reasonable. United States v. Flores, 798 F.3d 645, 649 (7th Cir. 
2015)(possibility that license plate frame covered unknown information on license plate did not justify 
traffic stop).   

Reasonable suspicion, however, does not require the officer to rule out all innocent explanations of 
what he sees.  The need to resolve ambiguous factual situations—ambiguous because the observed 
conduct could be either lawful or unlawful—is a core reason the Constitution permits investigative 
stops like the one at issue here.  As the United States Supreme Court noted in Terry v. Ohio 392 U.S. 
1, 23 (1968), and as the District Court suggested in its suppression ruling here, it “would have been 
poor police work” for an experienced officer to give up an investigation of suspicious behavior solely 
because that behavior might also have an innocent explanation.  For that reason, a stop conducted in 
the face of ambiguity is permissible so long as it remains sufficiently probable that the observed 
conduct suggests unlawful activity.  The relevant inquiry is not whether particular conduct is innocent 
or guilty but the degree of suspicion that attaches to particular types of noncriminal acts.  An officer 
need not be absolutely certain.  Without specifying mathematical probabilities, the degree of 
suspicion needed to justify a traffic stop is considerably less than proof of wrongdoing by a 
preponderance of the evidence and less than that needed for probable cause. 

Accordingly, the Seventh Circuit affirmed the District Court’s denial of Miranda-Sotolongo’s motion to 
suppress by concluding: “Officer Johnson had learned that the registration information on Miranda–
Sotolongo’s car did not appear in the database specifically designed for the purpose of verifying that 
information.  He had also observed that the registration tag could easily have been a home-made 
forgery.  In his view, these facts, taken together, meant there was a distinct possibility that the car 
was either unregistered or stolen.  We agree.  Although it turned out that the car was neither, Officer 
Johnson had the reasonable suspicion needed to justify his initial detention of the defendant in the 
traffic stop.” Miranda-Sotolongo, 827 F.3d at 669-670. 

_____________________ 

Note:  Court holdings can vary significantly between jurisdictions.  As such, it is advisable to seek the advice of 
a local prosecutor or legal adviser regarding questions on specific cases.  This article is not intended to 
constitute legal advice on a specific case. 
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