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Foreword

“The aim of science is not to open the
door to everlasting wisdom, but to

set a limit on everlasting crror.”

- Bertolt Brecht

This report offers a full and clear portrait of the work of the nation’s state courts.
Reading the litigation landscape requires an understanding of the current business of
state trial and appellate courts, as well as how it is changing over time. Although our
primary audience is the state court community. the information presented in this

report is also valuable to legislative and executive branch policymakers.

Publications produced and disseminated by the Court Statistics Project (CSP) are

the prime source of information on the work and organization of the state courts.

Examining the Work of State Courts. 1999-2000, provides a comprehensive
analysis of the business of state trial and appellate courts in a nontechnical fash-
ion. Accurate, objective, and comparable data across states provide a relative
yardstick against which states can consider their performance. identify emerging
trends, and measure the possible impact of legislation. Without baseline data
from each state, many of the most important questions facing the state courts
will go unanswered. This volume facilitates a better understanding of the state
courts by making use of closely integrated text and graphics to describe plainly
and succinctly the work of state trial and appellate courts.

A second volume, State Court Caseload Statistics, 1999-2000, is a basic refer-
ence that contains detailed information and descriptions of state court systems.
Individuals requiring more complete information, such as state-specific informa-
tion on the organization of the courts, total filings and dispositions, the number
of judges, factors affecting comparability between states, and a host of other

jurisdictional and structural issues, will find this volume useful.

A third series. Caseload Highlights, recognizes that informed judges and court
managers want comparative information on a range of policy-relevant topics, but
they want it in a timely fashion and in a condensed readable format. Whereas
other project publications take a comprehensive look at caseload statistics,
Caseload Highlights targets specific and significant issues and disseminates the
findings in short reports. Because they fill the gaps in distribution cycles be-
tween the two annual reports. Caseload Highlights are also timely in terms of

the data and subject matter covered.

Taken together, these publications constitute the most complete research and refer-
ence source available on the work of the nation’s state courts. The publications are
a joint project of the Conference of State Court Administrators (COSCA) and the
National Center for State Courts. COSCA, through the work of the Court Statis-
tics Committee, hopes this information will better inform local, state, and national

discussions about the operation of state courts.
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Owverview of State Trial Court Caseloads

Cases Filed in State Courts,
1984-1999 (in millions)
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91.5 million state court filings were reported in 1999—
unchanged from 1998

The 50 states, the District of Columbia, and Puerto Rico reported 91.5 million new
cases filed in our nation’s state courts in 1999—almost the exact same number
filed in 1998. Increases in traffic and domestic caseloads were offset by uncharac-
teristic decreases in juvenile, criminal, and civil filings. Juvenile filings dropped 3
percent between 1998 and 1999, while criminal and civil filings each dropped 2
percent. Although the total caseload trend shown below comprises all the case

types, it is driven by the number of traffic cases reported each year.

Total State Court Caseloads, 1984-1999
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State trial court systems are traditionally organized into courts of general and lim-
ited jurisdiction. All states have at least one court of general jurisdiction, the high-
est trial court in the state, which handles the most serious criminal and civil cases.
Filings in general jurisdiction courts accounted for 34 percent of state court
caseloads in 1999. Criminal caseloads in limited jurisdiction courts typically are
comprised of misdemeanor filings and preliminary hearings in felony cases,
whereas the civil docket is primarily small claims cases. In 1999, two-thirds of
state court filings were processed in limited jurisdiction courts.

Types of Cases Filed in State Courts, 1999 (in millions)

—— Jurisdiction - ——
CaseType _ Total Number ~~ General _ _ Limited
Traffic 55.1 145 40.5
Civil 15.1 7.2 8.0
Criminal 14.2 5.0 9.3
Domestic 5.0 3.5 15
Juvenile 2.0 1.3 0.7
Total 91.5 315 60.0

Note: Total may not sum due to rounding



OVERVIEW OF STATE TriaL COURT CASELOADS

There are 16,185 state trial courts in the U.S.

The 91.5 million cases filed in 1999 were processed through 16,185 state trial
courts. Limited jurisdiction courts outnumber their general jurisdiction counter-
parts five to one.

13,684 limited jurisdiction courts

2,501 general jurisdiction courts

Changes in the total number of limited and general jurisdiction courts in the U.S.
often occur as a result of changes in court system classification rather than from
actually creating or closing courts. For example, California completed its process
of court unification in 1999, so that all limited jurisdiction courts are now classi-

fied as general jurisdiction courts.

29,000 judicial officers work in the state trial courts

In 1999, there were 29.023 trial judges and quasi-judicial officers (e.g.. commis-
sioners. magistrates, and referees) in the nation’s state trial courts. Since 1990,
the number of state court judges has increased an average of about | percent each
year. Although there were shifts in court classifications that affect how judges are
counted under each court type, a net increase of 230 judicial officers occurred
between 1998 and 1999 nationwide.

Judicial Officers in State Trial Courts by Court Jurisdiction, 1990-99

- - — — Number of Judicial Officers - - —

Year General Jurisdiction  Limited Jurisdiction Total Growth Rate
1990 9,325 18,234 27,559

1991 9,502 18,289 27,791 0.8%
1992 9,602 18,272 27,874 0.3
1993 9,751 18,316 28,067 0.7
1994 9,793 18,317 28,110 0.2
1995 10,153 17,974 28,127 0.1
1996 10,114 18,301 28,415 1.0
1997 10,007 18,553 28,560 0.5
1998 10,163 18,630 28,793 0.8
1999* 11,118 17,905 29,023 0.8

* Most of the shift between the general and limited jurisdiction courts was caused by the unification of the
California tnal courts in 1999.

The table on the following page shows the number of general jurisdiction court
judges in the states. The number of judges does not include quasi-judicial officers
such as magistrates or referees. Twelve states (including the District of Columbia
and Puerto Rico) have a unified court structure in which trial courts are consoli-
dated into a single general jurisdiction court level. Because there is no distinction
between trial levels in these states. it often appears that these states have more

general jurisdiction court judges than states with multilevel court systems.

11



12 o ExaminING THE Work ofF State Courts. 1999-2000

Number and Rate of Judges in Unified and General Jurisdiction Courts in 49 States, 1999

State Number of Judges Judges per 100,000 Population Filings per Judge
Unified Courts

California 1,479 4.5 1,665
Illinois 864 71 1,438
Puerto Rico 315 8.1 761
Missouri 314 5.7 1,497
Minnesota 254 5.3 1,902
Wisconsin 240 46 1,682
lowa 189 6.6 1,426
Connecticut 170 5.2 1,753
Kansas 159 6.0 1,675
District of Columbia 59 1.4 2,504
North Dakota 43 6.8 1,730
South Dakota 37 5.0 2,659
General Jurisdiction Courts

New York 546 3.0 876
Florida 468 3.1 2,122
Texas 396 2.0 1,703
Pennsylvania® 385 3.2 1,315
New Jersey 383 4.7 2,749
Ohio 372 3.3 1,312
Indiana 280 4.7 2,058
Louisiana 224 5.1 1,495
Michigan 210 2.1 1,295
Georgia 177 2.3 1,713
Washington 171 3.0 1,130
Oregon 164 5.0 1,801
Virginia 148 2.2 1,756
Maryland 143 2.8 1,679
Alabama 139 3.2 1,285
Arizona 135 2.8 1,181
Colorado 118 2.9 1,166
Tennessee 118 2.2 1,991
Arkansas 110 4.3 1,357
North Carolina 105 1.4 2,760
Kentucky 104 2.6 930
Massachusetts 80 1.3 475
New Mexico 72 41 1,163
Utah 70 3.3 3,055
West Virginia 62 3.4 875
Nebraska 53 3.2 715
South Carolina 46 1.2 3,643
Montana 45 51 695
Hawaii 42 3.5 781
Idaho 39 3.1 449
Alaska 32 5.2 458
New Hampshire 29 2.4 1,858
Vermont 29 49 2,030
Rhode Island 22 2.2 654
Delaware 19 2.5 1,117
Wyoming 17 3.5 698
Maine 16 1.3 793

*This figure is based upon preliminary figures supplied to the CSP by the Pennsylvania Administrative Office of the Courts.
Mississippi and Nevada are not included because criminal data were not available. No data were avaitable for Oklahoma for 1998.



OVERVIEW OF STATE TRIAL COURT CASELOADS

Most states have two to six judges per 100,000 persons

The middle column in the adjacent table, judges per 100,000 population, standard-
izes the number of judges across the states by adjusting for differences in popula-

tion. The result is a dramatic narrowing in the range of judges (1.2 in South Caro-
lina to 11.4 in D.C.). In fact. over 70 percent of the states with non-unified courts
have between two and six judges per 100,000 population. Unified courts have an

average of six judges per 100,000 population.

The last column shows the number of civil (including domestic relations) and
criminal filings per general jurisdiction judge. More than half (57 percent) of the
states report between 1,000 and 2,000 filings per judge.

Criminal and civil caseloads decreased in state courts and
increased in federal courts in 1999

The table below compares caseload sizes across the state and federal court sys-
tems. Criminal and civil caseloads each decreased 1.9 percent in state courts

and increased 3.9 percent and 1.4 percent. respectively. in federal courts.

Federal and State Court Filings, 1999

Filings Percent Change Since 1998

Federal Courts (94 U.S. District Courts)

Criminal 59,923 3.9%
Civil 260,271 1.4
Bankruptcy 1,354,376 -5.7
Magistrates 647,970 5.8
Total 2,322,540 -2.4

State Courts (16,185 Trial Courts)

Criminal 14,203,822 -1.9
Civil 15,122,009 -1.9
Domestic 5,021,013 1.7
Juvenile 2,033,581 -3.0
Traffic 55,113,689 1.0
Total 91,494,114 0.0

Source Judicial Business of the United States, Annual Report of the Director, 1999

13
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Caseload Growth Rates of U.S. District
and State General Jurisdiction Courts,
1984-1999
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ExamininGg THE Work oF State Courrs, 1999-2000

A comparison of the yearly growth in state and federal trial court filing rates is
shown in the adjacent charts. The cases included in this comparison come from
courts of general jurisdiction on the state side and from the U.S. District Courts on
the federal side in order to maximize comparability between the two systems.
With respect to criminal cases, both the U.S. District Courts and the state trial
courts of general jurisdiction primarily handle felonies; on the civil side. the dollar
limits and case types of the state trial courts of general jurisdiction resemble the
$50,000 jurisdictional limit of private civil suits faced by the U.S. District Courts.
With 1984 as the base year, the charts show the growth rates in total civil, tort,
total criminal, and felony filings.

Civil filings in state trial courts of general jurisdiction have grown by 21 percent
since 1984, while civil filings in the U.S. District Courts have decreased 1 percent
over the same period. At the state level. most of the growth in tort filings occurred
in the mid-1980s; on the federal side, growth occurred in the early 1990s followed
by a sharp decline since 1996.

Criminal caseloads have increased steadily in both federal (69 percent) and state
(44 percent) court systems since 1984. The most dramatic increases in filings
occurred in felony caseloads. Similar growth rates in the mid-1980s diverged in
1987 as state felony filing rates began to outpace federal filing rates. Beginning in
the mid-1990s, however, growth rates in federal felony caseloads began climbing
at a much faster pace than state caseloads.



An expanding economy creates new opportunities
while potentially affecting civil litigation in the courts.
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Civil Caseloads in State Trial Courts

Civil caseloads dropped by nearly /2 million cases in 1999

Civil case filings decreased from nearly 15.5 to 15.1 million filings between 1998
and 1999. This decline is a break in the recent trend; civil filings in the state
courts had been on the increase for the past four years. In 1999, limited jurisdic-
tion courts handled 53 percent of the state court civil caseload, or 7.9 million
cases. In comparison, general jurisdiction courts reported 7.1 million new cases
filed in 1999. Overall, since 1984 civil filings increased by 43 percent in the lim-
ited jurisdiction courts and by 21 percent in the general jurisdiction courts.

Civil Cases Filed in State Trial Courts by Jurisdiction, 1984-1999
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Based on data from 17 states, only modest changes have occurred in the composi-
tion of the general jurisdiction court caseload between 1990 and 1999. General
civil filings (tort, contract, and real property) represent the largest category of civil
cases, and their proportion is essentially unchanged. The largest changes in civil
composition were recorded in the small claims and probate/estate cases. Between
1990 and 1999, small claims cases decreased from 23 to 18 percent, while probate/
estate increased from 10 to 14 percent. The increase in probate cases might reflect
the aging population in the U.S.

Civil Caseload Composition in Unified and General Jurisdiction Courts in
17 States, 1990 vs. 1999
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Which states have the most civil litigation?

Examining a state’s aggregate filing data is one way to answer this question, but
more populous states naturally tend to have more filings than less populous states.
A more meaningful answer requires controlling for the effect of population size.
The national trend, displayed in the chart below. shows that total civil filings (in
both limited and general jurisdiction courts) per 100,000 population have in-
creased 14 percent since 1984. The peak occurred in 1991 and 1992, when there
were about 5,900 state court civil filings per 100.000 population. In 1999, there
were 5,467 civil filings per 100,000 population.

Total Civil Filings (Excluding Domestic Relations Filings) per 100,000 Population,

1284-1999
6,000
//_/_\/—\ +14%
4,000
2,000
0 . ; ‘
1984 1989 1994 1999

The following table ranks 49 states. the District of Columbia. and Puerto Rico
according to the total number of civil filings (in both limited and general jurisdic-
tion courts) per 100.000 population. For states with complete data, civil litigation
per 100.000 population ranges from a low of 2.672 in Maine to a high of 19.039 in
the District of Columbia. The median is 4.818 civil cases per 100,000 population.
(Note: The median is the middle value - half of the states have higher rates than

the median and hall have lower rates).
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Total Civil Filings (Excluding Domestic Relations Filings), 1999

—— Filings per 100,000 Population

General Limited
State Total Jurisdiction Jurisdiction
District of Columbia* 19,039 19,039 —_
Maryland 17,163 1,497 15,666
Virginia 14,599 1,036 13,562
New Jersey 8,832 8,754 78
South Carolina 7,750 1,397 6,353
New York 7,412 1,978 5,434
North Carolina 7,061 1,949 5,112
Indiana 6,986 5,034 1,952
South Dakota* 6,797 6,797 —
Delaware 6,726 1,795 4,931
Kansas* 6,636 6,636 —_
Georgia 6,460 770 5,680
Connecticut* 6,393 4,332 2,060
Utah 6,143 5,859 283
Massachusetts 6,106 472 5,633
Michigan 5,948 756 5,192
Louisiana 5,626 3,712 1,913
Ohio 5,401 1,790 3,611
Colorado 5,264 1,380 3,884
Florida 5,091 2,453 2,638
New Hampshire 5,019 859 4,160
Kentucky 4,954 972 3,982
Idaho 4,953 490 4,463
Rhode Island 4,920 880 4,040
Arkansas 4,839 1,593 3,246
lowa™ 4,798 4,798 —
Nebraska 4,744 444 4,300
Wyoming 4,682 937 3,745
Alabama 4,459 1,051 3,407
California* 4,380 4,380 —
Arizona 4,352 1,318 3,034
Montana 4,348 1,941 2,408
lllinois* 4,332 4,332 —
Oregon 4,292 4,292 n/a
Alaska 4,257 954 3,303
Wisconsin® 4,104 4,104 —
West Virginia 4,016 1,481 2,535
Washington 3,819 1,493 2,326
New Mexico 3,727 2,090 1,637
Vermont 3,567 2,779 788
Pennsylvania** 3,455 389 3,066
Missouri* 3,429 3,429 —
North Dakota* 3,361 3,361 -
Hawaii 2,994 967 2,027
Minnesota*® 2,949 2,949 —
Texas 2,929 772 2,157
Puerto Rico* 2,863 2,863 —
Mississippi 2,675 821 1,854
Maine 2,672 316 2,356
Nevada 1,393 1,393 n/a
Tennessee 1,234 1,234 n/a

* These states have a unified court system (others have a two-tiered system).

** Pennsylvania general junsdiction caseload is based upon preliminary figures supplied by the PAAOC.
Notes: n/a signifies not available. No data were available for Oklahoma for 1999.

Filings
General Limited

Total Jurisdiction Jurisdiction
98,813 98,813 —
887,596 77,426 810,170
1,003,350 71,220 932,130
719,247 712,891 6,356
301,153 54,293 246,860
1,348,722 359,930 988,792
540,212 149,106 391,106
415,196 299,183 116,013
49,832 49,832 —
50,685 13,527 37,158
176,130 176,130 —
503,117 60,001 443,116
209,810 142,186 67,624
130,831 124,796 6,035
377,027 29,160 347,867
586,669 74,591 512,078
245,968 162,310 83,658
607,931 201,451 406,480
213,514 55,974 157,540
769,342 370,712 398,630
60,286 10,317 49,969
196,239 38,516 157,723
61,997 6,137 55,860
48,749 8,715 40,034
123,458 40,631 82,827
137,671 137,671 —
79,043 7,405 71,638
22,453 4,494 17,959
194,836 45,941 148,895
1,451,623 1,451,623 —
207,955 62,992 144,963
38,386 17,132 21,254
525,460 525,460 —
142,327 142,327 n/a
26,372 5,909 20,463
215,463 215,463 —
72,570 26,767 45,803
219,845 85,938 133,907
64,838 36,355 28,483
21,179 16,502 4,677
414,437 46,641 367,796
187,529 187,529 —
21,297 21,297 —
35,494 11,462 24,032
140,853 140,853 —
587,055 154,677 432,378
111,366 111,366 —
74,064 22,722 51,342
33,478 3,960 29,518
25,203 25,203 n/a
67,656 67,656 n/a

Population
Rank
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CviL. CASELOADS IN STATE TRIAL COURTS

How states count cases is an important factor in understanding
overall filing numbers

The District of Columbia stands out with the largest number of civil filings per
100,000 population. However, almost 85 percent of the over 98,813 civil filings,
from which the population-adjusted rate is derived, stem from either small claims
or landlord/tenant disputes. Also, D.C. is somewhat unusual in that its population
increases substantially during the day as it is inundated with commuters from Vir-
ginia and Maryland. These suburban, out-of-District residents are frequently in-
volved in some of the civil litigation in D.C., but they are not included in the un-

derlying population that produces the population-based statistic.

Virginia and Maryland also rank high on this measure of litigiousness partly
because of the way these states count their cases. A very large proportion of
Virginia's and Maryland’s civil filings consists of small-claims-type cases and
postjudgment actions including attachments. mechanic’s liens, and garnishments
in the limited jurisdiction court. Virginia counts cach petition filed relating to a
single case as a new filing. In Maryland, 69 percent of its civil caseload consists
of landlord/tenant cases. In most states, petitions and postjudgment collection
actions are not counted as new filings and the percentage of landlord/tenant cases
is not as high. Thus, Virginia’s and Maryland’s statistics are not fully comparable

with most other states.

In addition, New Jersey reports a significantly higher rate of civil case filings per
100.000 in its general jurisdiction court (8,754) than most states. Moreover, New
Jersey’s population-adjusted rate of civil filings exceeds the rates for states with
unified court systems (excluding D.C.). The Superior Court in New Jersey has a
nearly unified civil jurisdiction, including no minimum jurisdiction amount. The
state’s high population density and its proximity to New York City and Philadel-

phia may also contribute to the disproportionately large volume of civil cases.

The previous table should be read carefully to identify states that arc missing data
from their limited jurisdiction courts. Tennessee and Nevada, the states with the
lowest rates of total civil case filings per 100,000 population, could not report data
from their limited jurisdiction courts, so their total filings statistics underrcpresent
their actual total filings. Every state reports statistics on filings in its general juris-
diction court, but states vary on the minimum dollar amount required to obtain
jurisdiction at that court level. In some states, the minimum jurisdiction amount is
small ($0-$1.000). while in others, such as Florida, it can be quite high ($15,001).
Courts with lower minimum jurisdiction limits are likely to have a larger number

of civil cases in the general jurisdiction court.
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States that have unified trial courts (noted with an asterisk in the table) typically
report all of their case filings under the general jurisdiction court category, so they
often have more cases per 100.000 population filed in the general jurisdiction
court than similar states with two-tiered court systems. For example, South Da-
kota and Kansas are states with unified court systems and both states reported high
filing rates in their general jurisdiction courts, 6,797 and 6,636 per 100,000 popu-

lation, respectively.

Most stat