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program. Holder’s testimony before Congress resulted in the dubious dis-
tinction of his being the first attorney general to be held in contempt 
of Congress. In April 2015, Loretta Lynch was sworn in as the 83rd U.S. 
attorney general. Lynch, also nominated by President Obama, is the first 
black woman to hold the office.

Trial work at the federal level is handled by U.S. attorneys, who are 
appointed by the president and work under the U.S. attorney general in 
the Department of Justice. One U.S. attorney is assigned to each of the 94 
judicial districts, except Guam and the Northern Mariana Islands, where 
one person serves both districts.5 They are primarily responsible for pros-
ecuting criminal cases at the federal level, prosecuting and defending civil 
cases when the United States is a party, and collecting debts owed to the 
federal government.6 In 2013, the U.S. attorneys’ offices received notice of 
79,735 criminal matters and after review declined 25,629 of these referrals. 
The decisions to decline further actions were typically because of weak 
or insufficient evidence, lack of criminal intent, possible prosecution by 
a different authority, agency request, or lack of federal interest.7 During 
that time period, the U.S. attorneys’ offices handled 42,140 criminal cases. 
Figure 8.2 shows the types of criminal cases filed in 2015.

During the same year, the U.S. attorneys’ offices responded to or 
filed cases in 102,281 civil matters, which included fraud, prisoner liti-
gation, commercial litigation, Social Security, and bankruptcy matters. 
Overall, the prosecution of civil cases in the U.S. district courts is success-
ful. (See Figure 8.2 for 2015 cases. 2013 data represent the most current 
detailed report.)

State and Local 
Prosecutors

At the state court level, titles for pros-
ecuting attorneys vary according to posi-
tion and jurisdiction. Prosecutors may be 
city attorneys, county attorneys, district 
attorneys, prosecuting attorneys, or com-
monwealth’s attorneys. Most states hold 
elections to select district attorneys. As 
noted in the previous chapter, the pro-
cess of voter selection of a prosecutor, 
much like judges, is steeped in politics 
and may introduce bias into the system. 
Prosecutors, above all others, are expected 
to uphold the values of fairness and jus-
tice and initially represent the rights 
of the accused. This mission statement 
exemplifies the standards:

To professionally and completely 
prosecute crimes and investigate 
potential crimes on behalf of the 

people of the State . . . and in doing so, do justice, advocate victims’ rights and 
advise and consult in the deterrence and prevention of crime; to ensure the open, 
evenhanded and humane administration of justice.8

Prosecutors hold a great deal of discretionary power and make autonomous decisions 
about who will be charged, what will be charged, whether to engage in plea bargaining, and 
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Source: Adapted from U.S. Department of Justice. 
(2015). United States attorneys’ annual statistical 
report: fiscal year 2015. Retrieved from https://www.
justice.gov/usao/file/831856/download.

U.S. attorney: Appointed 
by the president and 
supervised by the U.S. 
attorney general in the 
Department of Justice, a 
U.S. attorney is responsible 
for trying cases at the 
federal court level.

Loretta Lynch is the current Attorney General of the U.S. She is the first African-

American woman to be appointed to the position. Her nomination by Barack 

Obama was confirmed along party lines. Her replacement of Eric Holder resulted 

in a House Judiciary Committee hearing to address the violence in the U.S. How 

should she be held accountable for what happened before she took office?
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