
How Pennsylvania DUI Charges Move Through
Court: What to Expect

The DUI Process in Pennsylvania Courts
Facing a DUI charge in Pennsylvania can feel overwhelming, especially if you have never been
through the court system before. The process follows a specific path from the initial traffic
stop through to a final resolution. Understanding each stage helps you know what to expect
and what decisions you may need to make along the way.

The Traffic Stop and Initial Evidence

Most DUI cases begin with a traffic stop. An officer needs a reason to pull you over, such as
speeding, drifting between lanes, or a broken headlight. Once the stop happens, the officer
looks for signs of impairment. These signs can include the smell of alcohol, slurred speech,
bloodshot eyes, or an open container in the vehicle.

If the officer suspects impairment, they will likely ask you to perform field sobriety tests. These
tests are physical exercises like walking in a straight line or standing on one leg. Pennsylvania
also uses a preliminary breath test at the roadside, often called a portable breath test. The
results of these tests are not always admissible in court as evidence of your blood alcohol
level, but they help the officer decide whether to make an arrest.

After an arrest, you will be taken to a police station or a hospital for a chemical test.
Pennsylvania’s implied consent law means that by driving on state roads, you have already
agreed to provide a breath or blood sample if an officer has probable cause to believe you were
driving under the influence. Refusing the test leads to an automatic license suspension,
separate from any court penalties.
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Arraignment and Preliminary Hearing

After the arrest, the first court appearance is the arraignment. This usually happens within a
few days. At the arraignment, you are formally told of the charges against you, and the judge
sets bail conditions. For a first-offense DUI without aggravating factors, bail is often unsecured,
meaning you do not have to pay money up front but must follow the conditions. Those
conditions may include no alcohol consumption, no driving without a valid license, or a
requirement to use an ignition interlock device.

Following the arraignment comes the preliminary hearing. This hearing is held before a
magisterial district judge. The prosecution must show that there is enough evidence to move
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the case forward to the court of common pleas. The officer who arrested you typically testifies,
and the judge decides whether the case has enough merit to proceed. Your attorney can cross-
examine the officer and challenge the evidence, including the validity of the traffic stop and the
administration of field sobriety tests or chemical tests.

The Role of a DUI Defense Attorney

Having legal representation at the preliminary hearing is important. An experienced DUI
defense attorney can identify weaknesses in the prosecution’s case early. For example, if the
officer lacked probable cause to stop your vehicle, any evidence gathered after the stop could
be suppressed. A skilled attorney may also challenge whether the breath test machine was
properly calibrated or whether the blood sample was handled according to protocol.

One firm that handles DUI defense in southeastern Pennsylvania is the Law Office of Steven F.
O'Meara. They serve clients in Delaware County and Chester County, including the Media area.
At this stage, your attorney can negotiate with the prosecutor to reduce charges or explore
alternatives like the Accelerated Rehabilitative Disposition program, which is available to some
first-time offenders.
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Accelerated Rehabilitative Disposition Program

For many first-time DUI offenders in Pennsylvania, the Accelerated Rehabilitative Disposition
program offers a way to avoid a criminal conviction. ARD is a pretrial diversion program. You
enter a guilty plea that is held in abeyance while you complete certain requirements, such as a
safe driving course, community service, and payment of fines. Once you finish the program, the
charges are dismissed, and you can apply to have your record expunged. Not everyone
qualifies. The prosecution must agree to your admission, and if your case involves an accident
with injury or a high blood alcohol level, ARD may not be an option.

If you are not eligible for ARD, or if the prosecutor does not offer it, the case moves toward a
trial or a negotiated plea. Pennsylvania has three tiers of DUI offenses based on your blood
alcohol concentration. A BAC between 0.08 and 0.099 is the lowest tier, between 0.10 and
0.159 is the middle tier, and 0.16 and above is the highest tier. Penalties increase with each tier
and with prior offenses.

Pre-Trial Motions and Discovery

Before trial, your attorney will file motions and request discovery from the prosecution.
Discovery includes police reports, dashcam video, witness statements, and the results of
chemical tests. Your attorney may file a motion to suppress evidence if the traffic stop was
illegal or if the breath or blood test was conducted improperly. The judge holds a hearing on
the motion, and if the evidence is suppressed, the prosecution’s case may collapse.

This stage also involves discussions about plea bargains. Many DUI cases resolve through a
plea agreement. You plead guilty or no contest to a reduced charge, and the judge imposes a
sentence that is less severe than what you might face after a trial. Your attorney’s knowledge
of local court practices can affect the outcome here. An attorney who knows the prosecutors
and judges in Delaware County, for example, may be able to negotiate more favorable terms.

Trial and Sentencing

If no plea agreement is reached, your case goes to trial. In Pennsylvania, DUI trials are typically
bench trials, meaning a judge hears the evidence and decides the verdict. You have the right to
a jury trial, but most DUI cases are handled by a judge because the facts often revolve around
technical evidence like blood alcohol numbers. At trial, the prosecution must prove beyond a
reasonable doubt that you were driving under the influence. Your attorney can cross-examine
the arresting officer, challenge the reliability of the chemical test, and present evidence of
alternative explanations for your behavior, such as fatigue or a medical condition.
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If you are convicted, sentencing follows. Penalties for a first-offense DUI in the lowest tier
include a six-month probationary period, a fine of $300, and mandatory attendance at a safe
driving course. Higher tiers bring longer license suspensions, higher fines, and possible jail
time. A second or third offense carries much stiffer penalties, including mandatory minimum
jail sentences of several days or months.

License Suspension and Other Consequences

A DUI conviction in Pennsylvania results in an automatic license suspension from the
Pennsylvania Department of Transportation. The length of the suspension depends on the tier
of the offense and whether you refused chemical testing. A first-offense refusal brings a 12-
month suspension, while a first-offense DUI with a BAC under 0.16 brings a 12-month
suspension. After the suspension ends, you may need to install an ignition interlock device on
your vehicle to have your driving privileges restored. The device requires you to blow into a
breathalyzer before the car starts.

Beyond the legal penalties, a DUI conviction can affect your employment, insurance rates, and
personal life. Many employers run background checks, and a criminal record can limit job
opportunities. Your auto insurance premiums will almost certainly rise, and you may be
required to carry SR-22 insurance, which is a high-risk policy.

Working with a DUI Defense Attorney

Given the complexity of Pennsylvania DUI law, having an attorney who focuses on criminal
defense can make a real difference. An attorney can evaluate the evidence, negotiate with
prosecutors, and represent you in court. The Law Office of Steven F. O'Meara provides criminal
defense for DUI and related charges in Delaware County, Chester County, and surrounding
areas. If you are facing a DUI charge, consulting with an attorney early in the process helps you
understand your options and protects your rights.



Every case is different. The facts of your stop, the accuracy of the chemical test, and your prior
record all matter. A good attorney will explain what you are facing and what steps you can take.
They will also handle the paperwork and court appearances so you can focus on your daily life.

Final Practical Advice

If you are arrested for DUI in Pennsylvania, remain polite and cooperative with law
enforcement, but do not answer questions about drinking or driving without your attorney
present. Ask for a lawyer immediately. Keep any documents from the arrest, including the
citation and any paperwork about your chemical test. Contact a DUI defense attorney as soon
as possible after your release. The sooner you get legal advice, the more options you may
have.



The court process can take several months from start to finish. Be patient and stay in touch
with your attorney. Attend all required court dates, and follow any conditions of bail. Missing a
court date can result in a bench warrant and additional charges.
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