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RHODE ISLAND COURT STRUCTURE

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

The entire court system in Rhode Island is state-funded with the ex-
ception 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 Ex-
ecutive head of the state court system, has general supervision overall courts
and provides administrative services for the system through the State Court
Administrator. Each court has responsibility over its own operations and
has an administrative judge who appoints an administrator to handle internal
court management.

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 reason-
ably speedy trials to settle civil disputes in
law involving limited claims and to judge
those accused of lesser crimes. It has state-
wide jurisdiction and 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 includes small claims that can be
brought without a lawyer for amounts
under $500 and other actions at law con-
cerning claims of no more than $5,000. It
also hears cases on violations of municipal
ordinances or regulations.

In criminal cases, it has original juris-
diction over all misdemeanors where the
right to a jury trial in the first instance has
been waived. The District Court is not de-
signed or equipped to hold jury trials. If a
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defendant invokes the right to a jury trial,
the case is transferred to the Superior Court.

Appeals from District Courtdecisions
in botlg civil and criminal cases go to the
Superior Court for trials 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. An additional category of
minor offenses, called violations, was cre-
ated by the Legislaturein 1976. Decisions of
the District Court on violation cases are
final and subject to review only on writ of
certiorari to the Supreme Court.

Since October, 1976, the District
Court has had jurisdiction formerly exer-
cised by the Superior Court over hearings
on involuntary hospitalization under the
mental health, drug abuse, or alcoholism
laws. The District Court now also has juris-
diction to hear appeals from the adjudi-
catory decisions of several regulatory agen-
cies or boards. This courtalso has the power
to order compliance with the subpoenas and
rulings of the same agencies and boards. In
1977, this court’s jurisdiction was again in-
creased to include violations of thestateand
local housing codes. District Court de-
cisions in all these matters are only subject
to review by the Supreme Court.

FAMILY COURT

The Family Court was created to focus
specialized judicial power and wisdom on
individual and social problems concerning
families and children. Consequently, its
goals are to assist, protect, and, if possible,
restore families whose unity or well-being
is being threatened and to preserve these
families as secure units of law abiding mem-
bers. This courtis also charged with assuring
that children within its jurisdiction receive
the care, guidance, and control conductive
to their welfare and the best interests of the
state. Additionally, if children are removed
from the control of parents, the court seeks
to secure for them care as nearly as possible
equivalent to that which parents should
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have given them.

Reflecting these specific goals, the
Family Court has jurisdiction to hear and
determine all petitions for divorce from the
bond of marriage and any motions in con-
junction with divorce proceedings relating
to the distribution of property, alimony,
support, and the custody and support of
children; separate maintenance; complaints
for support of parents and children; and
those matters relating to delinquent, way-
ward, dependent, neglected or mentally de-
fective or mentally disordered children. It
also has jurisdiction over adoptions; child
marriages; those matters referred to the
court in accordance with the provisions of
Section 14-1-28; responsibility for or con-
tributing to the delinquency or wayward-
ness of neglected children under sixteen
years of age; desertion, abandonment or
failure to provide subsistence for any
children dependent upon such adults for




support; truancy; bastardy proceedings,
and custody of children; and a number of
other matters involving domestic relations
and juveniles.

Appeals from decisions of the Family
Court are taken directly to the state Su-
preme Court.

SUPERIOR COURT

The Superior Court is the state’s trial
court of general jurisdiction. It hears civil
matters concerning claims in excess of
$5,000 and all equity proceedings. It also
has original jurisdiction over all crimes
and offenses except as otherwise provided
by law. All indictments found by grand
juries or brought under information
charging are returned to Superior Court,
and all jury trials are held there. It has ap-
pellate jurisdiction over decisions of local
probate and municipal courts. Except as
specifically provided by statute, criminal
and civil cases tried in the District Courtcan
also be brought to the Superior Court on
appeal where they receive a trial de novo.In

addition, there are numerous appeals and
statutory proceedings; such as highway re-
development, and other land condemnation
cases. Concurrently with the Supreme
Court, it has jurisdiction of writs of habeas
corpus, mandamus, and certain other pre-
rogative writs. Appeals from the Superior
Court are heard by the Supreme Court.

SUPREME COURT

The Supreme Court is the highest
court in the state, and in this capacity not
only has final advisory and appellate juris-
diction on questions of law and equity, but
also has supervisory powers over the courts
of inferior jurisdiction. Its area of juris-
diction is statewide. It has general advisory
responsibility to both the Legislative and
Executive branches of state government
and passes upon the constitutionality of
legislation. Another responsibility of the
Supreme Court is the regulation of ad-
mission to the Bar and the discipline of
its members.

The Chief Justice of the Supreme

SUPREME COURT

appeals

5 Justices:

Total Staff-82

SUPERIOR COURT FAMILY COURT
19 Justices: Total Staff-122 11 Judges: Total Staff-135
CRIMINAL: CIVIL: JUVENILE ADULT DOMESTIC
RELATIONS
All Felonies Over §5.000 Mandamus Delinguency Contributing to Do
Habeas Corpus Dependency Delinquency
Condemnation Probate Appeals Mental Health oty
Naturalzation Zoung Board Traffic Non-Support
Extradition \
Al Jury Trials
| i
DISTRICT COURT
13 Judges: Total Staff-65
CRIMINAL CIVIL
Violatons To $5.000
Misdemeanors Small Claims
| e T T Mental Health
Housing Code
Administrative Agency Appeals
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Court also serves as the executive head of
the entire state court system. Acting in this
capacity, he appoints the State Court Ad-
ministrator and the staff of the Adminis-
trative Office of the State Courts. This
office performs personnel, fiscal, and pur-
chasing functions for the state courtsystem.
In addition, the Administrative Office
serves a wide range of management
functions, including consolidated, long-
range planning; the collection, analysis,
and reporting of information on court
caseload and operations; the develop-

ment and implementation of management
improvement projects in specified areas;
and the application for and administration
of federal grants for the court system.

The State Law Library is also under
the direction of the Supreme Court. This
library provides an integrated legal refer-
ence system. Its first responsibility is to
provide reference materials and research
services for judges and staff of all courts.
However, it also serves the general com-
munity.

1979 IN THE RHODE ISLAND COURTS

The words and statistics that follow give a brief overview of activity in
the Rhode Island State Courts during the past year. The programsand 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 co-
operative activities in the state courtsystem, a programdescribed inasection
on one court could have involved another court or the entire system.
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JUDICIAL BUDGET

The court budget request for the 1980-81 fiscal year was presented to
the Governor’s Budget Office in the fall of 1979. This budget limited any
increases to the target levels set in the Governor’s guidelines for budget
preparations. However, these increases were further reduced by the
Governor’s Budget Office.

The state courts present a unified budget to the Governor each year.
The Governor’s Budget Office usually makes some adjustments to this
budget before including it in the total state budget as submitted to the Legis-
lature. The chart below compares the judicial budget with the total state
budget for the last five fiscal years. For the first three years shown, actual
expenditures are used. The figures used for 1979-80 are the amounts al-
located by the Legislature, and the 1980-81 figures are from the Governor’s
budget recommendations.

TOTAL STATE BUDGET
EXECUTIVE>
AND
LEGISLATIVE Jggé%lQTL
BUDGET
99% 1%
76-77 77-78 78-79 79-80 80-81
STATE BUDGET 815,707,973 894,574,177 961,502,948 1,097,635,185 1,158,550,690
Increase 66,779,515 78,866,204 66,928,771 136,132,237 60,915,505
JUDICIAL BUDGET 8,253,976 9,137,541 10,532,926 11,149,162 12,720,422
Increase 721,630 883,565 1,395,385 616,236 1,571,260
JUDICIAL SHARE 1.01% 1.02% 1.10% 1.02% 1.10%
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CASELOAD STATISTICS

RHODE ISLAND SUPREME COURT

ANNUAL CASELOAD* 1975 1976 1977 1978 1979
Cases on docket at start 326 355 447 516 556
New cases docketed 355 422 438 460 482
Cases disposed 326 330 364 418 482
Cases remaining of docket 355 447 521 558 556
TYPES OF CASES FILED 1975 1976 1977 1978 1979
Civil Actions 157 146 175 148 195
Criminal Actions 52 61 51 82 73
Certiorari 76 105 96 113 98
Family Court 18 35 32 31 35
Habeas Corpus 10 31 24 17 26
W orkmen's Compensation 13 16 34 26 29
Other 29 28 26 43 26
TOTAL 355 422 438 460 482

*Collected for the court year which runs October 1 to September 30.
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RHODE ISLAND SUPERIOR COURT

CASES FILED 1975 1976 1977 1978 1979
PROVIDENCE/BRISTOL
Civil 4,376 4,431 3,974 4,055 4,511
Probate Appeals 45 26 46 42 87
Misc. Petitions 680 689 654 511 560
Indictments/Information 1,638 1,455 1,689 1,590 1,540
Criminal Appeals 821 654 536 494 712
TOTALS 7,560 7.255 6,899 6,692 7,410
KENT
Civil 616 721 875 917 947
Probate Appeals 29 11 5 10 30
Misc. Petitions 99 108 70 40 56
Indictments/Informations 327 388 318 479 299
Criminal Appeals 168 e ol 77a 147 _ 185 139
TOTALS 1,239 1,405 1,415 1,631 1,471
NEWPORT
Civil 310 299 308 327 393
Probate Appeals 3 3 4 3 5
Misc. Petitions 31 54 17 33 22
Indictments/Informations 179 164 140 154 150
Criminal Appeals 121 204 s~ 87 66
TOTALS 644 724 584 604 636
WASHINGTON
Civil 287 348 354 378 432
Probate Appeals 10 12 6 8 8
Misc. Petitions 56 31 28 29 36
Indictments/Informations 230 152 120 173 155
Criminal Appeals 181 83 88 88 150
TOTALS 764 626 596 676 781
ALL COUNTIES
Civil 5,589 5,799 5,511 5,677 6,283
Probate Appeals 87 52 61 63 130
Misc. Petitions 866 882 769 613 674
Indictments/Informations 2,374 2,159 2,267 2,396 2,144
Criminal Appeals 1,291 1,118 886 854 1,067 _
STATETOTALS 10,207 10,101 9,494 9,603 10,298
32




RHODE ISLAND FAMILY COURT

DIVORCE PETITIONS FILED 1975 19% 1977 1918 1979
COUNTIES
Providence/Bristol 2,524 3,119 3,167 2,849 3242
Kent 687 828 924 796 912
Newport 456 283 524 428 493
Washington 482 497 481 496 541
STATE TOTAL 4,149 4,727 5,096 4,569 5,188
JUVENILE PETITIONS 1975 1976 1977 1978 1979
Wayward/Delinquent 7,072* 6,587 6,232 6,400 7,195
Dependency, Neglect & Abuse 296 340 254 420 589
Child Marriages (couples) 100 69 59 28 63
Adoptions 403 348 418 431 492
Termination of Parental Rights 138 111 133 134 137
Other 11 26 44 40 310
TOTAL 8,020 7,481 7,150 7.452 8,786
JUVENILE REFERRALS 1975 1976 1977 1978** 1979
COUNTIES
Providence/Bristol 2,356 1,950 1,934 2,575 2,632
Kent 991 77 724 798 869
Newport 287 310 322 536 479
Washington 256 219 244 358 474
Statewide Agencies 478 520 402 1 464
STATE TOTAL 4,368 3,770 3,626 4,267 4918

*Figures for this year include minor motor vehicle violations now handled by the Administrative Adjudication Division of the
Department of Transportation.
**Referrals from statewide agencies were distributed among the counties by residence of the juveniles.

N.B. Beginning 1978, juvenile statistics were collected with a new automated system, and although generally comparable with
statistics for previous years, there are some differences.
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RHODE ISLAND DISTRICT COURT

CRIMINAL CASEFLOW 1975* 1976 1977 1978 1979
MISDEMEANOR
Arraignments 36,535 22,365 23,211 25,545 28,423
Dispositions 35,703 22,081 25,881 26,954 27,166
Backlog Increase/Decrease 832 284 22,670 1,409 1,257
Appeals 544 410 285 291 341
FELONY
Arraignments 6,732 6,392 6,907 5912 7,297
Dispositions 6,744 6,108 8,339 7,192 7,170
Backlog Increase/Decrease -12 284 -1,432 -1,280 127
CIVIL ACTIONS 1975 1976 1977 1978 1979
FILINGS
Small Claims 12,107 9,062 6,058 6,802 8,161
Regular Civil 21,228 _ 19,964 22,430 22,394 23,425
TOTAL 33,335 29,026 28,488 29,196 31,586
DISPOSITIONS
Small Claims
Hearing Judgments 706 631 547 622 985
Defaults & Settlements 5,906 5,688 3,728 4,760 4,884
TOTAL 6,612 6,319 4,275 5,382 5,869
Regular Civil
Trial Judgments 1,539 2,947 2,999 2,741 2,642
Defaults & Stipulations 11,901 12,484 13,971 14,672 15,783
TOTAL 13,440 15,431 16,970 17,413 18,425
Appeals 445 489 543 442 530

*Figures for these yearsinclude minor motor vehicle violations now handled by the Administrative Adjudication Division of the
Department of Transporation.
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