How a Pennsylvania Drug Defense Lawyer
Challenges Evidence in a Drug Case

Understanding the Evidence in a Drug Case

When someone faces drug charges in Pennsylvania, the prosecution’s case rests almost
entirely on evidence. That evidence might be a bag of powder, a plant, pills, or test results from
a lab. But evidence does not prove guilt by itself. A skilled defense lawyer looks at every piece
of evidence and asks whether it was obtained legally, handled properly, and tested reliably. The
goal is not to hide the truth. It is to make sure the system follows its own rules. If the police or
the prosecution cut corners, the evidence may be thrown out, and the case can weaken or even
collapse.

Step 1: Examine the Search and Seizure

The first thing a lawyer checks is how the police found the evidence. The Fourth Amendment
protects people from unreasonable searches. In Pennsylvania, that means police usually need
a search warrant signed by a judge. Without one, the search is presumed illegal unless an
exception applies. Common exceptions include consent, plain view, exigent circumstances, or
a search incident to arrest.

A lawyer will ask: Did the officer have probable cause? Was the warrant specific about what
could be searched and what could be seized? If the police searched a car, did they have
reasonable suspicion to stop it? If they searched a person, was there a lawful arrest first? If any
of these steps were flawed, the lawyer can file a suppression motion asking the court to
exclude the evidence. Winning a suppression motion often ends the case, because without the
drugs the prosecution has nothing to present.

Step 2: Scrutinize the Search Warrant Itself

Even when police get a warrant, the warrant must meet strict standards. A lawyer reads the
warrant application carefully. The affidavit of probable cause must state facts, not just
conclusions. If the officer wrote “I received a tip that drugs were inside,” that is often not
enough. The court wants to know: Who gave the tip? Is that person reliable? How did the officer
confirm it? If the warrant relies on a confidential informant, the lawyer may challenge whether
the informant was credible or whether the police corroborated the information.

View the location on Google Maps

Another common issue is staleness. A tip from three months ago does not justify a search
today. The lawyer will check the dates and argue that the information was too old to support a


https://www.google.com/maps/search/?api=1&query=Law%20Office%20of%20Steven%20F.%20O%27Meara

search. If the warrant is defective, any evidence found during the search can be suppressed.

Law Office of Steven F. O'Meara is also on LinkedIn.

Step 3: Challenge Vehicle Searches

Many drug cases start with a traffic stop. The police must have a valid reason for the stop,
such as speeding or a broken taillight. If the real reason was a hunch about drugs, the stop
may be illegal. Even after a legal stop, a search of the car requires either a warrant, consent, or
probable cause. The “automobile exception” allows a warrantless search if the officer has
probable cause to believe the car contains evidence of a crime. But that probable cause must
be based on specific facts, not just the driver's nervousness or the smell of air freshener.

A lawyer will examine the officer’s testimony and body camera footage. If the officer claims the
driver consented, the lawyer will ask whether the consent was voluntary or just submission to
authority. If the officer says a drug dog alerted, the lawyer will check the dog’s training records
and the alert’s reliability. A weak or coerced consent, or an unreliable dog alert, can make the
search illegal.
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https://www.linkedin.com/in/steven-o-meara-7008a971/

Step 4: Investigate the Chain of Custody

Even if the search was legal, the evidence must stay intact from the scene to the courtroom.
The chain of custody is the record of everyone who handled the evidence, where it was stored,
and when. If that record has gaps or errors, the lawyer can argue the evidence may have been
tampered with, swapped, or contaminated. In drug cases, the substance itself must be the
same one seized from the defendant. If the police log shows the evidence sat in an unlocked
car overnight, or if the property clerk cannot account for a week, the defense can move to
exclude it.

Pennsylvania courts take chain of custody seriously. A lawyer will request all evidence logs,
photographs, and transfer forms. If the prosecution cannot show a clear chain, the judge may
refuse to admit the drugs or the lab results. Without the physical evidence, the case often
cannot proceed.

Step 5: Test the Lab Analysis

Drug cases usually require a lab to test the substance and confirm it is a controlled substance.
The lab report must be accurate and reliable. A defense lawyer will subpoena the lab analyst
and the lab’s procedures. Common problems include improper storage, cross-contamination,
outdated equipment, or analyst error. The analyst may have misidentified a legal substance as
an illegal one, or the lab may have mixed up samples.

The lawyer can also challenge the lab’s methods. For example, a field test that turned blue
does not prove the substance is cocaine; many legal substances produce the same color. Only
a confirmatory test like gas chromatography or mass spectrometry is reliable. If the
prosecution relies solely on a field test, the lawyer can argue the evidence is insufficient. In
Pennsylvania, the right to confront the analyst is protected by the Sixth Amendment, so the
lawyer can demand the analyst appear in court and answer questions.

Step 6: Question Witness Credibility

Witnesses play a big role in drug cases. Police officers, informants, or bystanders may testify
about what they saw. A lawyer will look for inconsistencies in their statements. Did the officer’s
report match the body camera footage? Did the confidential informant receive a benefit for
their testimony, like a reduced charge or cash payment? Informants sometimes lie to help
themselves, and a good lawyer will bring that out at trial.

If the only witness is an informant, the lawyer may argue the case is too weak to go to trial. In
some situations, the court can order the prosecution to disclose the informant’s identity. If the
informant refuses to testify, the case may collapse. The lawyer will also check whether the



police followed proper procedures when using an informant, such as recording the transaction
or searching the informant before and after the buy.

Step 7: File a Suppression Motion and Argue It

After gathering all the facts, the lawyer files a motion to suppress the evidence. The motion
lays out the legal reasons why the evidence should be excluded. The judge holds a hearing
where the prosecution must prove the search was legal. The defense can cross-examine the
officers and present evidence of their own. If the judge grants the motion, the evidence cannot
be used at trial. Without the drugs, the lab report, or the witness testimony, the prosecution
often has no case and may drop the charges.

Even if the motion is denied, the arguments made during the hearing can be used on appeal. A
lawyer who carefully documents every step preserves the record for a higher court. That is why
the early stages of a case matter so much. A strong challenge to the evidence can turn a
seemingly hopeless situation into a dismissal.



When to Start Building a Defense

Anyone facing drug charges should start working on their defense as soon as possible.
Evidence can disappear, witnesses can forget, and deadlines for filing motions are strict.
Waiting too long can limit what a lawyer can do. That is why people often seek legal help after
a _drug_arrest to understand their rights and what comes next. A lawyer who knows

Pennsylvania law and local court procedures can spot issues that a person unfamiliar with the
system would miss.

What to Look for in a Defense Lawyer
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Not every lawyer handles drug cases the same way. Some focus on negotiating plea deals,
while others are ready to fight the evidence in court. A person facing charges should ask: How
many drug cases have you taken to trial? Do you know the local judges and prosecutors? Will
you file a suppression motion if there is a legal basis? These questions help find a lawyer who
will challenge the evidence aggressively. A lawyer who understands the science of drug testing
and the rules of search and seizure is a strong ally.

Final Thoughts on Protecting Your Rights

The criminal justice system gives the prosecution a heavy burden. They must prove guilt
beyond a reasonable doubt, and they must do it with evidence that was lawfully obtained and
properly handled. A good defense lawyer uses every tool to hold them to that standard. From
the initial stop to the lab report, every step can be questioned. For someone charged with a
drug crime, the most important decision is to get experienced legal help without delay. Many
people find that seeking legal help after a drug arrest gives them a clearer picture of their
options and a stronger position in court.

If you or someone you know needs a criminal defense lawyer in Pennsylvania, the Law Office of
Steven F. O'Meara is located at 14 S Orange St, Media, PA 19063, USA. You can reach the office
by phone at +1 610-557-3907.



