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(c) legal issues related to the courts, and (d) court innovations. Within each of 
these general areas, several specific issues arise as well. A full understanding 
of these issues is helpful in identifying the importance of the courts, court offi-
cials, and court processes in the broader criminal justice system.

´´ Issues Stemming From Overcrowding

A serious problem facing the U.S. criminal justice system is court over-
crowding, in which an overwhelming number of unresolved cases are on the 
court’s docket. In other words, the number of cases on the court’s calendar 
exceeds the capacity of the court to hear them. When a court’s caseload is so 
full that cases cannot be heard in a timely manner, a backlog of cases results. 
Of course, attorneys need a suitable period of time after a client’s arrest in 
which to prepare adequately for trial, but sometimes that time period is too 
long. Some court backlogs contain thousands of cases, which can delay 
trials by three years or longer.

There are many adverse consequences for defendants when cases 
are not heard in a reasonable time (see Figure 11.1). Backlogs may deny 
defendants their constitutional rights to a speedy trial. They are unable 
to continue with their daily lives while they wait for their trial to take 
place. Some defendants may be held in jail or another holding facility until 
the trial, preventing them from maintaining a job or family relationships. 
Even defendants who are not being held before trial may need to return to 
court frequently for hearings or to meet with officials. Many defendants 
suffer economic hardships from a delayed trial because they cannot hold 
employment and are denied an income during this time.

court overcrowding: A 
situation in which there are 
too many cases for the courts 
to hear.

court backlogs: The 
sometimes-long delay between 
arrest and a trial for some 
defendants.

Violates constitutional
rights

Accrues economic
costs

Affects credibility of
criminal justice system

Punishes individuals
before incarceration

Consequences of Court OvercrowdingFIGURE 11.1
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