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Long delays in the court process can nega-
tively affect the credibility of the justice system. 
When cases are not heard quickly, confidence in 
the judicial system declines among the general 
public. It appears to outsiders that criminals are 
not being held accountable for their offenses. 
Crime victims are especially affected. Many feel 
mistreated and have the impression that justice 
is not being served.

Long delays between the time of the offense 
and the trial can also have an impact on the 
trial itself. As time goes on, witnesses move 
away or die, and evidence may disappear. In 
some cases, the lack of evidence allows guilty 
defendants to go free.

Sources of Overcrowding
There are many reasons for court overcrowding 
(see Figure 11.2). One is the increased demands on the court for more pre-
liminary hearings, trials, and sentencing hearings. There must be an ade-
quate number of court personnel to manage the increased number of cases. 
Unfortunately, in many cases, the manpower and other court resources 
needed to process these new cases are lacking. Many jurisdictions report an 
insufficient number of judges to preside over cases. Others report a need for 
additional defense attorneys, because many more defendants cannot afford 
attorneys. Some jurisdictions report a lack of prosecutors 
to bring cases to trial. Most courts also lack the funding 
needed to hire more personnel. A similar problem is a lack 
of physical courtroom space, forcing a delay in trials and 
hearings. Without adequate personnel and courtroom 
space, trials cannot take place.

In some places, court backlogs result from delays 
stemming from the crime labs used to test evidence. The 
number of requests from law enforcement and court per-
sonnel for evidence to be analyzed is growing because of 
an increased reliance on forensic evidence to solve and 
prosecute crimes. Crime labs cannot keep up with the 
increased demand for evidence testing, yet trials cannot 
move forward without the results of the testing.

Solutions to Overcrowding
Long delays appear to have become an accepted part of 
the legal system. Most people expect that there will be 
some lag between the offense and the trial, and it has 
become part of the court culture. However, because long 
backlogs can have such damaging effects, many recom-
mendations have been made to address the problem. One 
obvious solution is to hire more court personnel. If there 

A great deal of waiting occurs in the courts.
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