
TABLE 9-1

Salaries and Rankings for Appellate and General-Jurisdiction Judges, 
2013 (Dollars)

Courts of Last Resort Intermediate Appellate Courts Trial Courts

Top Five Top Five Top Five

California 218,237 California 204,599 Illinois 182,429

Illinois 211,228 Illinois 198,805 Alaska 181,440

Pennsylvania 199,606 Pennsylvania 188,337 Delaware 180,233

Alaska 196,224 Alaska 185,388 California 178,789

Delaware 190,639 Alabama 178,878 District of Columbia 174,000

Bottom Five Bottom Five Bottom Five

Mississippi 122,460 Kentucky 130,044 Montana 113,928

Idaho 121,900 Oregon 122,820 South Dakota 113,688

South Dakota 121,718 Idaho 120,900 Mississippi 112,128

Montana 121,434 New Mexico 117,506 Maine 111,969

Maine 119,476 Mississippi 114,994 New Mexico 111,631

Source: Data compiled from the National Center for State Courts, “Salaries and Rankings for Appellate and General-Jurisdiction Judges,” Survey of Judicial Salaries 
38, no. 1 (January 1, 2013), http://www.ncsc.org/microsites/judicial-salaries-data-tool/home/~/media/microsites/files/judicial%20salaries/jud_2012.ashx.

a stepping-stone to higher elected office. For this 
reason, the policies of prosecutors tend to reflect 
the specific wishes of the county voters.

Private attorneys defend those individuals who 
can afford their services. In many cases, however, 
a public defender, an attorney also on the public 
payroll, represents the accused. Public defenders 
fulfill the state’s constitutional requirement to 
provide indigent defense services—that is, 
defense services for those who are poor. There is 
much more variety in how states organize their 
systems of indigent defense than in their systems 
of prosecution. Some are organized into statewide 
systems of public defenders. Others have estab-
lished statewide commissions that set guidelines 
for local jurisdictions, sometimes distributing 
limited state funds to local programs that follow 
specific standards. Still others delegate the 
responsibility of deciding how to provide and 
fund indigent defense entirely to the counties.

The competing values of state oversight and 
local control play out differently depending on 

the cultural and political realities of each state, as 
well as any practical concerns involved. Even 
some states with statewide public defenders’ 
offices exclude rural areas where the case volume 
would make supporting such offices impractica-
ble. In the current climate of runaway costs, 
increased caseloads, and widespread litigation-
challenging programs, the trend has been toward 
more state oversight.

The Prosecutor

Commentators have gone so far as to say that the 
prosecutor has become the “most powerful office 
in the criminal justice system.”66 The prosecutor’s 
office is run by an attorney referred to, depending 
on the state, as the chief prosecutor, district attor-
ney, county attorney, commonwealth attorney, or 
state’s attorney. Whatever the title, this lawyer rep-
resents the public in criminal and other cases. 
Most prosecutors are elected and typically serve 
4-year terms. It is a daunting job, particularly in 
major metropolitan districts, where the top pros-
ecutor manages hundreds of lawyers and support 
staffers, deals with horrific crimes, and balances 
the need to serve justice with the “unavoidable 

Public defender
A government lawyer who provides free legal services to persons 
accused of crimes who cannot afford to hire lawyers
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