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A strong court system is key to a sound democracy, protecting individual rights and freedoms. The legal system may seem complex, but the correct interpretation of the law ensures a fair hearing to all disputing parties.

North Carolina is one of only a few states that operates under a unified court system, and it is a system of which we can be proud.  That unification makes each county court similar in structure and operation across the state, thus ensuring that it operates more efficiently and effectively.

  Our more than 5,000 court employees strive to maintain a fair justice system, one where every person with a case in court, whether they win or lose, feels, "I've had a fair chance."  

  I hope this brochure will be helpful to you in better understanding how North Carolina's court system operates.  

I. Beverly Lake, Jr.

Chief Justice

North Carolina Courts

Courts are the last resort in settling claims.  Each of the following courts or offices cover the 2.8 million claims brought to the North Carolina Judicial System:
Magistrates are like judges. They:
•
Issue arrest and search warrants
•
Set bail

•
Accept waivers and pleas in traffic matters

•
Conduct trial in civil cases in controversy involving amounts of $4,000 or less

•
Perform marriages

District Court Judges hear:
•
Misdemeanor cases  - traffic violations and crimes punishable by imprisonment for two years or less

•
Domestic cases - divorce, child custody and child support 

•
Juvenile cases - the abuse or neglect of children and juveniles who have not reached the age of sixteen and are accused of committing a crime  

•
Preliminary matters in felony cases 

•
Preliminary hearings - issues of whether there is enough evidence to hold an accused person 

•
Civil actions involving amounts of controversy of $10,000 or less

Superior Court Judges hear:
•
All felony cases (crimes punishable by imprisonment for more than two years)

•
Appeals from district court judgments in misdemeanor and traffic cases

•
Trials in civil actions involving amounts in controversy of more than $10,000

Clerks of Superior Court also act as judges. The clerk:
•
Collects fines and money payable through the court

•
Probates wills

•
Administers decedents’ estates

•
Does special proceedings such as adoption, incompetence and land partition
•  Keeps the official court records for both superior and district courts 
Those who are dissatisfied with trial results in either district or superior court appeal their case to the appellate courts.  The two appellate courts only consider questions of law.
The Court of Appeals is an intermediate appellate court whose 15 judges hear cases in panels of three. They hear appeals from the trial courts in all civil cases and all criminal cases except death penalty cases.

The Supreme Court is the court of last resort.   It is made up of seven justices including a chief justice.  The justices review selected decisions of the Court of Appeals and directly review all death penalty cases. 
The court system also includes:

•
District attorneys who prosecute criminal cases in 39 districts throughout the state

•
Public defenders in 11 districts who represent criminal defendants who cannot afford an attorney 

•
Court reporters who record an entire case word-for-word for an official record

The Administrative Office of the Courts oversees the operations of the court system by:

•
Providing paychecks for the court system’s 5,500 employees

•
Providing equipment, supplies, technology, and research and support services for all court officials

•
Providing innovative court programs.  (See inside glossary for description of programs)

The State of North Carolina spends $360 million a year to operate the court system.  That’s less than 2.6% of the total state budget.

Justice of the Supreme Court
HISTORY

1663 – King Charles II names eight Lord Proprietors of Carolina and gives them full power and authority to create courts of justice.

1669 – The royal governor appoints local justices of the peace to each precinct (now counties).  The justices control  local government for the next 99 years.

1712 – Christopher Gale becomes the first chief justice of the North Carolina General Court. 

1776 – North Carolina becomes a state.  The General Assembly appoints judges of the Supreme Court.

1777 – Three Superior Court judges sit semi-annually in six districts across the state. (Today’s District Courts).

1801 – Superior Court judges begin meeting twice yearly in Raleigh to hear appeals.  This court evolves into the N.C. Supreme Court.

1868 – The State Constitution divides cases among the justices of the peace and Superior Court.  Supreme Court judges are elected. 

1875 – The constitutional convention abandons the simple and uniform court system created in 1868.

1958 – The North Carolina Bar Association appoints members of the Bell Commission which recommends a complete restructuring of the court system.

1962 – Voters approve a constitutional amendment creating North Carolina’s present court system.
1966 – Unified court system begins operation in stages until completed in 1970.

1968 – The State Constitution is amended to provide for an intermediate Court of Appeals.
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N.C. Administrative Office of the Courts

P.O. Box 2448

Raleigh, NC 27692

919-733-7107

www.nccourts.org
