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Old State House, Providence: Built in 1762, it served as the seat of the
legislature until 1900 and as a courthouse for various courts until 1974.

ORGANIZATION OF THE RHODE ISLAND COURTS

Rhode Island has a unified state court system composed of four statewide
courts: the District and Family Courts are trial courts of limited jurisdiction, the
Superior Court is the general trial court, and the Supreme Court is a court of
review,

The entire court system in Rhode Island is state established and funded with
the exception of Probate Courts, which are the responsibility of cities and towns,
and the Providence and Pawtucket Municipal Courts, which are local courts of
limited jurisdiction. The Chief Justice of the Supreme Court, as the Executive head
of the state court system, has general supervision over all courts and provides
administrative services for the system through the State Court Administrator. Each
court maintains control over its own affairs and has an administrative judge who
appoints an administrator to handle internal court management.
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DIVISIONS OF THE DISTRICT COURT
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SUPERIOR AND FAMILY COURTS
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District Court

Most people who come to or are brought
before courts in this state enter, at least initially,
the District Court. This court was established to
give the people of the state easy geographic access
and reasonably speedy trials to settle civil disputes
in law involving limited claims and to judge those
accused of lesser crimes. It has statewide jurisdic-
tion but is divided into eight divisions so it can
hear cases close to where they originate. Most
felony arraignments are brought in the District
Court.

Specifically, its jurisdiction in civil matters in-
cludes small claims that can be brought without a
lawyer for amounts under $500 and other actions
at law concerning claims of no more than $5,000
that do not require a jury. It also hears suits on
violations of municipal ordinances or regulations.

In criminal cases, it has original jurisdiction
over all misdemeanors where the right to a jury
trial has been waived. The District Court is not
designed nor equipped to hold jury trials. If a
defendant invokes the right to a jury trial, the case
is transferred to the Superior Court.

Appeals from District Court decisions in both
civil and criminal cases go to the Superior Court
for a trial de novo. In actual practice, this right
to a new trial is seldom used, and District Court
dispositions are final in 96.7% of criminal cases
and 98.5% of civil cases.

Family Court

The Family Court was created to focus special-
ized judicial power and wisdom on individual and
social problems concerning families and children.
Consequently, its main goals are that families

SUPREME COURT

appeals s—te.

5 Justices
Total Staff - 50

e appeals

SUPERIOR COURT

15 Justices
Total Staff - 109

Criminal Civil

All felonies Over $5,000

Equity

Condemnation
Naturalization
Extradition
Mandamus

Habeas Corpus
Probate Appeals
Zoning Board Appeals

All Jury Trials

ﬁ

FAMILY COURT

7 Judges
Total Staff - 105

Juvenile Domestic Relations|
Delinquency Divorce
Dependency Support
Mental Health Custody
Traffic Adoption
Adult

Contributing to Delinquency
Wayward to Juvenile
Non-Support

Paternity

certiorari

appeals

DISTRICT COURT

13 Judges

Total Staff - 68

Criminal

Misdemeanors

Felony Arraignments

Civil

To $5,000
Small Claims
Mental Health
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1975 IN THE RHODE ISLAND COURTS

The words and statistics that follow give a brief overview of the Rhode Island
State Courts during the past year. The programs and events described are only
meant to be representative of the many activities and accomplishments of that
year.

This part of the report has been divided into four main sections; one for each
of the state courts. However, since there are many centralized or cooperative activ-
ities in the state court system, a program described in a section on one court could
have involved another court or the entire system.

Judicial Budget

The state courts present a unified budget request to the Governor each year.
The Governor usually makes some adjustments in this budget before including it
in his total state budget as submitted to the legislature. The legislature often
makes some additional changes before approving the Governor's budget. The
chart below compares the judicial budget with the total state budget for the last
three fiscal years. For 1974-75 actual expenditure figures are used. For the follow-
ing years, the figures used are the amounts allocated in the Governor’s budget.

JUDICIAL
TOTAL BUDGET

STATE ———ed  1.01%

BUDGET

FISCAL TOTAL TOTAL JUDICIAL JUDICIAL JUDICIAL
YEAR STATE BUDGET INCREASE BUDGET INCREASE % OF TOTAL
74-75 647,241,631 59,351,797 7,158,183 1,037,964 1.11%
75-76 730,160,728 82,865,097 7,696,548 538,365 1.05%
76-77 770,848,535 40,741,807 7,756,570 60,022 1.01%
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SUPERIOR COURT

Seated: Justices James C. Bulman, Arthur A. Carrella. 4 *
Florence K. Murray, William M. Mackenzie, Eugene
Anthony A. Ciannini, Ronald R. Lagueux, Eugene [ Wit

The year 1975 marked the completion of 70 years of continuous judicial activity
in the Superior Court which began its operation in 1905 as successor to the Common

Pleas Division of the Supreme Court.

As we look back with a perspective of 70 years, we see that the court has met
the challenge of changing times and recurrent crises. The justices and other per-
sonnel of this tribunal look forward to a continued striving to meet the challenges
arising out of the turbulence and violence of our present decade.

It is hoped that the second 70 years will further enhance the service of the
Superior Court to the people of the State of Rhode Island.

Calendar Systems Help Caseflow

In 1975, the Superior Court continued to
successfully use a civil calendaring system allowing
greater flexibility and efficiency in the use of
judicial time. This system, which operates in
Providence & Bristol Counties, where the great
majority of civil cases are heard, uses a central
assignment judge and clerk who schedule all civil
proceedings to one of three continuous calendars.
Central assignment helps give the parties and their
attorneys advance notice of scheduled proceed-
ings, makes it possible to avoid schedule conflicts
for attorneys, and assures fuller use of judicial
resources. Under this system, the number of cases
on the civil trial calendar decreased by 348 during
the 1974-75 court year even though a record 2,199
cases were added during this period.

Taking full advantage of this calendaring
system, Presiding Justice Joseph Weisberger, in
his role as administrative judge, has used some
innovative methods in referring cases and re-
assigning judges from one county to another.
These methods help to distribute workload and

17
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judicial manpower, so cases in all counties can
come to trial or be otherwise disposed more
rapidly.

The Presiding Justice has also from time to
time reassigned judges who usually hear cases
from the civil calendars to help handle an over-
load in the number of trials on the criminal calen-
dar. In an effort to deal more effectively and
consistently with problems concerning the schedul-
ing of criminal cases, the court has made plans to
set up a central assignment office, similar to that
used for civil cases, to control the criminal trial
calendar. During 1975, agreements have been
made with the Attorney General’s Department,
where most trial scheduling is now done, and
arrangements have been made to secure initial
federal funding to implement these plans.

Hearings Held at the
Institute of Mental Health
Certification hearings for individuals commit-

ted to the Institute for Mental Health can now be
held in a newly constructed courtroom in the Insti-







presentation by Professors Philip Haymann and
Abram Chayes of the Harvard Law School.

Although the media representatives and the
members of the Bench and Bar differed on the
relative importance of the First Amendment
vis-a-vis the Sixth Amendment, each group recog-
nized the importance and significance of the views
of the other. The conference participants agreed
that self-restraint and self-regulation based on this
recognition was the best way to deal with situa-
tions where claims to these constitutional rights
compete.

Reports Coordinated and Summarized

Beginning in June the Superior Court clerks’
offices implemented a new statistical reporting
procedure as part of the State Judicial Information
System (SJIS). The new Superior Court data
collection reports were designed to provide uni-
form, periodic information on aggregate caseflow
through various points in the judicial process. This
information can help the Presiding Justice, his
Administrative Clerk, and the Clerk of the Court
make management decisions on resource distribu-
tion and procedural changes to expedite cases and
reduce backlog.

The data needs and the reporting forms of the
current system have been developed with the future
use of electronic data processing (EDP) equipment
in mind. When this equipment is installed, data
collection, compilation, and reporting will be
faster, more up-to-date, and easier to use. Also,
the use of EDP equipment will help the Superior
Court reports serve their important purpose in
court-wide and criminal justice system programs
that provide information to coordinate operations
and improve the effectiveness of each agency and
the whole system.

Closer Attention Paid to Needs of

Jurors and Visitors

Several thousand citizens come into the Provi-
dence County Courthouse each year to serve as
jurors in the Superior Court. Thousands more
come to the courthouse on tours arranged by
social, civic, and educational organizations. Using
some federal funds, a Public Contact Officer has
been hired to better serve these members of the
public and to help them learn more about their
court. Also, improvements have been made in the
facilities and procedures used for jurors.

The new Public Contact Officer, Edward Pen-
dleton, has an office near the first floor entrance
to the courthouse. He arranges and conducts
group and individual tours of the various courts.
He also assists trial participants and members of
the public who want to observe a particular trial
or other judicial proceeding by helping them
locate the proper courtroom and informing them
generally of judicial procedures and rules govern-
ing conduct in the courtroom. During proceedings
that have drawn wide public attention, he aids
other court personnel in implementing new secur-
ity procedures 2nd in dealing with representatives
of the press and other media.

The Jury Commissioner, with help from the
Public Contact Officer and court personnel, has
made several changes in jury management pro-
cedures to make more efficient use of jurors and
to make their period of service a bit more pleasant.
All jurors receive an orientation in the judicial
process, the role of a jury, and procedures used in
selecting a jury. New identfication badges have
been provided to clearly identify jurors while they
are in the courthouse. Some additional improve-
ments have made the rooms where jurors wait and
meet more comfortable.

Colony House, Newport: Built before 1742 and used by the Supreme Court until 1905.
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Seated: Judges Paul ). Del Nero, Orist D. Chaharyn, Charles F. Trumpetto; Chief judge Henry E. Llaliberte;
Judﬁes Walter R. Orme, Edward ). Plunkett, and Antonio S. Almeida. Standing: Judges Francis M. Kiely, Victor
).

eretta, Joseph F. Rodgers, Jr.,

Robert

). McOsker, Corinne P. Grande, and Anthony ). Dennis.

DISTRICT COURT

\ 24

The number of criminal arraignments and civil filings coming into the District
Court continued to increase in 1975, keeping its caseflow the highest in the state.
In response to this increasing workload, the court continued to improve its capabil-
ity to deal rapidly and fairly with the thousands of people who come before it.
Improvements have included removing minor motor vehicle violations from the
court’s jurisdiction and systematically clearing the calendar of inactive cases. The
effect of these and other changes has been to decrease the court’s backlog and
shorten the time to disposition for most cases.

Statistics on court business in 1975 and previous years are displayed in the
appendix. Analysis of figures for the last five years shows the court to have steadily
increased the number of hearings, trials, and other judicial dispositions completed
each year. The charts below describe this increase in judicial action in both criminal
and civil matters.

CIVIL HEARINGS & TRIALS
{IN THOUSANDS)

MISDEMEANOR TRIALS
AND PLEA CHANGES
{IN THOUSANDS)
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RHODE ISLAND SUPERIOR COURT

CASES FILED (BY TYPE AND COUNTY)

1971 1972 1973 1974 1975

Providence-Bristol Counties

Civil 3,678 2,835 3,496 3,672 4,376
Probate Appeals 38 30 19 24 45
Misc. Petitions 444 423 501 492 680
indictments 1,618 2,189 1,955 1,649 1,638
Criminal Appeals 853 961 706 770 821

Totals 6,631 6,438 6,677 6,607 7,560

Kent County

Civil 439 465 476 514 616
Probate Appeals 18 12 20 15 29
Misc. Petitions 40 63 54 91 99
Indictments 253 433 404 292 327
Criminal Appeals 352 264 194 146 168

Totals 1,102 1,237 1,148 1,058 1,239

Newport County

Civil 273 269 260 233 310
Probate Appeals — 3 1 4 3
Misc. Petitions 21 27 33 45 31
Indictments 147 243 279 307 179
Criminal Appeals 132 140 168 113 121

Totals 573 682 741 702 644

Washington County

Civil 256 235 226 302 287
Probate Appeals 6 10 4 5 10
Misc. Petitions 97 21 21 38 56
Indictments 251 256 199 203 230
Criminal Appeals 167 225 232 177 181

Totals 777 747 682 725 764

All Counties

Civil 4,646 3,804 4,458 4,721 5,589
Probate Appeals 62 55 44 48 87
Misc. Petitions 602 534 609 666 866
Indictments 2,269 3,121 2,837 2,451 2,374
Criminal Appeals 1,504 1,590 1,300 1,206 1,291

Totals 9,083 9,104 9,248 9,092 10,207
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RHODE ISLAND FAMILY COURT

PETITIONS FILED FOR DIVORCE (BY COUNTY)

1971 1972 1973 1974 1975
Providence County
Absolute Divorce 2,357 2,567 2,732 2,833 2,291
Bed & Board 363 331 253 237 233
Total 2,720 2,898 2,985 3,070 2,524
Kent County
Absolute Divorce 543 626 709 738 612
Bed & Board 116 90 84 80 75
Total 659 716 793 818 687
Newport County
Absolute Divorce 356 367 346 373 412
Bed & Board 49 85 73 55 44
Total 405 452 419 428 456
Washington County
Absolute Divorce 288 318 346 398 471
Bed & Board 42 27 28 23 1
Total 330 345 374 421 482
State Total 4,114 4,411 4,571 4,737 4,149
ADULT HEARINGS (BY TYPE)
1971 1972 1973 1974 1975
Change of Name 1 — — —
Non-Support 14 16 15 6 9
Neglect of Children 7 11 22 5 15
Out of Wedlock 70 35 43 75 79
Contributing to W & D 15 15 28 35 26
Neglect to send . . . — — 2 3 3
school
Total 107 77 110 124 132
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DIVORCE CASES HEARD & DECISIONS RENDERED

Providence County

Absolute Divorce
Bed & Board
Granted on Motion

Discontinued

Total

Kent County

Absolute Divorce
Bed & Board
Granted on Motion

Discontinued

Total

Newport County

Absolute Divorce
Bed & Board
Granted on Motion

Discontinued

Total

Washington County

Absolute Divorce
Bed & Board
Granted on Motion

Discontinued
Total

State Total

(BY DISPOSITION AND COUNTY)

1971 1972 1973 1974 1975
1,319 1,545 1,837 1,927 1,731
12 15 7 15 6
79 64 77 84 58
1,410 1,624 1,921 2,026 1,795
53 32 17 2 9
1,463 1,656 1,938 2,028 1,804
315 259 391 367 455
= 5 1 1 =
14 1 30 12 15
329 275 422 380 470
64 57 45 1 54
393 332 467 381 524
139 190 265 217 255
4 3 1 = =
14 18 24 16 14
157 211 290 233 269
15 14 20 10 34
172 255 310 243 303
173 174 228 246 241
11 3 = 1
8 8 12 19
184 193 239 258 261
18 12 22 8 13
202 205 261 266 274
2,230 2,448 2,976 2,918 2,905
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Motor Vehicle
Misdemeanor
Felony

Total

At Arraignment

After Trial/Change Plea

Total Disposed
Total Arraigned

Increase in Backlog

RHODE ISLAND D'STRICT COURT

CRIMINAL ARRAIGNMENTS

1971 1972 1973 1974 1975
26,050* 23,436* 28,440+ 31,067* 21,363
7,730 10,233 11,930 13,222 15,172
6,092 6,730 7,769 7,107 6,732
41,872 40,399 48,139 51,396 43,267

MISDEMEANORS DISPOSED
25,629 21,796 27,949 32,136 24,537
9,364 10,333 10,388 10,701 11,167
(34,993)*  (32,129)*  (38337)*  (42,837)%  (35,704)t
35,780 33,669 40,370 51,396 36,535
787 1,540 2,033 8,559 831

*These figures do not reflect the motor vehicle summonses paid by mail to the Viola-

tions Bureau.

t Does not include minor vehicle violations now handled by the Administrative Adjudi-
cation Division of the Department of Transportation.

At Arraignment

Probable Cause Found

No Probable Cause
Dismissed

Total Disposed
Total Arraigned

Increase in Backlog

Total Appeals

Total Disposed (all
categories)

% of Total Disposed

FELONY DISPOSITIONS

284 246 379 233 29
1,564 1,728 1,232 803 597
208 119 56 51 8
1,473** 3,086** 4,132** 3,093** 6,110*
(3,529) (4,933) (5,420) (3,947) (6,774)
6,092 6,730 7,769 7,107 6,732
2,563 1,797 2,349 3,160 -12
** Some of these were dismissed because of secret indictments.
CRIMINAL APPEALS
691 442 480 449 544
34,993 32,129 38,337 42,837 35,704
2% 1.49, 139, 19, 1.5%
33




Small Claims Filed
Civil Cases Filed

Total Filings

Small Claims Hearings
Civil Trials

Total Cases Heard

Judgents After Default
Judgments After Trial

Total Judgments

Appeals
¢, of Appeals from
Judgments

1971

CIVIL ACTIONS

1972 1973 1974 1975

5,199 7,023 7,849 10,607 12,107
18,398 19,118 18,889 20,610 21,228
23,597 26,141 26,738 31,217 33,335
2,086 3,628 3,842 4,188 6,612
972 1,171 1,201 1,306 1,539
3,058 4,799 5,043 5,494 8,151
6,249 12,006 13,270 13,967 11,901
941 1,131 1,194 1,303 1,539
7,190 13,137 14,464 15,270 13,440
25 238 306 350 445

0.8%, 1.8%, 2.1¢, 2.29, 3.3%
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