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CIRCUIT COURT 
 

Circuit courts are the state’s trial courts of general jurisdiction through which the 

bulk of criminal proceedings and civil litigation are processed.  South Dakota has 

seven judicial circuits (map on following page), 43 circuit judges and 15 full-time 

magistrate judges and 1 part-time magistrate judge.  Circuit court judges are 

elected by the voters within the circuit where they serve.  The judges must be voting 

residents of their circuit at the time they take office.  In the event of a vacancy, the 

Governor appoints a replacement from a list of nominees selected by the Judicial 

Qualifications Commission.   
 

 

 
 

MAGISTRATE COURT 
 

Magistrate courts assist the circuit courts in disposing of misdemeanor criminal 

cases and minor civil actions.  These courts have limited jurisdiction but make the 

judicial system more accessible to the public by providing a means of direct court 

contact for the average citizen. The jurisdiction of the magistrate court varies 

depending on whether a magistrate judge or a clerk magistrate presides.  Clerk  

magistrates are not attorneys but are clerks who receive specialized training.  They 

provide functions that need to be handled expeditiously.  Both magistrate judges 

and clerk magistrates are appointed by the presiding judge. 

Seven Presiding Judges and 36 Circuit Court Judges in seven Circuits 

have the following: 
 

          Original jurisdiction in all civil and criminal actions, 

          Exclusive jurisdiction in felony trials, arraignments and all types of civil actions  

          except areas of concurrent jurisdiction shared with magistrate courts, and 

          Appellate jurisdiction over magistrate court decisions. 
 

 

 

Magistrate Judges:    Clerk Magistrates:     
15 full-time and one part-time in 7 circuits:  Functions usually performed by clerks: 
 

   Are Committing magistrates for all courts Concurrent jurisdiction with magistrate 

courts to: 

Conduct:         Receive depositions; 

   Preliminary hearings for all criminal     Issue warrants; 

   prosecutions;        Conduct certain preliminary hearings; 

   Trials of criminal misdemeanor;      Set bail; 

   Trials of civil actions if the debt;      Appoint counsel; 

   damage, claim or value of  the property     Accept pleas for Class 2 misdemeanors;  

   involved does not exceed $12,000; and     Conduct hearings for petty offenses; 

   Small claims proceedings if the debt,      Render judgments for uncontested  

   damage, claim, or value of the property     small claims, and  

   involved does not exceed $12,000.      Perform marriages. 
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Civil Caseload 

 
The following chart compares various types of civil (non-criminal) and juvenile 

caseload filings for the past five fiscal years.    

 

 

 

 

  

 

Civil
Domestic

Relations
Probate Small Claims Juvenile

Miscellaneous

*

FY2015 13,590 15,890 2,582 28,903 6,602 5,732

FY2016 13,699 16,470 2,361 27,701 5,040 6,559

FY2017 13,189 16,344 2,462 28,916 6,066 6,116

FY2018 14,227 14,945 2,450 26,111 6,600 6,225

FY2019 13,079 14,488 2,341 26,949 5,164 6,383

 -
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Chart 6. Civil Caseload Comparison

* Miscellaneous includes Adoptions, Guardianships, Trusts, Terminal of Parental Rights, Mental Illness and Drug & Alcohol 

Commitment filings. 

 



South Dakota Unified Judicial System            15 

Criminal Caseload 

 

The following chart below compares criminal case filings for the past five fiscal years.  

Felony and Extradited filings have increased steadily in the past five fiscal years 

while misdemeanors have decreased. 

 

  

 

FY2015 FY2016 FY2017 FY2018 FY2019

Class 2 Misdemeanor 112,323 114,445 114,231 115,784 104,426

 95,000

 100,000

 105,000

 110,000

 115,000

 120,000

Class 2 Misdemeanor

 

FY2015 FY2016 FY2017 FY2018 FY2019

Class 1 Misdemeanor 20,979 22,055 21,884 22,144 20,827

 20,000
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 21,000

 21,500
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 22,500

Class 1 Misdemeanor

 

FY2015 FY2016 FY2017 FY2018 FY2019

Felony & Extradited 10,392 10,800 11,512 12,259 12,527

 -
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Felony & Extradited
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RECEIPTS 

 
Chart 8 below shows various types of receipts for the past five fiscal years.  (See  

Appendix A for definitions of receipt categories or the UJS website for further receipt  

information by county and circuit). 

 

Chart 9 below shows court automation receipts for the past five fiscal years.  Court 

Automation is a surcharge assessed on all criminal prosecutions and civil actions to 

fund court automation costs including development of the new statewide case  

management system.   
 

 
 

  

 

 $-

 $500,000

 $1,000,000

 $1,500,000

 $2,000,000

 $2,500,000

 $3,000,000

 $3,500,000

FY2015 FY2016 FY2017 FY2018 FY2019

Ct. Apptd. Atty. Fees $2,447,950 $2,392,149 $1,867,401 $1,825,949 $1,728,802

Cash Fees $927,715 $925,119 $956,175 $944,027 $928,463

Restitution $3,254,140 $3,192,971 $2,677,026 $2,795,723 $3,305,942

Chart 8. Court-Appointed Attorney Fees, Cash Fees 

and Restitution Receipts
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FY2015 FY2016 FY2017 FY2018 FY2019

Court Automation $7,716,535 $6,668,139 $6,288,250 $6,512,611 $6,523,806

Chart 9. Court Automation Receipts
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DISBURSEMENTS

  
Charts on this page illustrate the volume of receipts disbursed by clerks of court.     

 

Disbursements to cities are primarily city fines collected by the court system.  The 

amount remitted to the cities is 65% of the total city fines, forfeitures, and penalties 

and 100% of city costs.   The remaining 35% is remitted to the state general fund. 

 

Disbursements to the state include liquidated costs and the 35% of city fines 

mentioned above.   

 

Disbursements to counties include state fines - including funds returned to school 

districts in accordance with Article VIII, § 3, of the South Dakota Constitution - costs,  

forfeitures, and various fees for civil filings.   
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 $5,000,000

 $10,000,000

 $15,000,000

 $20,000,000

 $25,000,000

 $30,000,000
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FY2015 FY2016 FY2017 FY2018 FY2019

State $12,444,929 $12,713,454 $11,846,415 $12,296,721 $12,075,402

County $14,768,552 $15,327,723 $13,395,772 $13,838,681 $12,895,771

City $423,105 $474,953 $488,235 $454,419 $401,824

Restitution $3,086,005 $3,142,762 $2,764,036 $2,819,767 $3,305,942

Chart 10.  Select Revenue Disbursements
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