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Funding of the Texas Judicial Branch

The State provides funding for salaries and operating 
costs of the Supreme Court, Court of Criminal Appeals 
and intermediate appellate courts. The State funds a 
base salary for district judges and salary supplements 
for certain constitutional and statutory county court 
judges, as well as salaries, salary supplements, 
retirement and other payroll-related benefits for 
certain prosecutors. The State also pays for or 
supplements some other expenses of the judicial 
branch, including juror pay, basic civil legal services, 
indigent defense, electronic filing, and special 
prosecution units.

Most counties supplement the base salary of judges of 
the intermediate appellate courts and district courts. 
Counties pay the operating costs of district courts, as 
well as the base salary of judges, full salaries of other 
staff, and operating costs for constitutional county 
courts, county courts at law, and justice courts.

Cities finance all costs related to the operation of municipal courts, including judges’ salaries.

In FY 2017, state appropriations for the Texas judicial system accounted for approximately 0.39 percent of 
all state appropriations. Sixty percent of the financing for the judicial system came from General Revenue. 
Almost twenty percent came from dedicated General Revenue funds, such as the Fair Defense Account and 
the Judicial and Court Personnel Training Fund, while the remaining amounts came from other special funds, 
including the Judicial Fund, and federal funds.

State Appropriations FY 2017

The Judiciary
$397,957,159

All State Other 
Appropriations

$102,652,152,758

The Judiciary 
accounts for 

0.39% 
of total State 

appropriations.

Appropriations for Operating Costs for the 
State Judicial Branch FY 2017

Other Operating Costs
$25,793,554 

8%

Personnel and 
Employee Benefits

$285,879,414 
92%

State Judicial Branch Funding Sources FY20171

1. Does not include appropriation for 2.5% general state employee salary 
increase and certain other contingency riders.

General Revenue
$239,904,432 

60%

Dedicated General 
Revenue

$66,161,038 
17%

Special Funds
$90,172,220 

23%

Federal Funds
$1,719,469 

0.4%
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Left to Right: Texas Judicial Council members Presiding Judge Sharon Keller, Vice-Chair, David Slayton, Executive Director, Chief 
Justice Nathan Hecht, Chair, Nina Hess Hsu, Supreme Court of Texas General Counsel, Representative John Smithee, Member, 
Senator Judith Zaffirini, Member.

Notes:
1. “Visiting Judges” includes salaries and per diem expenses.
2. “Other” includes Social Security and Benefit Replacement Pay and lease payments.
3. “Judicial Agencies” include the Office of Court Administration, Texas Judicial Council, Office of the State Prosecuting Attorney, Office of 

Capital and Forensic Writs, State Law Library, and State Commission on Judicial Conduct. Appropriations for Judicial Agencies include 
approximately $7.5 million in interagency contracts.

4. “District Judges” includes salaries, travel, and local administrative judge salary supplement.

State Judicial Branch Appropriations, FY 2017
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$26.5

$27.0

$27.4

$33.8

$38.5

$41.3

$67.2

$82.3

Death Penalty Representation

Other Supreme Court Programs

Other

Special Prosecution Unit

Visiting Judges

Supreme Court

County Attorney Supplement

Court of Criminal Appeals

Judicial & Court Personnel Training

Juror Pay

Basic Civil Legal Services

State Employee Retirement & Benefits

County Judge Salary Supplement

District Attorneys

Judicial Retirement & Benefits

14 Courts of Appeals

District Judges

Judicial Agencies

Millions
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Court Structure and Function

In most civil and juvenile cases, the 
Supreme Court has statewide, final 
appellate jurisdiction

Appellate Courts

The appellate courts of the Texas Judicial System are:

•	 The Supreme Court, the highest state appellate court for civil and juvenile cases;
•	 The Court of Criminal Appeals, the highest state appellate court for criminal cases; and
•	 The courts of appeals, the intermediate appellate courts for civil and criminal appeals from the trial 

courts.

Appellate courts do not try cases, have juries, or hear witnesses. Rather, they review actions and decisions 
of the lower courts on questions of law or allegations of procedural error. In carrying out this review, the 
appellate courts are usually restricted to the evidence and exhibits presented in the trial court.

The Supreme Court 

The Supreme Court of Texas was first 
established in 1836 by the Constitution of the 
Republic of Texas, which vested the judicial 
power of the Republic in “...one Supreme 
Court and such inferior courts as the Congress 
may establish.” This court was re-established 
by each successive constitution adopted 
throughout the course of Texas history and 
currently consists of one chief justice and 
eight justices.2 

The Supreme Court has statewide, final 
appellate jurisdiction in most civil and juvenile cases.3 Its caseload is directly affected by the structure and 
jurisdiction of Texas’ appellate court system, as the courts of appeals handle most of the state’s criminal and 
civil appeals from the district and county-level courts, and the Court of Criminal Appeals handles all criminal 
appeals beyond the intermediate courts of appeals.

2   The various constitutions and amendments provided for different numbers of judges to sit on the Court and different methods for the selection of the judges. 
The Constitution of 1845 provided that the Supreme Court consist of a chief justice and two associate justices. The Constitution of 1866 provided for five justices, 
and the Constitution of 1869 reverted to a three-judge court; the Constitution of 1873 increased the number to five, and the Constitution of 1876 again reduced 
the membership to three. To aid the three justices in disposing of the ever increasing workload, the Legislature created two “Commissions of Appeals,” each to 
consist of three judges appointed by the Supreme Court. This system, begun in 1920, continued until the adoption of the constitutional amendment of 1945 which 
abolished the two Commissions of Appeals and increased the number of justices on the Supreme Court to nine, the present number.

3   A constitutional amendment adopted in 1980 provides that “The Supreme Court shall exercise the judicial power of the state except as otherwise provided in 
this Constitution. Its jurisdiction shall be coextensive with the limits of the State and its determinations shall be final except in criminal law matters. Its appellate 
jurisdiction shall be final and shall extend to all cases except in criminal law matters and as otherwise provided in this Constitution or by law.”



TEXAS JUDICIARY • FY 2016 ANNUAL STATISTICAL REPORT  x

The Supreme Court’s caseload can be broken down into three broad categories:

•	 Determining whether to grant review of the final judgment of a court of appeals (i.e., to grant or not 
grant a petition for review);

•	 Disposition of regular causes4 (i.e., granted petitions for review, accepted petitions for writs of 
mandamus or habeas corpus, certified questions, accepted parental notification appeals, and direct 
appeals); and

•	 Disposition of numerous motions related to petitions and regular causes.

Much of the Supreme Court’s time is spent determining which petitions for review will be granted, as it must 
consider all petitions for review that are filed. However, the Court exercises some control over its caseload 
in deciding which petitions will be granted. The Court usually takes only those cases that present the most 
significant Texas legal issues in need of clarification.

The Supreme Court also has jurisdiction to answer questions of state law certified from a federal appellate 
court;5 has original jurisdiction to issue writs and to conduct proceedings for the involuntary retirement or 
removal of judges; and reviews cases involving attorney discipline upon appeal from the Board of Disciplinary 
Appeals of the State Bar of Texas.

In addition, the Court:

•	 Promulgates all rules of civil trial practice and procedure, evidence, and appellate procedure;
•	 Promulgates rules of administration to provide for the efficient administration of justice in the state;6

•	 Monitors the caseloads of the courts of appeals and orders the transfer of cases between the courts in 
order to make the workloads more equal;7 and

•	 With the assistance of the Texas Equal Access to Justice Foundation, administers funds for the Basic 
Civil Legal Services Program, which provides basic civil legal services to the indigent.8

4   “Regular causes” involve cases in which four or more of the justices of the Supreme Court have decided in conference that a petition for review, petition 
for writ of mandamus or habeas corpus, or parental notification appeal should be reviewed. Regular causes also include direct appeals the court has agreed to 
review and questions of law certified to it by a federal appellate court that the court has agreed to answer. Most regular causes are set for oral argument in open 
court and are reported in written opinions. However, a petition may be granted and an unsigned opinion (per curiam) issued without oral argument if at least six 
members of the court vote accordingly.

5   A constitutional amendment, effective January 1, 1986, gave the Supreme Court, along with the Court of Criminal Appeals, jurisdiction to answer certified 
questions.

6    A constitutional amendment, adopted in November 1985, gave the Supreme Court responsibility and authority to promulgate rules of administration.

7   The Supreme Court has a rider in its appropriation pattern in the General Appropriations Act (H.B. 1, 85th Leg., R.S., Art. IV, page IV-2, Rider 3) that states, “It 
is the intent of the Legislature that the Supreme Court use funds appropriated above to equalize the dockets of the 14 Courts of Appeals. For the purposes of this 
rider equalization shall be considered achieved if the new cases filed each year per justice are equalized by 10 percent or less among all the courts of appeals. 
Multi-district litigation cases are exempted from this provision.” Although the rider requiring the transfer of cases first appeared in fiscal year 2000 in the General 
Appropriations Act (H.B. 1, 76th Leg., R.S., Art. IV, page IV-1, Rider 3), the Supreme Court has transferred cases between the courts of appeals since 1895 (24th 
Leg., R.S., Ch. 53, 1895 Tex. Gen. Laws 79).

8   In 1997, the 75th Legislature enacted Chapter 51, Texas Government Code, Subchapter J, requiring the Supreme Court to administer funds for provision of 
basic civil legal services to the indigent. (In 1999, this was re-lettered as Subchapter L.)
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The Court of Criminal Appeals

To relieve the Supreme Court of some of its caseload, the Constitution of 1876 created the Court of Appeals, 
composed of three elected judges, with appellate jurisdiction in all criminal cases and in those civil cases tried 
by the county courts. In 1891, a constitutional amendment:

•	 Changed the name of this court to the Court of Criminal Appeals;
•	 Limited its jurisdiction to appellate jurisdiction in criminal cases only; and
•	 Increased the number of judges to nine: one presiding judge and eight associate judges.9

The Court of Criminal Appeals is the highest state court for criminal appeals.10 Its caseload consists of both 
mandatory and discretionary matters. All cases that result in the death penalty are automatically directed to the 
Court of Criminal Appeals from the trial court level. A significant portion of the Court’s workload also involves 
the mandatory review of applications for post conviction habeas corpus relief in felony cases without a death 
penalty,11 over which the Court has sole authority. In addition, decisions made by the intermediate courts 
of appeals in criminal cases may be appealed to the Court of Criminal Appeals by petition for discretionary 
review, which may be filed by the State, the defendant, or both. However, the Court may also review a decision 
on its own motion.

In conjunction with the Supreme Court 
of Texas, the Court of Criminal Appeals 
promulgates rules of appellate procedure 
and rules of evidence for criminal cases. The 
Court of Criminal Appeals also administers 
public funds that are appropriated for the 
education of judges, prosecuting attorneys, 
criminal defense attorneys who regularly 
represent indigent defendants, clerks and 
other personnel of the state’s appellate, 
district, county-level, justice, and municipal 
courts.12

9   The Court of Criminal Appeals was originally composed of three judges. As the court’s workload increased, the Legislature granted it the authority to appoint 
commissioners to aid in the disposition of pending cases. In 1966, a constitutional amendment increased the number of judges on the court to five, and in 1977, a 
further amendment to the constitution added another four judges, for the current total of nine judges on the court.

10   A constitutional amendment adopted in 1980 provides that “The Court of Criminal Appeals shall have final appellate jurisdiction coextensive with the limits of 
the State, and its determination shall be final, in all criminal cases of whatever grade, with such exceptions and under such regulations as may be provided in this 
Constitution or as prescribed by law.”

11  Under Article 11.07, Texas Code of Criminal Procedure.

12   In accordance with Chapter 56 and Section 74.025, Texas Government Code.

125th Anniversary
Est. 1891
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• Amarillo
• Austin
• Beaumont
• Corpus Christi/Edinburg

• Dallas 
• Eastland
• El Paso 
• Fort Worth

• San Antonio
• Texarkana
• Tyler 
• Waco

• Houston (2)

The Courts of Appeals

The first intermediate appellate court in Texas was created by the Constitution of 1876, which created a Court 
of Appeals with appellate jurisdiction in all criminal cases and in all civil cases originating in the county courts. 
In 1891, an amendment was added to the Constitution authorizing the Legislature to establish intermediate 
courts of civil appeals located at various places throughout the state. The purpose of this amendment was to 
preclude the large quantity of civil litigation from further congesting the docket of the Supreme Court, while 
providing for a more convenient and less expensive system of intermediate appellate courts for civil cases. In 
1980, a constitutional amendment extended the appellate jurisdiction of the courts of civil appeals to include 
criminal cases and changed the name of the courts to the “courts of appeals.”

The Legislature has divided the state into 14 court of appeals districts and has established a court of appeals 
in each. One court of appeals is currently located in each of the following cities:

Each of the courts of appeals has at least three justices—a chief justice and two associate justices. While 
80 justices currently serve on the courts of appeals, the Legislature is empowered to increase this number 
whenever the workload of an individual court requires additional justices.

Trial Courts 

In trial courts:

•	 Witnesses are heard;
•	 Testimony is received;
•	 Exhibits are offered into evidence; and
•	 A verdict is rendered.

The trial court structure in Texas has several different 
levels, each level handling different types of cases, 
with some overlap. The state trial court of general 
jurisdiction is known as the district court. The county-
level courts consist of the constitutional county courts, 
statutory county courts, and statutory probate courts. 
In addition, there is at least one justice court located in 
each county, and there are municipal courts located in 
each incorporated city.

Each court of appeals has jurisdiction over appeals from the trial courts located in its 
respective district. The appeals heard in these courts are based upon the “record” (a written 
transcription of the testimony given, exhibits introduced, and the documents filed in the trial 
court) and the written and oral arguments of the appellate lawyers. The courts of appeals 
do not receive testimony or hear witnesses in considering the cases on appeal, but they may 
hear oral argument on the issues under consideration.



TEXAS JUDICIARY • FY 2016 ANNUAL STATISTICAL REPORT  TEXAS JUDICIARY • FY 2016 ANNUAL STATISTICAL REPORT  xiii

Municipal 
Courts
933

Statutory 
Probate 
Courts
18

District 
Courts
465

Constitutional 
County Courts
254

Justice 
Courts
806

Statutory 
County Courts
243

District Courts 

District courts are the primary trial courts 
in Texas. The Constitution of the Republic 
provided for not less than three or more 
than eight district courts, each having 
a judge elected by a joint ballot of both 
houses of the Legislature for a term of 
four years. Most constitutions of the state 
continued the district courts but provided that 
the judges were to be elected by the qualified 
voters. (The exceptions were the Constitutions 
of 1845 and 1861 which provided for the appointment of judges by 
the Governor with confirmation by the Senate). All constitutions have 
provided that the judges of these courts must be chosen from defined districts (as opposed to statewide 
election). In many locations, the geographical jurisdiction of two or more district courts is overlapping.

District courts are courts of general jurisdiction. Article V, Section 8 of the Texas Constitution extends a district 
court’s potential jurisdiction to “all actions” but makes such jurisdiction relative by excluding any matters in 
which exclusive, appellate, or original jurisdiction is conferred by law upon some other court. For this reason, 
while one can speak of the “general” jurisdiction of a district court, the actual jurisdiction of any specific court 
will always be limited by the constitutional or statutory provisions that confer exclusive, original, or appellate 
jurisdiction on other courts serving the same county or counties.

With this caveat, it can be said that district courts generally have the following jurisdiction:

•	 Original jurisdiction in all criminal cases of the grade of felony and misdemeanors involving official 
misconduct;

•	 Cases of divorce or other family law disputes;
•	 Suits for title to land or enforcement of liens on land;
•	 Contested elections; 
•	 Suits for slander or defamation; and
•	 Suits on behalf of the State for penalties, forfeitures and escheat.

Most district courts exercise criminal and civil jurisdiction, but in the metropolitan areas there is a tendency for 
the courts to specialize in civil, criminal, juvenile or family law matters. Thirteen district courts are designated 
“criminal district courts” but have general jurisdiction. A limited number of district courts also exercise the 
subject-matter jurisdiction normally exercised by county courts.

The district courts also have jurisdiction in civil matters with a minimum monetary limit but no maximum limit. 
The amount of the lower limit has for many years been the subject of controversy, with differing opinions 
from the courts of appeal. House Bill 79 from the 82nd Legislature, 1st Called Session (2011), included a 
provision in Section 24.007(b) of the Government Code which was intended to resolve the dispute and to 
set the minimum jurisdiction of district courts at $500. However, there is still a potential conflict between 
Article V, Section 8 of the Texas Constitution (which gives the district courts jurisdiction of all actions…except 
in cases where exclusive) and the amendment. Therefore, there are still differing opinions as to whether the 
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minimum monetary jurisdiction of the district courts is $200.01 or $500. In counties having statutory county 
courts, the district courts generally have exclusive jurisdiction in civil cases where the amount in controversy 
is $200,000 or more, and concurrent jurisdiction with the statutory county courts in cases where the amount 
in controversy exceeds $500 but is less than $200,000.

The district courts may also hear contested matters in probate and guardianship cases and have general 
supervisory control over commissioners courts. In addition, district courts have the power to issue writs 
of habeas corpus, mandamus, injunction, certiorari, sequestration, attachment, garnishment, and all writs 
necessary to enforce their jurisdiction. Appeals from judgments of the district courts are to the courts of 
appeals (except appeals of death sentences).

A 1985 constitutional amendment established the Judicial Districts Board to reapportion Texas judicial districts, 
subject to legislative approval. The same amendment also allows for more than one judge per judicial district.

County-Level Courts

CONSTITUTIONAL COUNTY COURTS

The Texas Constitution provides for a county court in each of the 254 counties of the state, though all such 
courts do not exercise judicial functions. In populous counties, the “county judge” may devote his or her full 
attention to the administration of county government.

Generally, the constitutional county courts have:

•	 Concurrent jurisdiction with justice courts in civil cases where the matter in controversy exceeds $200 
but does not exceed $10,000;

•	 Concurrent jurisdiction with the district courts in civil cases where the matter in controversy exceeds 
$500 but does not exceed $5,000;

•	 General jurisdiction over probate and guardianship cases;
•	 Juvenile jurisdiction; and
•	 Exclusive original jurisdiction over misdemeanors, other than those involving official misconduct, 

where punishment for the offense is by fine exceeding $500 or a jail sentence not to exceed one year.

County courts generally have appellate jurisdiction (usually by trial de novo) over cases tried originally in the 
justice and municipal courts. Original and appellate judgments of the county courts may be appealed to the 
courts of appeals.

In 36 counties, the county court, by special statute, has been given concurrent jurisdiction with the justice 
courts in all civil matters over which the justice courts have jurisdiction. In counties with a population of 1.75 
million or more, the county court has jurisdiction over truancy cases.

STATUTORY COUNTY COURTS AND PROBATE COURTS

Under its constitutional authorization to “...establish such other courts as it may deem necessary... [and to] 
conform the jurisdiction of the district and other inferior courts thereto,” the Legislature created the first 
statutory county court in 1907 to relieve the county judge of some or all of the judicial duties of office. 
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Statutory County Courts include:

County courts at law County criminal courts
County civil courts at law County criminal courts of appeal
County criminal courts at law

Section 25.003 of the Texas Government Code provides statutory county courts with jurisdiction over all 
causes and proceedings prescribed by law for constitutional county courts. In general, statutory county 
courts that exercise civil jurisdiction concurrent with the constitutional county court also have concurrent 
civil jurisdiction with the district courts in: 1) civil cases in which the matter in controversy exceeds $500 but 
does not exceed $200,000, and 2) appeals of final rulings and decisions of the Texas Workers’ Compensation 
Commission. However, the actual jurisdiction of each statutory county court varies considerably according 
to the statute under which it was created. A few statutory county courts even hear felony cases. In addition, 
some of these courts have been established to exercise subject-matter jurisdiction in only limited fields, such 
as civil, criminal, or appellate cases (from justice or municipal courts).

In general, statutory probate courts have general jurisdiction provided to probate courts by the Texas Estates 
Code, as well as the jurisdiction provided by law for a county court to hear and determine cases and matters 
instituted under various sections and chapters of the Texas Health and Safety Code.

Associate Judges

The Legislature has authorized the appointment of various judicial officers to assist the judges of the district 
courts and county-level courts. These judicial officers are usually known as associate judges. They have some, 
but not all, of the powers of the judges they assist.

JUDICIAL OFFICERS APPOINTED UNDER GOVERNMENT CODE, CHAPTER 54 AND CHAPTER 54A

Chapter 54A of the Government Code authorizes the appointment of criminal associate judges, civil associate 
judges, statutory probate court associate judges, and associate judges for juvenile matters to assist district and 
county-level judges with their caseloads. Chapter 54 also contains provisions for the appointment of masters, 
magistrates, and hearing officers in certain counties identified by population and the following counties: Bexar, 
Brazoria, Burnet, Cameron, Comal, Dallas, El Paso, Harris, Lubbock, Tarrant, Travis, and Webb.

Cases are not directly filed with judicial officers, but are referred to them by district judges and county-level 
judges. Rather than rendering final orders, the judicial officers generally make recommendations to the 
referring court. Generally, judicial officers appointed under Chapter 54 and Chapter 54A of the Government 
Code are appointed by local judges with the consent of the county commissioners court, and the positions are 
funded by the county.

ASSOCIATE JUDGES APPOINTED UNDER FAMILY CODE, CHAPTER 201

Like judicial officers appointed under Chapter 54 and Chapter 54A of the Government Code, district and 
county-level judges refer certain cases to associate judges appointed under Chapter 201 of the Family Code.



TEXAS JUDICIARY • FY 2016 ANNUAL STATISTICAL REPORT  xvi

ADMINISTRATIVE 
JUDICIAL REGIONS

a

Anderson

Bowie

Camp
Cass

Cherokee

Collin

Dallas

Delta

Ellis

Fannin

Franklin

Grayson

Gregg
Harrison

Henderson

Hopkins

Houston

Hunt

Kaufman

Lamar

Marion

Morris

Nacogdoches

Panola

Rains

Red River

Rockwall

Rusk

Shelby

Smith

Titus

Upshur

Van Zandt

Wood

Angelina

Bastrop

Brazoria

Brazos

Burleson

Chambers

Freestone

Ft Bend

Galveston

Grimes

Hardin

Harris

Jasper

Jefferson

Lee

Leon

Liberty

Limestone

Madison

Matagorda

Montgomery

Newton

Orange

Polk

Robertson

Sabine

San
Augustine

San
Jacinto

Trinity

Tyler
Walker

Waller

Washington

Wharton

Austin

Bell

Blanco

Bosque

Burnet

Colorado

Comal

Comanche

Coryell

Falls

Fayette

Gonzales

Guadalupe

Hamilton

Hays

Hill

Lampasas

Lavaca

Llano

Mclennan

Milam

Navarro

San Saba

Travis

Williamson

Caldwell

Aransas

Atascosa

Bee

Bexar

Calhoun

De Witt

Dimmit

Frio

Goliad

Jackson
Karnes

La Salle
Live Oak

Maverick

McMullen Refugio

San Patricio

Victoria

Webb

Wilson

Zapata

Zavala

Duval
Nueces

Jim
Wells

Kleberg

Willacy

Kenedy

Cameron

Jim Hogg

Starr

Hidalgo

Brooks

Bandera

Brewster

Crockett

Culberson

Edwards

El Paso

Gillespie

Hudspeth

Jeff Davis

Kendall
Kerr

Kimble

Kinney

Mason

Medina

Pecos

Presidio

Reagan

Real

Sutton

Terrell

Upton

Uvalde

Val Verde

Andrews

Borden

Brown

Callahan

Coke
Coleman

Concho
Crane

Dawson

Ector

FisherGaines

Garza

Glasscock

Haskell

Howard

Irion

Jones

Kent

Loving

Lynn

Martin

Mcculloch

Menard

Midland

Mills

Mitchell Nolan

Reeves

Runnels

Schleicher

Scurry Shackelford

Sterling

Stonewall

Taylor

Throckmorton

Tom Green

Ward

Winkler

Archer Clay
Cooke

Denton

Eastland

Erath

Hood

Jack

Johnson

Montague

Palo Pinto Parker

Somervell

Stephens Tarrant

Wichita

Young Wise

Armstrong

Bailey

Baylor

Briscoe

Carson

Castro Childress

Cochran

Collingsworth

Cottle

Crosby

Dallam

Deaf Smith

Dickens

Donley

Floyd
Foard

Gray

Hale

Hall

Hansford

Hardeman

Hartley Hemphill

Hockley

Hutchinson

King Knox

Lamb

Lipscomb

Lubbock

Moore

Motley

Ochiltree

Oldham

Parmer

Potter

Randall

Roberts

Sherman

Swisher

Terry

Wheeler

Wilbarger

Yoakum

1

2
6

7

3

4

8

9

5

Three types of associate judges are appointed under Chapter 201. Associate judges authorized by Subchapter 
A of Chapter 201 are appointed by local judges with the consent of the commissioners court and are county 
employees. They are authorized to hear cases brought under Titles 1, 4 and 5 of the Family Code.

Associate judges authorized by Subchapters B and C of Chapter 201 are appointed by the presiding judge 
of the respective administrative judicial regions and are generally state employees.13 The associate judges 
appointed under Subchapter B are authorized to hear child support cases. Those appointed under Subchapter 
C are authorized to hear child protection cases.

Assigned or Visiting Judges

The presiding judge of an administrative judicial region 
may assign a judge to handle a case or docket of an 
active judge in the region who is unable to preside (due 
to recusal, illness, vacation, etc.) or who needs assistance 
with a heavy docket or docket backlog. These “assigned 
judges” may be active judges of other courts in the region 
or may be individuals residing in the region who used 
to serve as active judges. Sections 74.054, 74.056, and 
74.057 of the Government Code discuss the assignment of 
judges by the presiding judges and the chief justice of the 
Supreme Court.

13   The Harris County associate judge appointed under Subchapter C is a county employee.
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Justice Courts

As amended in November 1983, the Texas Constitution provides that each county is to be divided, according 
to population, into at least one, and not more than eight, justice precincts, in each of which is to be elected 
one or more justices of the peace.

Generally, the justice courts have:

•	 Original jurisdiction in misdemeanor criminal cases where punishment upon conviction may be by fine 
only;

•	 Exclusive jurisdiction over civil matters when the amount in controversy does not exceed $200;
•	 Concurrent jurisdiction with the county courts when the amount in controversy exceeds $200 but does 

not exceed $10,000;
•	 Exclusive jurisdiction over forcible entry and detainer (eviction) cases;
•	 Concurrent jurisdiction over repair and remedy cases; and
•	 Concurrent jurisdiction over truancy cases.

Trials in justice courts are not “of record.” Appeals from these courts are by trial de novo in the constitutional 
county court, the county court at law, or the district court.

The justice of the peace also serves in the capacity of a committing magistrate, with the authority to issue 
warrants for the apprehension and arrest of persons charged with the commission of felony or misdemeanor 
offenses. As a magistrate, the justice of the peace may hold preliminary hearings, reduce testimony to writing, 
discharge the accused, or remand the accused to jail and set bail. In addition, the justice of the peace serves 
as the coroner in those counties where there is no provision for a medical examiner, serves as an ex officio 
notary public, and may perform marriage ceremonies for additional compensation.
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Municipal Courts

Under its constitutional authority to create “such other courts as may be provided by law,” the Legislature has 
created municipal courts in each incorporated municipality in the state. In lieu of a municipal court created by 
the Legislature, municipalities may choose to establish municipal courts of record.

The jurisdiction of municipal courts is provided in Chapters 29 and 30 of the Texas Government Code. Municipal 
courts have:

•	 Original and exclusive jurisdiction over criminal violations of certain municipal ordinances and airport 
board rules, orders, or resolutions that do not exceed $2,000 in some instances and $500 in others;

•	 Concurrent jurisdiction with the justice courts in certain misdemeanor criminal cases; and
•	 Concurrent jurisdiction over truancy cases.

In addition to the jurisdiction of a regular municipal court, municipal courts of record also have jurisdiction 
over criminal cases arising under ordinances authorized by certain provisions of the Local Government Code. 
The municipality may also provide by ordinance that a municipal court of record have additional jurisdiction 
in certain civil and criminal matters.

Municipal judges also serve in the capacity of a committing magistrate, with the authority to issue warrants 
for the apprehension and arrest of persons charged with the commission of felony or misdemeanor offenses. 
As a magistrate, the municipal judge may hold preliminary hearings, reduce testimony to writing, discharge 
the accused, or remand the accused to jail and set bail.

Trials in municipal courts are not generally “of record;” many appeals go to the county court, county court 
at law, or district court by a trial de novo. Appeals from municipal courts of record are generally heard in the 
county criminal courts, county criminal courts of appeal or municipal courts of appeal. If none of these courts 
exist in the county or municipality, appeals are to a county court at law.
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Judicial Administration

The Texas Supreme Court has constitutional responsibility for the efficient administration of the judicial system 
and possesses the authority to make rules of administration applicable to the courts.14 Under the direction of 
the chief justice, the Office of Court Administration aids the Supreme Court in carrying out its administrative 
duties by providing administrative support and technical assistance to all courts in the state.

The Supreme Court and the Texas Legislature also receive recommendations on long-range planning and 
improvements in the administration of justice from the Texas Judicial Council, a 22-member policy-making 
body composed of two appointees from each level of court, as well as appointees from the Governor and 
legislative branches of government.

The chief justice of the Supreme Court, presiding judge of the Court of Criminal Appeals, chief justices of each 
of the courts of appeals, and judges of each of the trial courts are generally responsible for the administration 
of their respective courts. Furthermore, there is a local administrative district judge in each county, as well 
as a local administrative statutory county court judge in each county that has a statutory county court. In 
counties with two or more district courts, a local administrative district judge is elected by the district judges 
in the county for a term not to exceed two years.15 Similarly, in counties with two or more statutory county 
courts, a local administrative statutory county court judge is elected by the statutory county court judges for 
a term not to exceed two years. The local administrative judge is charged with implementing the local rules of 
administration, supervising the expeditious movement of court caseloads, and other administrative duties.16 

To aid in the administration of justice in the trial courts, the state is divided into nine administrative judicial 
regions. With the advice and consent of the Senate, the Governor appoints one of the active or retired district 
judges, or a retired appellate court judge who has district court experience residing in each region, as the 
presiding judge. The statutory probate court judges also select a presiding judge, who must be an active 
statutory probate court judge.

The chief justice of the Supreme Court may convene periodic conferences of the chief justices of the courts of 
appeals, as well as periodic conferences of the nine presiding judges to ensure the efficient administration of 
justice in the courts of the state.

By statute, the Court has administrative control over judicial branch agencies and issues Administrative Orders 
to include orders for appointments to judicial boards, commissions, and task forces.

14   Article V, Section 31 of the Texas Constitution.

15   In accordance with Section 74.091 or Section 74.0911, Texas Government Code.

16   The administrative responsibilities of the local administrative judge are detailed in Section 74.092, Texas Government Code.




