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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 
prosecuting criminal cases at the fed-
eral level, prosecuting and defending 
civil cases when the United States is 
a party, and collecting debts owed to 
the federal government.6 In 2012, the 
U.S. attorneys’ offices received notice 
of 163,831 criminal matters and after 
review declined 23,424 of these refer-
rals. The decisions to decline further 
actions were typically because of 
weak or insufficient evidence, lack 
of criminal intent, possible prosecu-
tion 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 2012.

During the same year, the U.S. attorneys’ offices responded to or filed cases in 92,593 
civil matters, which included frauds, prisoner litigation, commercial litigation, social secu-
rity, and bankruptcy matters. Overall, the prosecution of civil cases in the U.S. district courts 
is successful (see Table 8.1 for examples). 

U.S. Attorney General Eric Holder testifies in front of Congress about Operation Fast and 

Furious. Should the U.S. attorney general be held accountable for misconduct by lawyers or 

law enforcement working under the auspices of the U.S. attorney general’s office?
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U.S. attorney: Appointed 
by the president and 

supervised by the U.S. 
attorney general in the 
Department of Justice. 
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COMMON MISCONCEPTIONS

Lawyers Are Unethical and Greedy
Many people view attorneys as fair game for the 

brunt of jokes and may actually believe they are greedy, 
misbehaving opportunists. The perceived misbehavior 
justifies the generalization that “all lawyers are shy-
sters.” In reality, the majority of attorneys are members 
of a profession with high ethical standards.

In fact, the American Bar Association developed the 
Model Rules of Professional Responsibility as a guide 
to navigate the moral and ethical dilemmas faced by 
attorneys. The document is extensive and includes guid-
ance to attorneys on topics such as preserving the con-
fidences and secrets of a client, exercising independent 

professional judgment on behalf of the client, and the 
requirement that the client be represented completely, 
zealously, fully, and within the bounds of the law.

Most prosecutors and public defenders acquire 
these positions to help people and improve the func-
tioning of the legal system; rarely do the majority of 
lawyers make a lot of money. For example, Harvard 
Law School states that assistant district attorneys earn 
between $35,000 and $90,000 annually. Criminal 
defense attorneys earn an average salary of $50,000 
to $130,000. Keep in mind that many of these same 
individuals are paying back extensive educational debt.




