
Judges are public officials who oversee the court process and rule on whether someone is

guilty of a crime in trials without a jury. They also protect the rights of people in the legal

system. In a criminal or juvenile case, the judge is a neutral referee who ensures the trial is fair

and based on evidence. Judges enforce legal protections for people accused of a crime and can

toss out evidence that was obtained illegally by officers. Judges can also overturn cases where

they found that a judge, lawyer, or other individual violated the rights of the accused person. 

Judges also enforce the right of all people to receive equal treatment under the law regardless

of race, gender, nationality, or other factors. Because judges are impartial, they can act as a

check on racial or other biases in the courtroom. 

If a jury or judge finds that a person is guilty of a crime, the judge decides the severity of the

penalty that person should receive. Punishment might include a fine, a jail or prison sentence,

the death penalty, mental health support, community supervision, or rehabilitation.

Judges have power to protect the state Constitution and the rights of the people by

overturning laws. In California, we have three branches of government: the executive, the

legislative, and the judicial branches. Judges in the judicial branch can overturn a law passed by

the California Legislature (legislative branch) and signed by the Governor (executive branch) if

they find that this law violates the state Constitution.

California’s judicial system is split into three layers: superior courts, appeals courts, and the

state Supreme Court. Judges in each layer have different levels of power to make decisions

and overrule the decisions of other judges. Voters may see up to three types of judges on their

ballot each election:

1) Superior (County) Court Judges

Each county has a superior court where judges decide on criminal and civil cases. Superior court

judges can set bail, decide on punishment, and require alternate programs to incarceration, like

counseling or drug treatment. Superior court judges are elected by voters. Voters get to decide

whether or not to keep these Superior court judges in office every six years. 

So, what do judges actually do and have control over?
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2) Court of Appeals Judges
A person found guilty of a crime in the superior court can appeal their decision to one of

California’s Court of Appeals. Appeals court judges can overturn decisions made by superior

court judges and can overturn laws. 

3) Supreme Court Justices
Seven judges serve on California’s highest court, the state Supreme Court. A person can

appeal  a decision made by the Court of Appeals to the CA Supreme Court. The CA Supreme

Court makes the final decision on whether a case should be reheard, a person should be

released from prison or death row, or if a law should be overturned. Very few cases make it up

to the state’s highest court: Supreme Court justices rule on fewer than 100 cases out of over

6,000 requests for appeals each year. 

CA appeals court judges and Supreme Court justices are appointed by the governor and

confirmed by a government commission. In the next election after the judge’s confirmation,

voters decide whether to keep the judge in office. Voters decide whether to keep CA appeals

court judges and Supreme Court justices in office every 12 years.

THERE ARE THREE LEVELS IN CALIFORNIA'S STATE COURT SYSTEM:

Your vote matters: judges are not politicians, but make decisions each day that have important

consequences for people in the criminal justice system and have enormous impact on the

equitable treatment of each individual. 

WHEN YOU VOTE, CHOOSE JUDGES WHO REFLECT YOUR IDEAS

ABOUT HOW THE COURTS SHOULD WORK.
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COUNTY COURT

Each county has a

Superior Court where

criminal and civil trials take

place. 

COURT OF APPEALS

These courts review cases

appealed from county courts if

one of the parties wants to

protest the decision. 

SUPREME COURT

This is the top court in the state with

seven judges (called "justices"). It has

the final decision on cases that have

been appealed from lower courts. 

JUDGES
WHAT'S THEIR POWER?


