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This booklet addresses what rights you have when you are
stopped, questioned, arrested, or searched by law
enforcement officers. This booklet is for citizens and non-
citizens with extra information for non-citizens in a sepa-
rate section. Another section covers what can happen to
you at airports and other points of entry into the United
States. The last section discusses concerns you may have
related to your charitable contributions and religious or
political beliefs.

This booklet tells you about your basic rights. It is not a
substitute for legal advice. You should contact an attorney
if you have been arrested or believe that your rights have
been violated. 
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II. STOPS AND ARRESTS

Q: What if law enforcement officers stop me on the street?
A: You do not have to answer any questions. You can say, “I do
not want to talk to you” and walk away calmly. Or, if you do not
feel comfortable doing that, you can ask if you are free to go. If
the answer is yes, you can consider just walking away. Do not
run from the officer. If the officer says you are not under
arrest, but you are not free to go, then you are being detained.
Being detained is not the same as being arrested, though an
arrest could follow. The police can pat down the outside of
your clothing only if they have “reasonable suspicion” (i.e., an
objective reason to suspect) that you might be armed and dan-
gerous. If they search any more than this, say clearly, “I do not
consent to a search.” If they keep searching anyway, do not
physically resist them. You do not need to answer any questions
if you are detained or arrested, except that the police may ask
for your name once you have been detained, and you can be
arrested in some states for refusing to provide it. (Non-citizens
should see Section IV for more information on this topic.)

Q: What if law enforcement officers stop me in my car?
A: Keep your hands where the police can see them. You must
show your drivers license, registration and proof of insurance
if you are asked for these documents. Officers can also ask
you to step outside of the car, and they may separate passen-
gers and drivers from each other to question them and com-
pare their answers, but no one has to answer any questions.
The police cannot search your car unless you give them your
consent, which you do not have to give, or unless they have
“probable cause” to believe (i.e., knowledge of facts sufficient
to support a reasonable belief) that criminal activity is likely
taking place, that you have been involved in a crime, or that
you have evidence of a crime in your car. If you do not want
your car searched, clearly state that you do not consent. The
officer cannot use your refusal to give consent as a basis for
doing a search. 

Q: What should I do if law enforcement officers arrest me?
A: The officer must advise you of your constitutional rights to
remain silent, to an attorney, and to have an attorney appoint-
ed if you cannot afford one. You should exercise all these
rights, even if the officers don’t tell you about them. Do not tell



the police anything except your name. Anything else you say can
and will be used against you. Ask to see a lawyer immediately.
Within a reasonable amount of time after your arrest or booking
you have the right to a phone call. Law enforcement officers
may not listen to a call you make to your lawyer, but they can
listen to calls you make to other people. You must be taken
before a judge as soon as possible—generally within 48 hours of
your arrest at the latest.  (See Section IV for information about
arrests for noncriminal immigration violations.)

Q: Do I have to answer questions if I have been arrested?
A: No. If you are arrested, you do not have to answer any ques-
tions or volunteer any information. Ask for a lawyer right away.
Repeat this request to every officer who tries to talk to or ques-
tion you. You should always talk to a lawyer before you decide to
answer any questions.

Q: What if I am treated badly by law enforcement offi-
cers?
A: Write down the officer’s badge number, name or other iden-
tifying information. You have a right to ask the officer for this
information. Try to find witnesses and their names and phone
numbers. If you are injured, seek medical attention and take
pictures of the injuries as soon as you can. Call a lawyer or con-
tact your local ACLU office. You should also make a complaint to
the law enforcement office responsible for the treatment. 
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REFERRAL CONTACT INFORMATION

AAmmeerriiccaann--AArraabb AAnnttii--DDiissccrriimmiinnaattiioonn CCoommmmiitttteeee ((AADDCC))::
(202) 244-2990  
http://www.adc.org/

AAmmeerriiccaann IImmmmiiggrraattiioonn LLaaww FFoouunnddaattiioonn ((AAIILLFF))::
(202) 742-5600
http://www.ailf.org/

AAmmeerriiccaann IImmmmiiggrraattiioonn LLaawwyyeerrss AAssssoocciiaattiioonn ((AAIILLAA))::
(800) 954-0254
http://www.aila.org/

AAssiiaann AAmmeerriiccaann LLeeggaall DDeeffeennssee aanndd EEdduuccaattiioonn FFuunndd ((AAAALLDDEEFF))::
(212) 966-5932
https://www.aaldef.org/

CCoouunncciill oonn AAmmeerriiccaann--IIssllaammiicc RReellaattiioonnss ((CCAAIIRR))::
(202) 488-8787
http://www.cair.com/

MMeexxiiccaann AAmmeerriiccaann LLeeggaall DDeeffeennssee aanndd EEdduuccaattiioonnaall FFuunndd ((MMAALLDDEEFF))::
(213) 629-2512
http://www.maldef.org/

NNaattiioonnaall LLaawwyyeerrss GGuuiilldd ((NNLLGG))::
(212) 679-5100
http://www.nlg.org/

NNaattiioonnaall IImmmmiiggrraattiioonn LLaaww CCeenntteerr ((NNIILLCC))::
(213) 639-3900
http://www.nilc.org/

NNAAAACCPP LLeeggaall DDeeffeennssee aanndd EEdduuccaattiioonn FFuunndd ((NNAAAACCPP LLDDFF))::
(212) 965-2200
http://www.naacpldf.org/

NNaattiioonnaall IImmmmiiggrraattiioonn PPrroojjeecctt::
(617) 227-9727
http://www.nationalimmigrationproject.org/

PPuueerrttoo RRiiccaann LLeeggaall DDeeffeennssee aanndd EEdduuccaattiioonn FFuunndd ((PPRRLLDDEEFF))::
(800) 328-2322
http://www.prldef.org/

SSoouutthh AAssiiaann AAmmeerriiccaann LLeeaaddeerrss ooff TToommoorrrrooww ((SSAAAALLTT))::
(310) 270-1855
http://www.saalt.org/

UU..SS.. CCoommmmiissssiioonn oonn CCiivviill RRiigghhttss ((UUCCCCRR))::
(800) 552-6843
http://www.usccr.gov/
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THE AMERICAN CIVIL LIBERTIES UNION is the nation’s
premier guardian of liberty, working daily in courts,
legislatures and communities to defend and preserve
the individual rights and freedoms guaranteed by the
Constitution and the laws of the United States.


