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make initial decisions in some felony cases related to appearances, bail hearings, and appoint-
ment of counsel. Limited jurisdiction courts handle traffic offenses and small claims. These 
courts’ sentencing powers are limited to fines, community corrections, and incarceration in 
jail for up to 1 year.

Differences Between Federal and State Courts
Federal and state courts differ in several aspects. First, federal courts represent one branch 

of the government established by the Constitution. Second, jurisdiction varies on the types 
of cases they handle. Third, in the federal courts all felony prosecutions must be initiated by 
indictment and are used in cases involving more serious crimes, whereas state court cases 
may begin with an information or complaint. Indictments result from grand juries that are 
assembled to hear evidence deciding whether a person should be charged with an offense. 
In state cases, either an indictment or an information may be issued. The information is a 
formal accusation issued by prosecutors.

COURT CONGESTION AND 
THE CONSEQUENCES

The Court Statistics Project reported that state courts handled 94 million cases in 2013. 
The majority (66 million) were processed in limited jurisdiction courts. Civil caseloads (e.g., 
tort, contract, property, small claims, probate) accounted for 18% of the total incoming cases. 
Over time, congestion due to criminal behavior has lessened. Still, federal and state courts 
deal with millions of cases annually. The large number of trials and lawsuits drains an already 
stressed system.

The idea that “justice delayed is justice denied” is a common theme in legal jurispru-
dence, and the courts face enormous caseloads that often impede processing. The Sixth 
Amendment, however, guarantees the right to a speedy trial:

indictment: A formal 
accusation that an 

individual has committed 
an act punishable by 

law, typically presented 
by a grand jury.

information: A formal 
charge against an 

individual suspected 
of committing a crime, 

typically presented by an 
authorized public official, 

such as the prosecutor. 
The purpose is to inform 

the accused of the 
charges so a defense 

may be prepared.

A state court of appeals hears oral arguments from opposing attorneys.
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