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I. Case Load Statistics

A. In 2018, the Montana district courts judges had 49,264 new cases filed before 
them, including:

(1) 14,640 civil cases.  By comparison, there were 705 civil cases filed in the 
Montana U.S. District Court in 2018, of which 47% were prisoner 
petitions;

(2) 12,806 criminal cases.  By comparison, there were 373 criminal cases filed
in the Montana U.S. District Court in 2018;

(3) 12,245 family cases;

(4) 4,735 guardianship and probate cases;

(5) 2,561 child abuse and neglect cases;

(6) 1,208 involuntary commitment cases; and

(7) 1,069 juvenile criminal cases.

B. Thru the Third Quarter of 2019, the Montana district court judges have had 
35,336 new cases filed before them, including:

(1) 10,691 civil cases;

(2) 9,150 criminal cases;

(3) 8,481 family cases;

(4) 3,683 guardianship and probate cases;

(5) 1,772 child abuse and neglect cases;

(6) 810 involuntary commitment cases; and

(7) 749 juvenile criminal cases.
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II. Civil Case Filing Analysis

A. Case Clearance Rate:  The case clearance rate measures whether a court is 
keeping up with its incoming caseload.  The higher a case clearance rate, the less 
likely a backlog of cases exists.  

(1) In 2018, the case clearance rate for all courts across all cases was 95%.  In 
2019, the case clearance rate for all courts across all cases is 99%.

(2) In 2018, the case clearance rate for all courts across civil cases was 91%, 
meaning more civil cases are being filed than the district courts can close. 
Civil cases had the lowest case clearance rate compared to other 
categories, with the exception of involuntary commitments.  In 2019, the 
case clearance rate for all courts across civil cases is 92%.

B. On-Time Case Processing Rate: The on-time case processing rate measures to 
what extent a court is processing its cases within the established time reference 
points.  The Montana Supreme Court has established specific on-time references 
points for each case category from which a court’s on-time case processing rate is 
measured.

(1) On-Time Reference Points: 

 Child abuse and neglect cases: 457 days; 

 Civil cases: 730 days; criminal cases: 270 days; 

 Family cases: 270 days; 

 Involuntary commitment cases: 180 days; 

 Juvenile cases: 180 days; and 

 Probate and guardianship cases: 730 days.

(2) In 2018, the on-time case processing rate for all courts across all cases was
80%. In 2019, the on-time case processing rate for all courts across all 
cases is 74%.
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(3) In 2018, the on-time case processing rate for all courts across civil cases 
was 89%, meaning 89% of cases were opened and closed within 730 days 
By comparison, 67% of civil cases filed across all U.S. District Courts are 
resolved with 730 days.  In 2019, the on-time case processing rate for all 
courts across civil cases is 89%.

(4) The average age of a civil case in 2018 was 598 days.

III. Caveat: FILING TOTALS CAN BE MISLEADING

Montana district court judges have widely varying dockets and resources.  Some cover 
multiple counties, some do not have law clerks, some do not have their own courtrooms and 
court reporters, and some have a higher percentage of time-consuming cases filed in front of 
them. For example, these are the categories and number of new cases filed in the Eleventh 
Judicial District and the Eighteenth Judicial District:

2018
Judge J. Brown Judge Eddy

Child Abuse and Neglect 23 46
Civil 474 348
Criminal 383 247
Family 135 387
Involuntary Commitment 21 39
Juvenile 19 35
Probate/Guardianship 81 116
TOTAL 1136 1218

2019 YTD
Judge J. Brown Judge Eddy

Child Abuse and Neglect 19 39
Civil 413 251
Criminal 262 169
Family 99 270
Involuntary Commitment 12 19
Juvenile 5 45
Probate/Guardianship 63 91
TOTAL 883 884

While these judges have a similar total number of cases filed in front of them, the reality 
of their dockets is quite different.  
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IV. Jury Trials

In 2018, state district courts tried 48 civil jury trials and 180 criminal jury trials, for a 
total of 229.  This means 1.4% of criminal cases are going to trial, and, anecdotally, about .6% of
civil cases are going to trial.  It is difficult to calculate the percent of civil cases going to trial 
because the State does not track the number of jury cases versus nonjury cases filed.  The .6% 
assumes half of the civil filings requested a jury trial.  The following is the breakdown of 
counties that tried more than 10 jury trials in 2018, plus a glimpse of those counties for 2019:

2018
Civil Criminal Total

Cascade County 10 33 43
Yellowstone County 5 18 23
Gallatin County 6 17 23
Missoula County 3 13 16
Lewis & Clark County 4 11 15
Lincoln County 1 13 14
Flathead County 5 7 12

First Half 2019
Civil Criminal Total

Lewis & Clark County 3 16 19
Cascade County 2 16 18
Yellowstone County 4 12 16
Flathead County 3 11 14
Missoula County 0 11 11
Gallatin County 3 6 9
Lincoln County 0 6 6

The Office of the Court Administrator hand-calculated the above numbers based on cases
submitted by county clerks of court.  As such, historical statistics were not requested from the 
State to know whether the number of jury trials is declining, and, if so, at what rate.

By comparison, there were 19 jury trials in the Montana U.S. District Courts in 2018, 
which is a 50% decline from the 36 cases tried in the Montana U.S. District Court in 2014 
(number of cases tried has declined every year from 2014-2018).  More than 1.7% of the total 
cases filed in the Montana U.S. District Courts are going to trial, but these courts do not track 
civil versus criminal jury trials.
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