[00:00:07:00]

Many of us don't know much about state courts.

[00:00:10:00]

That's unfortunate because state courts handle about 99 percent of all cases.

[00:00:16:00]

That includes everything from criminal matters like drunken driving to homicide as well as civil matters like adoption, divorce, child custody, law suits following traffic accidents.

[00:00:30:00]

In most states judges face some kind of popular election.

[00:00:34:00]

Virginia, interestingly, is only one of two states in which the state legislature selects all state court judges.

[00:00:41:00]

The other state is South Carolina.

[00:00:43:00]

In South Carolina, however, there is a judicial nominating commission that examines judges' qualifications and other issues before submitting their names to the South Carolina state legislature.

[00:00:53:00]

In contrast, in Virginia each chamber of the state legislature must vote on whether to place a judge on the bench or to retain that judge after their term in office is served.

[00:01:04:00]

It hasn't always been that way in Virginia.

[00:01:06:00]

Indeed in 1776, the state legislature nominated judges who served on the bench for life.

[00:01:14:00]

By the time one reached the mid-1800s, however, there was a period in which judges in Virginia were elected by the populace.

[00:01:22:00]

Then from 1864 to 1870 governors nominated judges and the state legislature confirmed those judges.

[00:01:30:00]

After 1870, however, and continuing until today the state legislature alone makes decisions on who serves on the state court bench.

[00:01:38:00]

Like 40 other states, Virginia has what is called a unified state court system.

[00:01:44:00]

That simply means that there are the same kinds of courts throughout the Commonwealth.

[00:01:49:00]

The lowest level of court in Virginia is the District Court as well as a Juvenile and Domestic Relations Court.

[00:01:57:00]

These are both courts of no record.

[00:01:59:00]

That means there is no official record kept of anything that these courts do.

[00:02:04:00]

If someone is unhappy with a decision of a district court, for example, they may appeal to a circuit court.

[00:02:11:00]

The circuit courts also are trial courts in Virginia.

[00:02:14:00]

These courts hear all felony criminal cases, and they hear civil cases.

[00:02:19:00]

They also are the appeals courts for the lower district and juvenile domestic relations courts.

[00:02:25:00]

As such they are courts of record and they have to have new trials since the courts of no record do not send any information up.

[00:02:35:00]

If one is unhappy with the decisions that circuit courts reach, then typically the appeals goes to the Virginia Intermediate Court of Appeals.

[00:02:45:00]

This is a court of 11 judges that meets in panels of three throughout the state of Virginia.

[00:02:51:00]

An appeal from this court goes directly to the Virginia State Supreme Court.

[00:02:56:00]

The Virginia court has seven justices who typically meet all together to hear cases.

[00:03:02:00]

All cases that are decided in circuit courts that involve capital punishment as the sentence must by law be appealed directly to the Virginia State Supreme Court.

[00:03:12:00]

Most other cases, however, are appealed from the circuit courts to the intermediate appeals court and then the Virginia State Supreme Court can decide whether or not to hear further appeals.

[00:03:22:00]

In rare cases if one isn't happy with the decision of the Virginia State Supreme Court, those decisions may be appealed to the U.S. Supreme Court.

[00:03:31:00]

Now typically the U.S. Supreme Court accepts very few cases appealed from state Supreme Courts; most years only about three or four each year.

[00:03:41:00]

More than that a case can be appealed from the Virginia State Supreme Court to the U.S. Supreme Court only if a federal question is involved.

[00:03:49:00]

That may involve a federal statute, it may involve a federal agency, or it might involve the U.S. Constitution.

[00:03:56:00]

As in most court systems, most cases that start at the lower court levels in Virginia tend to end at the circuit court level or below.

[00:04:05:00]
