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North Carolina’s Criminal Justice 
System



Who is Responsible for Equal Justice Under 
the Law in North Carolina?

We recognize the inequalities within our 
judicial system that stem from a history of 
deeply rooted discriminatory policies and 
practices and the ongoing role of implicit and 
explicit racial, gender, and other biases. 

While progress has been made, we are 
cognizant of the persistence of discrimination 
in our judicial system, and its effects on those 
who come before our courts. 

Judges are not to make broad policy 
pronouncements which will call into question 
their impartiality. The order creating the 
commission makes findings based solely on the 
personal opinions of the majority of the Court. 
By their statements it seems the majority 
views the North Carolina judicial system and 
its current participants as biased. 
Lawmaking belongs to the legislative branch, 
not the judicial branch. When judges invade 
the lawmaking arena, no one is left to hear 
disputes: Under our constitutional system, the 
General Assembly, not the judiciary, 
establishes policies through laws, including the 
State’s criminal justice policies. The order 
creating the commission seems to insert the 
judicial branch into the policymaking arena. 

Administrative Order Establishing the Chief Justice’s 
Commission on Fairness and Equity, October 2020



• There is a long history of 
structural inequity and racism in 
the criminal justice system, … 
and

• Communities of color are 
disproportionately affected 
throughout the criminal justice 
system …

• The mission of the Task Force is to 
develop and help implement solutions 
that will eliminate disparate 
outcomes in the criminal justice 
system for communities of color.

• This Task Force's mandate is to 
develop evidence-informed strategies 
and equitable policy solutions that 
address the structural impact of 
intentional and implicit racial bias 
while maintaining public safety …

A fair and equitable criminal justice system, free from 
racism and bias, is necessary to maintain the safety and 

well-being of the State of North Carolina

The problem as defined in Executive Order No. 145



Governor’s 
Task Force on 
Racial Equity 
in Criminal 
Justice

www.ncdoj.gov/trec



Criminal Justice 
System Data -- 

• The Measuring Justice Dashboard helps 
stakeholders understand state and local 
systems, see where they are doing well, 
and spot areas that may need attention.

• You will be able to:

• Compare your county to other 
jurisdictions

• Look at state & county-specific results
• Examine different time periods
• Drill down on specific case types
• Explore metrics by race

Measuring Justice 
Dashboard

https://cjil.shinyapps.io/
MeasuringJustice/











Race, poverty, and criminal justice involvement are all intertwined

“Boys who grew up in families in the bottom 10 percent 
of the income distribution (families earning less than 

about $14,000) are 20 times more likely to be in prison 
on a given day in their early 30s than children born in 

top-decile families (where parents earn more than 
$143,000). . . . [O]ne in ten boys born to families in the 

lowest income decile are incarcerated at age 30 and 
they make up about 27 percent of prisoners that age.”

Studies of “the association between high levels of 
incarceration and social isolation and high-density 

poverty examined in a range of other disciplines” have 
pointed to factors such as “the social determinants of 

health, the school to prison pipeline, and 
epidemiological studies that examine the biological 

stressors associated with childhood poverty”
Brookings Center, Work and Opportunity Before and After Incarceration (2018)
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North Carolina Offender Population
Offender Population - Nov 12, 2024

• Prison Offenders  31,430
• Probationers  63,912
• Post Release/Parole 12,166
Total    107,508

• Male Prison Offenders     28,831
• Female Prison Offenders     2,599



Long-term incarceration of people of color

People of color make up:
 25% of the state population in 1990
 37.4% of state population today
 59.7% of the current prison population
 63.8% of the people serving more than 20 years in prison
 65.8% of the people serving life sentences or the equivalent
 66.9% of the people serving LWOP who will never be released
 79% of the children serving life with parole sentences
 84% of the people serving LWOP sentences for violent habitual felon status
 91.5 % of the children sentenced to LWOP



Criminal 
Justice 
System 

Debt

• Over 1.72 million cases total 
• 120,000 cases each year 
• Over 650,000 people, or one in twelve adults in 

North Carolina currently have unpaid criminal court 
debt

• Debt is largely uncollectable and may total well over 
one hundred million dollars

• Debt disproportionately burdens NC’s racial minority 
residents (African-Americans are over half of 
everyone with unpaid court debt)

• Much of this debt arises in low-level traffic cases and 
infractions

Crozier, Garrett & Maher, Center for Science & Justice, Apr. 2020 
Report



Costs & Fees Schedule
Sample of 2020 Court Costs and Fees

• General Court of Justice fee (District): $147.50

• General Court of Justice fee (Superior): $154.50

• Jail fee: $10 per day of pretrial confinement

• Facilities fee (District):  $12

• Facilities fee (Superior):  $30

• Telecommunications and Data fee:  $4

• Law enforcement officer retirement fee: $7.50

• Community Service fee: $250

• Failure to Appear fee: $200

• Failure to Comply fee: $50

• State Crime Lab fee: $600

• Installment fee: $20

• Probation fee: $40 per month

• Appointment of Counsel fee for Indigent Defendant: $75

Additional Fees for Traffic Offenses
• Chapter 20 fee: $10

• Chapter 20, Improper Equipment fee: $50

• Seat Belt fee: $10

• Civil Revocation fee: $100

• Limited Driving Privilege fee: $100

In 1995, the General Court of Justice Fee 
(District) was $41. In 2020, it is $147.50.  

260% Increase

https://justice365.sharepoint.com/:b:/r/sites/TaskForceMemberSharePoint/Working%20Groups/Working%20Group%20%234/Resources/Fines%20%26%20Fees/2019_Criminal_court_costs_chart.pdf?csf=1&web=1&e=uI4K8m


Drivers’ 
License 
Suspensions 
in North 
Carolina

• Approximately 1 out of 7 driving-age individuals 
currently have their license suspended

• Of those suspensions, 827,000 are for failure to 
appear in court

•  263,000 are for failure to comply with orders to pay 
traffic fines or court fees, and 

• 135,000 for both failure to appear and failure to 
comply

• Driver’s license suspensions are disproportionately 
imposed on minority residents across categories of 
offense

• Both race and class matter -- the racial disparity 
observed in suspensions can also be correlated with 
economic distress



What offenses?

At a Clinic in Durham in 2019, relief was sought for:
• A speeding in a highway work zone case from 2000
• A driving with a revoked license case from 2003
• A speeding ticket from 2011
• A failure to stop at a red light from 2001
• A driving with a revoked license case from 2006



Promising 
Practices











Civil Justice 

North Carolina Equal Access to Justice Commission – Legal Needs Study, 
April 2021
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Fast Facts:
 Legal Aid in NC

More than 2 million low-income North Carolinians were 
eligible for the services of legal aid providers in 2018.

71% of low-income families will experience at least one civil 
legal problem in a given year.

86% of these legal needs go unmet because of limited 
resources for civil legal aid providers.

There is 1 legal aid attorney for every 8,000 North 
Carolinians eligible for legal services, compared to 
1 private lawyer for every 367 North Carolina residents.



Survey of Lawyers & Stakeholders
Housing Legal Services 3.48

Family Legal Services 3.46

Community Education 3.40

Immigration Legal Services 3.38

Seniors 3.35

Health Legal Services 3.34

Juvenile Justice 3.33

Children 3.32

Economic Development 3.31

Public Benefits 3.31

Consumer 3.23

Advance Directives 3.20

Employment Legal Services 3.16

Civil rights/Discrimination Services 3.14

Vet/Military Benefits 3.09

2.78

2.83

3.03

Environmental Legal Services

Disaster Recovery/Relief

Educational Legal Services

Client Needs
1=No Need 4=Great Need



Survey of Clients
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1.7 million administrative records  
(2015-2019) for 26 civil case types

were analyzed and mapped



Evictions Foreclosures

Evictions Foreclosures “We fight evictions one after another after  
another after another, because income  

doesn’t match housing costs, ultimately,  
and you can’t fix that by fighting evictions.”

“Most people see [eviction] as an income  
problem and not a legal problem.... Very  
often we will have a counterclaim for the  
code violations which greatly exceeds the  
deficiency in rent. And the landlord then  
ends up owing the client money, and our  
client has no clue that that’s how it works  

before they get to us.”

1,897 284
Prevented in 2019

170,046 23,778

Filed Annually

Housing Issues

Civil Legal Agencies Reported: 1% of cases



Family Law

Civil Legal Agencies Reported assisting in  
2,910 domestic violence protection orders
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Services 
Provided vs.
Cases Filed

Legal Services 
Providers: (2019 data)

1,897 Evictions 
prevented (1.1%)
284 Foreclosures 
prevented (1.2%)
2,910 Domestic 
Violence Protective 
Orders Obtained 
(8.9%)

Civil Court Filings:
(annualized data, 2015-2019)

170,046 Summary 
ejectment actions

23,778 
Foreclosures

32,651 Domestic 
violence actions
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Costs Are 
Largest Barrier 

to Receiving 
Services 

The top 4 most frequently mentioned barriers, according 
to client survey respondents:

Costs: 91.2%

Lengthy legal processes: 25.5%

Perception that case would be unimportant to a lawyer: 16.3%

Missed workdays: 13.4% 

Residents of rural areas were more likely to face additional barriers 
such as lack of public transport and living further from 
a legal aid office.



Executive Summary

• Key Data

• 15 Pages

• PDF easily downloaded

www.nclegalneeds.org

http://www.nclegalneeds.org/


Interactive Story Map

www.nclegalneeds.org



infographics

https://chcs.uncg.edu/wp-content/uploads/2021/04/legalNeedsInfographics.pdf

• Seven summary sheets

• Access through website

• Link at end of story map



County Profiles

• 11 pages
• Demographic and AOC Data
• All 100 Counties
• Access through drop down menu at 

top of home page, using interactive 
map
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