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Mission
To provide a fair and efficient forum for the just resolution  

of civil, family, and criminal matters.

Vision
The Judicial Branch works constantly to provide a court  

system that not only is fair but is perceived as fair, in which all 
persons are treated equally and all matters are resolved in an 
unbiased and just manner according to the law as established  

by the United States Constitution, the Constitution of  
South Carolina, state statutes, and the common law.
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As I say each year, it is my absolute honor and privilege 
to serve as Chief Justice. Yet, as all Chief Justices have 
recognized, with this privilege comes the tremendous 
responsibility of serving as the administrative head of 
the Judicial Branch. The last two years were the most 
challenging of my tenure. 

Without question, COVID-19 has tested the Judicial 
Branch. For health and safety reasons, we were forced to 
alter our courts’ normal operating procedures in numerous 
respects. Notwithstanding the circumstances, there is a 
critical need to maintain access to the courts, protect the 
constitutional rights of individuals, and ensure that justice 
is served. Through a coordinated effort, our court systems 
remained open and accessible.

By quickly implementing technology, we conducted  
approximately 41,000 remote hearings since April 2020, 
held appellate oral arguments virtually, livestreamed select 
court proceedings, and timely processed cases. Because these 
innovations yielded increased efficiency, cost savings, and 
even greater public access to our courts, we are evaluating 
what methods of operation will continue in the future. 

I believe the Judicial Branch was able to successfully  
accomplish its mission in the midst of a pandemic because  
it had a solid foundation in place. As this Annual Report 
will demonstrate, over the past five years we have made tremendous progress toward the strategic goals that I announced 
when I became Chief Justice in 2017. Each of these goals was purposefully set in an effort to strengthen the Judicial Branch 
so that it can best serve the citizens of South Carolina.  

I am extremely proud of what our judges and staff have accomplished. But, we have a lot of work ahead of us, which will 
include recovery from the pandemic. Like other states, we have a backlog of cases in our trial courts due to the mitigation 
measures taken to reduce the spread of COVID-19. We are actively working on solutions, including collaboration with local, 
county, and state officials. Undoubtedly, this will be a long and difficult process. However, I am confident that, by working 
together, we will be able to increase the disposition rate of our oldest cases. The Judicial Branch is committed to this effort 
and remains steadfast in fulfilling its role in the government of South Carolina. 

Sincerely,

 
Donald W. Beatty 
Chief Justice, Supreme Court of South Carolina

From the Chief Justice
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In 1995, Donald W. Beatty, a Spartanburg attorney who had previously served as a commissioned military officer and a 

member of the S.C. House of Representatives, was elected to serve as a Circuit Court Judge. In 2003, he was elected to the 

Court of Appeals. He was elected as an Associate Justice of the Supreme Court of South Carolina in 2007, and was elected 

Chief Justice in 2016. 

During Chief Justice Beatty’s tenure in the South Carolina trial and appellate courts, he has worked on the front lines of the 

Judicial Branch’s efforts to serve the state’s citizens through periods of growth and change.  

At the time Chief Justice Beatty became a Circuit Court 
Judge, very few minorities or women were serving in 
South Carolina’s trial and appellate courts. As of March 
28, 2022, the diversity of trial and appellate court 
judges has increased, with 13 percent of these judges 
being African-American and 40 percent being women. 

The number of judges and employees at the Judicial 
Branch has grown exponentially over the past few 
decades. This reflects the growing population of South 
Carolina and the resulting need for increased court 
services, particularly in General Sessions Court, where 
case filings have also increased with population.

Most recently, baby boomers have been reaching 
retirement age, resulting in the loss of valuable institu-
tional knowledge. More than ever before, continuing 
legal education, organizational planning, and managing 
business processes is essential to the successful operation 
of South Carolina courts.

On the day of his investiture in 2017, Chief Justice Beatty 
spoke of five strategic goals that he would seek to achieve 
during his tenure as head of South Carolina’s courts. The 
following sections provide updates on the Judicial Branch’s 
progress toward meeting these goals.

Five Years in Review: An Introduction

“What is the State of the Judicial Branch? I am convinced that it is better. In 2018, during my first 
State of the Judiciary address, I came to the General Assembly in crisis. Our judges were paid some 
of the lowest salaries in the nation. We could not cover some terms of court because we had no way 

to capture the record. Our 2003 case management system was becoming obsolete. We could not hire 
much-needed staff. We faced financial challenges. 

Now, in 2022, we are in much better shape. Our judges’ pay is commensurate with their national 
counterparts. We have resources and staff to cover all scheduled terms of court. We are working to 

modernize necessary technology. We are working toward a stable source of funding for staff  
positions. We are putting forth unprecedented effort toward docket management. We have had  
some success, but there is much work to be done, and the Judicial Branch remains dedicated  

to moving forward.” 

— Chief Justice Donald W. Beatty, April 2022
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Strategic Goal 1: Foster a cooperative (not subservient) relationship among 
the Judicial Branch, the Legislative Branch, and the Executive Branch while 

maintaining a focus on the constitutional separation of powers.
The concept of three separate branches of government is 
a familiar one. Article I, Section 8 of the South Carolina 
Constitution states, in part, that:

[i]n the government of this State, the legislative, executive, and 
judicial powers of the government shall be forever separate and 
distinct from each other. 

Practically speaking, however, the distinction that  
each branch of government is separate and co-equal  
is often overlooked. 

For decades, we were called the “South Carolina Judicial 
Department.” Although this name is correct according 
to the state constitution, the term “department” makes 
it sound as if we are part of the Executive Branch. To 
disabuse the public of this notion, during the last several 
years we have identified ourselves as the “South Carolina 
Judicial Branch.” Our website, correspondence, and  
publications have been updated to reflect this name. 

More than just a change of title, adopting the Judicial 
Branch name is a purposeful recognition of the distinct and 
essential role South Carolina’s courts play in the operation 
of state government. 

FINANCIAL STABILITY
At some point in their lives, all citizens are affected by a 
decision of one of our trial or appellate courts. To truly 
provide South Carolinians a fair and efficient forum for 
the just resolution of civil, family, and criminal disputes, 
the Judicial Branch must be financially stable and operate 
independently.

The Judicial Branch has had significant budget needs  
in recent years, and the Legislative Branch has been  
receptive to our requests and supportive of our needs, 
some of which have included increasing judicial salaries 
and funding technology improvements. 

In 2018, South Carolina judicial salaries were among the 
lowest in the nation. The fulfillment of our budget request 
to increase judicial salaries has helped recruit and retain 
highly qualified judges, who are essential to upholding the 
rule of law and fostering public trust in the judicial system.

The Judicial Branch’s requests for technology funding have 
also been met with support and the understanding that 
technology such as our Trial Court Case Management 
System and Digital Court Reporting project are critical to 
court operations.  

Updates on Strategic Goals

SCJB Fines and Fees Revenue
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The fact that the Judicial Branch cannot continue to fund 
operations or salaries with the unstable source of fines and 
fees has also been met with understanding. Court fines and 
fees are unpredictable and over the past decade, they have 
generally decreased at a steady rate. 

Among the keys to a sound judicial system are a competent 
judiciary, skilled court staff, sound administrative practices 
and a modern technological infrastructure. The South 
Carolina Judicial Branch plays a vital role by providing and 
supporting many of these components statewide.

The Judicial Branch’s Case Management 
System, which holds court- 
related information, 
and the Public 
Index, which allows 
the public access to 
court information, 
are central to court 
operations. And, 
most recently, the 
South Carolina 
Legislature funded 
a project (TEC or Technology 
Enhanced Courtroom) that will enable the Judicial 
Branch to modernize courtroom operations statewide. 

The need for funding from the Legislature for statewide 
projects such as these is undeniable. South Carolina’s trial 
courts are funded by city, town and county governments, 
resulting in a disparity in funding between the wealthiest 
and poorest counties. The South Carolina Judicial Branch 
helps provide consistent court operations in some cases 
by offering additional infrastructure and support in the 
counties where it is most needed.  

A step that could be taken to facilitate the independence 
of the Judicial Branch would be a “flat” source of funding. 
This would be accomplished through legislation that would 
give the Judicial Branch a set, recurring percentage of 
General Appropriations. A recurring percentage would not 
only provide adequate funding, it would provide the Judicial 
Branch a significant measure of independence as a separate 
branch of government.

To remain true to our state constitution, our ultimate 
goal must be to establish three separate, equally powerful, 
branches of government. But, to best serve our citizens, the 

branches of government must work together.  

The Judicial Branch is committed 
to working coopera-
tively with the General 
Assembly and the 
Governor's Office. We 
continue to foster these 
relationships through 
open communication and 
by seeking opportunities 
to interact with members 
of the General Assembly 

and the Governor's Office. These interactions 
help us better understand and appreciate their roles 

in our state government. For example, the Supreme Court, 
in conjunction with the South Carolina Bar, schedules an 
annual meeting with the Lawyer- 
Legislators so that these members of the General Assembly 
can ask questions and express concerns in an informal 
setting. These meetings have been productive and they will 
continue to provide an open dialogue on current issues in 
South Carolina.

STATE FUNDING:

STATE AND 
LOCAL FUNDING:

LOCAL FUNDING:

SUPREME COURTCOURT OF APPEALS

CIRCUIT COURTFAMILY COURT

PROBATE COURTMUNICIPAL COURT

MAGISTRATES COURT

MASTER-IN-EQUITY REGISTERS OF DEEDSCOUNTY CLERKS

SUPREME COURT
Court Services
Fiscal Services

Human Resources
Information Technology

BOARDS &
COMMISSIONS
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Strategic Goal 2: Restructure the organization of departments  
within the Judicial Branch.

Chief Justice Beatty works closely with an Executive 
Team, comprised of leaders from functional areas, 
including the State Court Administrator, the Directors of 
each division within Court Administration, the Clerk of 
the Supreme Court, the Clerk of the Court of Appeals, the 
Directors of the Office of Disciplinary Counsel and the 
Office of Commission Counsel, General Counsel to the 
Chief Justice, and General Counsel to the Judicial Branch.

OFFICE OF THE STATE COURT ADMINISTRATOR
At the beginning of his tenure, Chief Justice Beatty 
began implementing a new organizational structure  
for the Judicial Branch’s administrative offices.  
Recognizing that the operational divisions needed 
centralized oversight, Chief Justice Beatty appointed 
attorney Tonnya K. Kohn to serve in the new  
position of State Court Administrator. The State  
Court Administrator oversees the operation of Court 
Administration, which includes Court Services, as  
well as the previously independent offices of Fiscal 
Services, Human Resources, and Information 
Technology. Also reporting to the State Court  
Administrator are the Office of Public Information  
and the Court Education Division.

OFFICE OF FISCAL SERVICES
Fiscal Services Director Paul Magargle oversees the 
budgeting, accounting, payroll, and procurement functions 
of the South Carolina Judicial Branch. Fiscal Services works 
closely with the Chief Justice to ensure that the South 
Carolina Judicial Branch’s annual request for funding from 
the General Assembly is designed to meet the most essential 

budgetary needs of the state court system while also making 
fiscally responsible use of state funding. 

Fiscal Services coordinates with the appropriate state 
agencies to ensure compensation and financial recordkeeping 
needs of Judicial Branch judges and employees are met. 
Additionally, Fiscal Services oversees Procurement, which 
plays an essential role in helping implement the Chief 
Justice’s strategic initiatives, especially those involving 
technology. Procurement works to identify, price, and 
procure goods and vendor services that will meet the 
Judicial Branch’s specific needs. 

OFFICE OF HUMAN RESOURCES
Human Resources Director Georgette Rivers oversees  
recruitment, onboarding, employee relations, benefits, 
policies and procedures, and many other functions relating 
to the experiences and engagement of Judicial Branch 
judges and employees. Human Resources supports approx-
imately 600 judges and employees statewide. During the 
COVID-19 pandemic, Human Resources has worked 
tirelessly to anticipate and meet the needs of judges and 
employees, and to implement Chief Justice Beatty’s direc-
tives. Throughout the pandemic, Human Resources has 
managed the Judicial Branch’s efforts to prevent the spread 
of COVID-19, as well as processes and procedures related to 
infection and isolation of Judicial Branch personnel.  

COURT SERVICES
In December 2021, Karama Herrington was promoted 
to Director of Court Services, a group that includes 
attorneys and employees who provide operational and 
advisory support to trial and summary courts. An attorney, 
Herrington had most recently served as a deputy director, 
overseeing court reporting and interpreting.

Court Services employees serve as liaisons to judges and court-
house staff throughout the state, while also working to help 
courts implement the operational directives and administrative 
orders set forth by the Chief Justice. Groups within Court 
Services include Trial Court Support Services, Summary 
Court Services, and Judge and Court Reporter Scheduling. 

In 2022, in keeping with Chief Justice Beatty’s directive to 
reduce the General Sessions case backlog, Court Services 

OFFICE OF THE STATE COURT ADMINISTRATOR

COURT
ADMINISTRATION

INFORMATION
TECHNOLOGY

FISCAL
SERVICES

COURT
SERVICES

HUMAN
RESOURCES

COURT EDUCATION
DIVISION

OFFICE OF
PUBLIC INFORMATION
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will add General Sessions Docket Liaisons, who will 
monitor and report on the General Sessions dockets in 
all judicial circuits. Docket Liaisons will give particular 
attention to older cases, especially those three years or older, 
working to identify obstacles and reasons for delays.

OFFICE OF INFORMATION TECHNOLOGY
The role of information technology in courts continues to 
grow and expand, and Information Technology Director 
Chris Haley oversees this growing and changing area. The 
Office of Information Technology’s professionals have a 
wide range of expertise, including such areas as networking, 
IT security, application development and support, and 
much more. The Office of Information Technology has 
implemented, and is in the process of implementing, many 
projects that support Chief Justice Beatty’s directives for the 
court system.

DIGITAL COURT REPORTING
In January 2018, the Supreme Court authorized the use of 
Digital Court Reporting for capturing the record in South 
Carolina courtrooms. Since that time, the Judicial Branch 
has established 46 digital courtrooms in 33 counties, and we 
have two portable systems as well. 

DEFENDANT MESSAGING NOTIFICATION
The Judicial Branch successfully deployed text messaging 
technology to send first notifications to defendants 
regarding their first appearances in court in Spartanburg 
and Cherokee Counties. We are working to establish this 
notification system in other areas of the state.

BUSINESS CONTINUITY AND  
DISASTER RECOVERY
The Judicial Branch received funding in 2016 to develop 
a Business Continuity and Disaster Recovery (BC-DR) 
plan to ensure the security and sustainability of statewide 
court operations in the event of a disaster. The plan has 
been developed and continues to evolve, and a Crisis 
Management Team made up of Judicial Branch leaders 
has been assembled. A Data Center Refresh updated 
the majority of disaster recovery equipment that was at 
end-of-life, with the remaining end-of-life equipment to be 
replaced in 2023. 

LIVE COURT STREAMING 
When the COVID-19 pandemic began, the Judicial Branch 
quickly started using video conferencing technology to hold 
court proceedings. Both the Supreme Court and Court of 
Appeals used Webex to conduct oral arguments, for social 
distancing. Since March 2020, Circuit and Family Courts 
have held approximately 41,000 hearings via Webex.

ELECTRONIC SENTENCE SHEET PROJECT
The Judicial Branch continues to work on developing 
an electronic sentence sheet that will meet the needs of 
all parties in the courtroom and help prevent errors that 
sometimes occur on handwritten sentence sheets. Some 
initial in-courtroom testing in late 2021 revealed the 
need for further testing and development by IT, which is 
currently underway. During 2022, the Judicial Branch will 
continue to engage with Clerks of Court, Solicitors, Public 
Defenders, and other stakeholders to move forward on the 
development of the electronic sentence sheet.

NEW TRIAL COURT CASE  
MANAGEMENT SYSTEM
The Judicial Branch began the process of soliciting proposals 
to replace the current Trial Court Case Management System 
in 2019, and the project is currently projected to begin a 
pilot implementation in 2023. 

Data protection is an essential part of the Judicial Branch’s  
Business Continuity and Disaster Recovery Plan.
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TECHNOLOGY ENHANCED COURTROOM (TEC) 
With the Technology Enhanced Courtroom (TEC) project, 
the Judicial Branch has embarked on a journey into the 
future of courtroom technology. While technology has 
played a role in courtrooms for decades, it has increasingly 
been employed to address problems faced by court systems 
nationwide. In today’s world, we expect technology to play 
a larger role in the operation of a modern courtroom and 
more importantly, in the expansion and equalization of the 
public’s access to justice and the promotion of the fair and 
equitable administration of justice. 

The TEC will provide a complete solution to address 
problems identified prior to and during the COVID-19 
pandemic by leveraging Artificial Intelligence (AI), 
equipment, and software to streamline and improve 
court processes. The TEC project will enable parties 
and court officials to simultaneously participate in court 
proceedings, in‐person and/or remotely, by utilizing 
technology to improve efficiency, access, safety, and 
enhance court operations.

Courtroom upfitting will likely include some of the 
following features and functions: 

  » Dedicated, reliable internet
  » Built‐in video conferencing
  » Hybrid court
  » Screen sharing
  » Public access/live streaming
  » Digital evidence presentation
  » Closed captioning
  » Multi‐room presentation
  » Digital audio and video recording
  » Rough‐draft transcription
  » Foreign language interpretation
  » Sign language interpretation
  »  Upfit of current digital court reporting 
capable courtrooms

  » Ongoing support and maintenance
A second phase of the TEC project will potentially 
incorporate secure document uploading/retention and 
remote operating capabilities. To ensure all stakeholder 
needs and perspectives are considered, the Judicial 
Branch has assembled a team of subject matter experts 
representing the following organizations:

  » SC Department of Corrections
  » SC Department of Juvenile Justice

  »  SC Department of Probation, Parole,  
and Pardon Services

  » SC Department of Social Services
  » Guardian ad Litem
  » SC Access to Justice Commission
  » SC Commission on Prosecution Coordination
  » SC Commission on Indigent Defense
  » Circuit Court Advisory Committee
  » Family Court Advisory Committee
  » Clerk of Court Advisory Committee
  » Court Reporter Advisory Committee
  » South Carolina Bar

The Judicial Branch has received funding for the TEC 
project, which will include the upfit of up to 95 courtrooms. 
The project has begun with identification of technological 
needs of the modern courtroom in South Carolina and 
stakeholder identification. Next, the Judicial Branch will 
identify a primary vendor to develop and implement a 
complete solution. The Judicial Branch has developed a plan 
to complete the TEC project in phases over approximately 
three years. 

OFFICE OF PUBLIC INFORMATION
Recognizing that the effectiveness of the judicial system 
depends upon public trust, Chief Justice Beatty in 2018 
established an Office of Public Information. Ginny Jones 
serves as the Judicial Branch’s Public Information Director, 
with oversight for external and internal communications, 
publications, and community outreach. 

Established in 2018, the Judges in Schools program puts judges in 
school classrooms throughout the state to talk with young people 
about the court system and other civics topics.
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In 2018, the Office of Public Information established the 
Judges in Schools program, a coordinated effort to put 
judges into South Carolina classrooms to talk with students 
about the court system and government in general.  

The Office of Public Information handles all media inquiries 
on behalf of the Judicial Branch. Judges are prohibited from 
publicly discussing matters before them and from providing 
public comments that could be interpreted as advisory 
opinions. However, in the absence of information, media 
outlets are unequipped to include the perspective of the 
Judicial Branch in their stories. 

By serving as a liaison between judges and the media, the 
Office of Public Information seeks to provide context that 
may help reporters tell balanced stories. This is accom-
plished by providing relevant information such as applicable 
court rules, statutes, and data — or, in some cases, sharing 
the rules or statutes which prohibit the Judicial Branch from 
providing information. 

The Office of Public Information handles numerous media 
inquiries each week, ranging from instructions for attending 
live and virtual court proceedings, requests for court 

statistics, information about high-profile matters and trials, 
requests to attend Judicial Branch events, and information 
about Judicial Branch operations and procedures. 

Despite the Office of Public Information’s efforts to provide 
context and accurate information to media, misinformation 
is an ongoing issue for the South Carolina Judicial Branch 
and for court systems everywhere. In these cases, the  
Office of Public Information seeks to respond quickly to 
correct misinformation.   

Public Information also provides media relations support to 
courts at all levels for events such as Adoption Day and  
Pro Se Day. In an effort to enhance direct communication 
with the public and Judicial Branch employees, Public 
Information most recently established a Judicial Branch 
Twitter account: @SC_Courts. 

COURT EDUCATION DIVISION
In keeping with Chief Justice Beatty’s commitment to 
expanding and improving court education opportunities, 
he established the Court Education Division in 2020. 
Court Education Administrator Christine Christopherson 
leads the division in creating both online and in-person 
educational events and programming for judges and staff. 
This has included the development of a curriculum and the 
SCJB Online Learning System, launched in 2021.  
See Strategic Goal 5 for an overview of the Court 
Education Division.

Public Information coordinated media interviews of  
Spartanburg Clerk of Court Amy Cox on Pro Se Day in  
November 2021.  



11South Carolina Judicial Branch, 2021 Annual Report

Strategic Goal 3: Facilitate the efficient resolution of cases in all courts 
through improved docket management, revitalized case management 

systems, and enhanced infrastructure.
Chief Justice Beatty began the early days and months of his 
tenure by personally visiting, and sending Judicial Branch 
employees to visit, trial and summary courts throughout 
the state. The Chief Justice continues to observe court 
proceedings and visit courthouses throughout the state as 
his schedule allows. He established an “open-door” policy 
with judges, who contact him on a regular basis to express 
ideas and suggestions. These personal interactions have 
provided the Chief Justice tremendous insight into the 
challenges facing South Carolina’s courts.   

COURT REPORTER SHORTAGE
In 2017, the primary challenge facing South Carolina’s 
Circuit and Family Courts was the shortage of qualified, 
traditional court reporters. There continues to be a shortage 
of traditional court reporters not only in South Carolina, 
but throughout the nation. The shortage has been caused  
by a combination of factors — a decrease in the number  
of institutions offering professional court reporter training, 
a decrease in the number of individuals seeking to enter 
the profession, and an increase in the number of traditional 
court reporters who have reached retirement age. And in 
2017, the shortage was restricting Court Administration’s 
ability to staff the scheduled terms of Circuit and Family 
court, as a court reporter was required to capture the record 
and there were not enough resources to cover all scheduled 
terms of court. 

In January 2018, Chief Justice Beatty authorized the 
installation of Digital Court Reporting equipment as a 
pilot project in an Anderson County Family Court. Digital 
Court Reporting is an alternative method for capturing 
the record, and is not simply a recording device. Under the 
Chief Justice’s direction, Court Administration developed 
requirements for Digital Court Reporting equipment 
that is used in South Carolina courtrooms. Digital Court 
Reporting systems are designed specifically for each court-
room’s needs, installed, tested, and maintained. Each 
system is operated by a trained professional Judicial Branch 
employee, ensuring that the record of proceedings is 
preserved and captured accurately.

As of March 2022, there are 46 digital courtrooms in 33 
counties throughout South Carolina, as well as two portable 
digital court reporting systems. 

With the addition of Digital Court Reporting systems, 
South Carolina trial courts can now capture the record in 
all scheduled terms of court. 

Importantly, there have been no issues with the quality of 
the record using Digital Court Reporting and judges have 
been supportive of this system. 

In 2019, the South Carolina Judicial Branch partnered 
with Horry Georgetown Technical College to develop a 
certification program for Digital Court Reporters. Once 
certified, a Digital Court Reporter is trained to operate 
equipment and transcribe courtroom proceedings. Many 
of the Judicial Branch’s traditional court reporters have 
also chosen to become certified to operate digital court 
reporting equipment, which has provided even greater 
staffing flexibility.

Each Digital Court Reporting system is operated by a trained  
professional Judicial Branch employee, ensuring that the  
record of proceedings is preserved and captured accurately.
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The Judicial Branch continues to value traditional court 
reporters and recruits them as possible through the appro-
priate regional and national trade associations and industry 
publications. At Chief Justice Beatty’s direction, the Judicial 
Branch in 2017 began taking a proactive approach to 
address the court reporter shortage, and these solutions  
have all but eliminated court cancellations due to the 
unavailability of a court reporter. 

EFFECTIVELY ASSIGNING TERMS OF COURT
In keeping with his goal to improve docket management, 
Chief Justice Beatty began evaluating the process involved 
for assigning terms of court.

Among the judicial circuits and counties of South Carolina, 
there is great variety in the numbers and complexity of court 
case filings. County courthouse facilities also vary greatly in 
terms of the number of courtrooms available. Because cases 
and resources are not evenly distributed throughout the 
state, an equal number of terms of court cannot simply be 
assigned to each circuit.  

In June 2019, Chief Justice Beatty changed the longstanding 
practice of assigning judges and terms of court, placing 
the responsibility on each Chief Judge for Administrative 
Purposes. These judges identify the needs for their respective 
judicial circuits, including the number and type of terms of 
civil and criminal court, as well as the number of judges.

In formulating the request, the Chief Judge is required to 
meet with the Circuit Solicitor, Circuit Public Defender, 
and Clerk of Court to discuss and identify the projected 
needs of each county over a six-month period. Then, 
the request is submitted to Court Administration, and a 
six-month statewide schedule is developed for the Chief 
Justice’s approval. In preparing the schedule, consideration is 
given to the maximum number of terms that can be accom-
modated statewide in a given week as well as each county's 
ability to handle the number of terms requested.

Judges, solicitors, public defenders, clerks of court, and 
attorneys alike have provided positive feedback about a 
locally focused, needs-based approach to scheduling.

STRATEGIC ASSIGNMENT OF ACTIVE  
RETIRED JUDGES
Active Retired Judges are a key asset whose ability to 
serve can be helpful to the development of the statewide 
court schedule. The Judicial Branch is fortunate to have 
experienced judicial officers who still wish to serve the 
State of South Carolina after having retired from full-time 
service. Active Retired Judges currently may request to be 
assigned to terms of court to serve wherever there is a need; 
for instance, the judge may sit in place of an active judge 
who is on official leave. The strategic assignment of Active 
Retired Judges is intended to reduce court cancellations 
and improve the rate at which cases are resolved.

REVISED ADMINISTRATIVE POLICIES
Another part of effective docket management has been 
revisions to internal policies. For instance, judges must 
submit in advance requests for vacation and official leave. 
Limits have been placed on vacation days and, if possible, 
vacation days must be taken consecutively in weeklong 
segments, so as to avoid a disruption in court proceedings. 
Chief Justice Beatty has informed judges that vacation 
requests will be approved only if they do not affect court 
operations. Judges requesting vacation should be current on 
their Matters Under Advisement. The Chief Justice receives 
a report of Matters Under Advisement from each judge so 
as to ensure that judges do not have significant numbers of 
matters that are greater than 90 days old.

Supreme Court
Justices

Court of Appeals
Judges

Circuit Court
Judges

Family Court
Judges

Masters-in-Equity
Judges

Probate
Judges

Magistrate
Judges

Municipal
Judges

Clerks of
Court

Registers of
Deeds

BY  THE  NUMBERS

5 9 49 57

22 46 308 414

46 23
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CIRCUIT COURT
In addition to administrative changes, Chief Justice 
Beatty has worked to address specific challenges in 
Circuit and Family Courts. The backlog of cases, 
particularly in General Sessions court, has been well 
documented. This problem of criminal case backlogs 
is historical in nature, stretching back decades, in a 
state where criminal court dockets have long been 
controlled by solicitors. The COVID-19 pandemic 
has exacerbated this longstanding problem. 

Over the last few years, one of Chief Justice Beatty’s 
top priorities has been to address the backlog of  
General Sessions cases.  

In 2019, Chief Justice Beatty, Justice Kaye G. Hearn, 
and Justice George C. James, Jr. held a meeting with 
all Chief Judges for Administrative Purposes who 

handle the General Sessions docket in their  
circuits. These judges met with their Circuit Solicitor 
and Circuit Public Defender to evaluate the docket 
management systems in their respective circuits. 
Reporting showed that the disposal of cases began to 
improve before the pandemic began in 2020.  

Due to the mitigation measures taken to reduce 
the spread of COVID-19, in-person proceedings 
were limited and jury trials were paused,  
increasing the backlog of cases. 

Chief Justice Beatty spoke to all trial court  
judges at the Judicial Conference in October 
2021 and emphasized that Chief Judges for  
Administrative Purposes are tasked with the  
responsibility for the management of the  
General Sessions docket. 
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On March 9, 2022, Chief Justice Beatty held a 
meeting of all of the Chief Judges for Administrative 
Purposes for General Sessions and the elected Solicitors 
from the state’s sixteen judicial circuits. The meeting 
was held at the Supreme Court and was also attended 
by the Associate Justices of the Supreme Court.

During the meeting, the Chief Justice reviewed  
case data with attendees, showing the backlogs of  
General Sessions cases. He emphasized the  
importance of reconciling and checking case data 
on a regular basis. Chief Justice Beatty announced 
that he has appointed Justice Kaye G. Hearn and 
Justice George C. James, Jr. as leaders of a General 
Sessions docket committee. Chief Justice Beatty 
emphasized the need for judges, solicitors, public 

defenders, and clerks to work collaboratively for the 
purpose of moving cases forward, particularly those 
that are greater than three years old from the date  
of indictment. 

The Court held a similar meeting at the Supreme 
Court covering the same topics on March 22, 2022 
with County Clerks of Court and Circuit Public 
Defenders. Additionally, Chief Justice Beatty has 
announced the intention to hire Docket Liaisons to 
provide oversight in addressing the backlog of  
General Sessions cases.

Beginning in July 2022, the Chief Justice has assigned 
Chief Judges for Administrative Purposes for  
General Sessions to preside over several General 
Sessions nonjury terms of court in an effort to address 
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the backlog. During the months of July and August, 
these Chief Judges will be meeting with the Clerks 
of Court as well as attorneys involved in the criminal 
dockets in order to hold status conferences, dispose of 
pretrial motions, and generally prepare cases for trial.  
It is expected that this additional administrative time 
will result in the resolution of significantly more cases 
during the second half of 2022.

CHARLESTON COUNTY CRIMINAL JUSTICE 
COORDINATING COUNCIL
The Judicial Branch is also supportive of local  
initiatives that work to improve our state’s criminal 
justice system such as the Charleston County  
Criminal Justice Coordinating Council (CJCC).  
The CJCC is a collaboration of elected and senior 
officials, law enforcement leaders, judicial and court 
leadership, behavioral health professionals, victim and 
legal advocates, and other Charleston County  
community leaders.  Its mission is "to assist in making 
sustainable, data-driven improvements to our criminal 
justice system and thereby improve public safety and  
community well-being."

Since it was established in 2015, the CJCC has 
worked to improve the local criminal justice system 
using metrics to track data from the point of arrest 
to the disposition of the charge.  By prioritizing 
alternatives to jail for lower level charges, the CJCC 
documented a reduction in the total number of 
annual bookings and charges from 2014 through 
2021.  According to CJCC, law enforcement  
increasingly used diversion and deflection from  
the criminal justice system, which included  
consultation with embedded clinicians, mobile 
police triage services, and bringing individuals in 
need directly to supportive services offered by the 
Charleston Dorchester Mental Health Center.

CJCC is also monitoring and identifying trends in 
early and late stage case processing. We are hopeful 
that this data will offer insight into finding working 
solutions for efficient docket management at the local 
and state level.

In March 2022, Chief Justice Beatty discussed the pressing need to resolve the state’s General Sessions case backlog at meetings with 
Chief Judges for Administrative Purposes, Solicitors, Public Defenders, and Clerks of Court.
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FAMILY COURT 
Family Courts are doing relatively well despite the setbacks 
of the COVID-19 pandemic. To continue this progress, 
Chief Justice Beatty recently implemented a new practice 
of using Webex to support hearings in Circuit and Family 
Courts. This will allow us to cover more terms of court 
by effectively scheduling traditional Court Reporters and 
Digital Court Reporting. 

The record for all Common Pleas Non-Jury terms can 
now be preserved through Webex recording technology. 
Counties with four or more full terms of Family Court 
scheduled in a given week will be required to schedule one 
such docket using recording technology.

The Family Court Docket Committee, led by Justice 
Kaye G. Hearn and Court of Appeals Judge Aphrodite K. 

Konduros, works continually to find innovative ways to 
improve the Family Courts.

Perhaps the most significant recommendation from 
the Committee was a Pilot Program in Greenville and 
Horry Counties for Enhanced Court Supervision of 
cases involving the South Carolina Department of Social 
Services (SCDSS). This program designates certain types 
of Family Court cases on the SCDSS docket to receive 
supervision of a single judge throughout the entirety of the 
case. Chief Justice Beatty is evaluating whether to expand 
this program to other counties.

Family Court judges have also come up with innovative ways 
to efficiently resolve cases. For example, last year, several 
judges in Spartanburg County held a “Pro Se Day” to help 
resolve pending divorce cases for unrepresented litigants.  
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SUMMARY COURTS 
Summary Courts are incredibly important to the judicial 
system since these courts are the most frequented by our 
citizens. Magistrates and Municipal Court judges, also 
known as Summary Court judges, handle many important 
issues on the local level and must be experienced and  
knowledgeable about their respective areas of the law. 

Early in his tenure, Chief Justice Beatty evaluated the 
summary court system and identified three areas of 
concern: 1) financial mismanagement, 2) the treatment of 
unrepresented, indigent defendants, and 3) the need for 
more judicial education. 

Under Chief Justice Beatty’s leadership, Summary Courts 
have made significant improvements during the the last 
five years. 

The issue of financial mismanagement in counties was due 
to a lack of accountability and transparency. As a corrective 
measure, Chief and Associate Chief Magistrates are now 
rotated on a two-year cycle, and their assignments may be 
changed as the need arises. 

The problem of unrepresented, indigent defendants in 
Summary Courts has been the subject of national news and 
federal lawsuits. In South Carolina, it was brought to the 
forefront on October 12, 2017, when The New York Times 
published an article about the issue of unrepresented  
defendants in Summary Courts.   

A solution to the problem of unrepresented defendants 
would be for municipalities and counties to hire a  
sufficient number of public defenders. Unless and until 
that occurs, the Judicial Branch must put forth great  
effort to address the issue of unrepresented defendants. 

The Sixth Amendment to the U.S. Constitution requires 
that all defendants, if facing the potential of incarceration, 
be provided the assistance of legal counsel. Chief Justice 
Beatty issued an Administrative Directive in September 
2017 reminding Summary Court judges that unrepresented 
defendants must be informed of their right to counsel. And, 
absent a waiver of this right, these defendants may only be 
sentenced to a fine. 

Court Administration has reinforced this instruction by 
providing summary court judges with mandatory education 
programs. Summary Court judges have been provided 
instruction about Sixth Amendment rights as well as a 
checklist and forms outlining these rights. Summary Court 
judges are made aware that each of them is responsible for 
ensuring that a defendant is apprised of these rights.

To supplement our resources, the South Carolina Judicial 
Branch received a two-year grant in May 2018 through 
the United States Department of Justice for Training and 
Technical Assistance on Sixth Amendment rights. A team of 
Judicial Branch employees and other South Carolina stake-
holders collaborated with the Center for Court Innovation 
to evaluate the current system, define needs, and identify 
opportunities, all of which will inform ongoing conversations 
about this issue.

Like other courts, Summary Courts have been impacted by 
the pandemic. At the beginning of January 2022, there were 
a combined total of 310,967 criminal, traffic, and civil cases 
pending statewide. 

On March 9, 2022, Chief Justice Beatty held a meeting with 
the state’s Chief Magistrates and emphasized the importance 
of addressing these pending cases, particularly criminal cases 
that are greater than 18 months old from the date of filing.
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CHIEF JUSTICE

Of�ce of the State Court Administrator
Of�ce of Disciplinary Counsel
Of�ce of Commission Counsel

FAMILY COURT

SUPREME COURT

COURT OF APPEALS

Jurisdiction over appeals not within the 
exclusive jurisdiction of the Supreme Court

CIRCUIT COURT MASTER-IN-EQUITY

Exclusive jurisdiction in domestic 
and juvenile cases

General Jurisdiction
Common Pleas (Civil)

General Sessions (Criminal)

Referrals from Circuit Court

MAGISTRATE COURTS MUNICIPAL COURTS PROBATE COURT

Magistrate Courts
Civil to $7,500.00

Criminal as set by statute (generally up to 
30 days and/or $500)

Municipal Courts
Criminal as set by statute (generally up to 

30 days and/or $500)
Municipal ordinances

Traf�c offenses

Probate Court
Estates

Guardianships
Conservatorships

Mental health/ substance abuse commitments
Minor settlements (under $10,000)

BOARDS AND COMMISSIONS

Commission on Continuing Legal Education and 
Specialization

Board of Law Examiners
Committee on Character and Fitness

Chief Justice’s Commission on the Profession
Commission on Lawyer Conduct
Commission on Judicial Conduct

Lawyers’ Fund for Client Protection Committee
Commission on Alternative Dispute Resolution
Board of Arbitrator and Mediator Certi�cation

Advisory Committee on the Standards of Judicial 
Conduct

Board of Magistrate and Municipal Judge 
Certi�cation

Board of Paralegal Certi�cation
Access to Justice Commission

Exclusive jurisdiction over certain appeals (death 
penalty, public utility rates, public bonded 

indebtedness, constitutional challenges to statutes 
and ordinances, elections, orders limiting 

investigations of state grand juries, and abortions 
for minors)

Certiorari to review decisions of the 
Court of Appeals

Certiorari to review post-conviction relief cases
Original jurisdiction

SOUTH CAROLINA UNIFIED JUDICIAL SYSTEM
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REVITALIZED CASE MANAGEMENT SYSTEMS
To have accurate case data and efficiently operate the court 
system, the South Carolina Judicial Branch must have 
quality case management systems.  After a comprehensive 
review of our trial court case management system, the 
Judicial Branch in 2019 began the process of soliciting 
proposals to replace the current trial court case management 
system. Pioneer Technology Group was awarded the bid  
on January 19, 2021 and the project was kicked off in 
February 2021. 

The Judicial Branch is partnering with Pioneer Technology 
Group to develop a modern, web-based replacement case 
management system, customized to meet the needs of South 
Carolina’s trial courts today and into the future. The project 
is currently on track for starting the pilot in 2023.

The Judicial Branch has also worked collaboratively with 
project leader South Carolina Department of Social Services 
and County Clerks to provide ongoing support for the 
statewide Family Court Case Management System. The 
rollout of the system was completed in 2021. The next step 
is implementing E-Filing in Family Court using this new 
case management system.

When completed, the system will interface with other 
statewide technological infrastructure, such as attorney and 
client scheduling databases. The system will also provide 
for greater understanding of trends for statewide child and 
family matters. 

ENHANCED INFRASTRUCTURE
The final building block of Chief Justice Beatty’s third 
strategic goal is to enhance the existing infrastructure of 
the Judicial Branch. This includes both the physical and IT 
security components.

COURTHOUSE SECURITY 
In the past few years, South Carolina courts have experi-
enced security incidents such as a malware attack on Oconee 
County Administrative Offices, two pipe bombs that were 
detonated outside the Pickens County Courthouse, and 
bomb threats made to several courthouses.  

The Judicial Branch takes seriously any security threat to 
judges, staff, and members of the public who enter our 
courthouses. To combat these attacks, we have made cyber 
and physical security a priority.

The Office of Information Technology is vigilant in 
preparing for potential cyberattacks by using the latest 
security software to protect court data, systems, and  
infrastructure. IT professionals also provide regular training 
and education for Judicial Branch employees, so as to help 
prevent cyberattacks. 

In May 2019, Chief Justice Beatty issued an Administrative 
Order updating our County Court Security Committees. 
Each county committee is co-chaired by a Circuit or Family 
Court Judge, the Sheriff, and the Clerk of Court.  

These committees are responsible for updating the security 
plan for each facility and identifying security needs. The 
plans are then submitted to the State Court Administrator, 
who oversees the process.

EMERGENCY PREPAREDNESS
The Judicial Branch created a Crisis Management Team  
that has established a Business Continuity Plan to be  
implemented in the event of a natural or manmade disaster. 
This team underwent an unprecedented test beginning 
in 2020 through this year to address the effects of the 
COVID-19 pandemic. The team regularly reviews the 
Business Continuity Plan and updates it. 

FACILITY RENOVATIONS
A third element of enhancing Judicial Branch infrastructure 
is renovating current buildings to alleviate some of the need 
for additional office space. Recent renovations in the  
John C. Calhoun and Edgar A. Brown buildings have 
reconfigured space to accommodate employees, and an 
upgrade to the parking area at the Supreme Court building 
is currently underway. 
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Strategic Goal 4:Ensure access to justice for all regardless of income, 
disability, or language barriers.

ACCESS TO JUSTICE COMMISSION
The South Carolina Access to Justice Commission, chaired 
by Justice John C. Few, works to ensure legal access to civil 
legal services for all South Carolinians.  Created by the 
Supreme Court in 2007, the Access to Justice Commission 
is charged with identifying civil legal needs and developing 
a long-term plan to provide these services for low-income 
South Carolinians. 

In May 2019, the Commission hired Executive Director 
Hannah Honeycutt to implement the Commission’s 
strategic plan, which included the launch of a new website 
that directs citizens to legal aid resources.    

Without question, civil 
legal services providers 
do an outstanding job to 
help low-income South 
Carolinians, but they 
simply do not have the 
staff and resources to meet 
all needs. 

In September 2021, the 
Commission completed 
and launched a Justice 
Gap Report. This compre-
hensive report provides 
data regarding such things 
as the number of South 
Carolinians living in poverty and the number of private 
and legal aid attorneys in this state. The report examines 
trends in the data and identifies areas where South Carolina 
citizens lack access to representation. 

HOMELESS COURTS
In September 2019, finding a significant need to treat and 
rehabilitate qualified homeless participants in additional 
areas of the state, the Supreme Court ordered an expansion 
of the state’s Homeless Courts to include Spartanburg and 
Florence Counties. Similar courts had already been estab-
lished in Charleston, Horry, and Richland Counties. These 
courts have been successful in disposing of minor criminal 
offenses by offering rehabilitative services, as opposed to 
incarceration, for qualified participants.

Spartanburg County Family Court Judges in November 2021 held 
a “Pro Se Day,” to resolve pending divorce cases for self-repre-
sented litigants.
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HOUSING COURTS
Recognizing a significant need to provide access to legal 
representation to tenants in Charleston County facing 
eviction, the Supreme Court in 2019 ordered the 
establishment of a Housing Court in Charleston 
County, creating an eviction docket on 
specific days at specific Magistrate Courts. 
The establishment of a Housing Court 
allows for increased legal representation 
of tenants, helping ensure that eviction is 
lawful and defenses are effectively asserted. 

Participants in Housing Court are screened and 
qualified based on criteria set forth by Charleston 
County Magistrate Courts in coordination with local 
nonprofit and advocacy organizations. Based on a successful 
establishment of the Housing Court and ongoing partic-
ipation in its services, the Housing Court was expanded 
to additional Magistrate Courts in Charleston County in 
December 2021. 

PRO BONO HONOR ROLL
To ease the burden of overwhelming caseloads of 
South Carolina civil legal services providers, the 

volunteer service of private attorneys is essential 
and is encouraged by Rule 6.1 of the South 

Carolina Rules of Professional Conduct, 
which encourages attorneys to render 
public interest legal services.

The Supreme Court is grateful 
and pleased that many attorneys 

throughout the state participate in 
the South Carolina Bar’s Pro Bono 

Program. In fact, in 2020, the Supreme Court 
published its first Pro Bono Honor Roll, recog-
nizing South Carolina attorneys who volunteer 
50 hours or more of legal services in a year. In 
February 2022, the Supreme Court recognized the 
volunteer service of 330 lawyers on the 2021 Pro 
Bono Honor Roll. 

The South Carolina Access to Justice Commission introduced its inaugural report, Measuring South Carolina’s Justice Gap, during an online 
event on Wednesday, Sept. 15, 2021, which was attended by judges, attorneys, court employees, and service providers. 



22 South Carolina Judicial Branch, 2021 Annual Report

Strategic Goal 5: Foster a legal profession that is innovative in providing 
legal services to the public.

COURT EDUCATION
Timely resolution of cases is important, but cases must 
be heard by knowledgeable and well-educated judges. In 
turn, those judges must be supported by knowledgeable 
and well-educated attorneys and staff. With this in mind, 
Chief Justice Beatty has made a priority of increasing and 
improving court education opportunities. 

In 2020, Chief Justice Beatty furthered the Judicial Branch’s 
commitment to court education by establishing the Court 
Education Division. Christine Christopherson is the Court 
Education Administrator, leading the division’s efforts 
and working in collaboration with the Judicial Education 
Advisory Committee, which Chief Justice Beatty established 
in 2021. The Judicial Education Advisory Committee is 
chaired by Justice George C. James, Jr. and is comprised of 
one judge from each court — Municipal Court, Magistrate 
Court, Probate Court, Family Court, Circuit Court, Court 
of Appeals, and the Supreme Court.

The Court Education Division develops and oversees 
three types of educational programs for judges and court 
employees: distance learning (Webex), online learning 
(Learning Management System), and live events.

DISTANCE LEARNING
Working together with Judicial Branch staff and other 
experts, Court Education in 2021 produced approximately 
50 webinars for judges, Judicial Branch attorneys, and 
employees on continuing legal education topics, summary 
court-specific continuing legal education, and human 
resources and information technology topics.  

ONLINE LEARNING
The COVID-19 pandemic increased the urgency of the 
court system’s need for online learning. With an Online 
Learning Center that provides user accounts for the  
approximately 3,000 judges and court employees across the 
state, Court Education is introducing the system to various 
user categories as content is developed and becomes available 
for them. For instance, Summary Court staff across the state 
received their login information recently so that they could 
participate in a new webinar designed for them.

EVENT-BASED LEARNING
Circuit Court, Masters-in-Equity, Family Court, and 
Probate Court judges attended the Judicial Branch’s annual 
conference, held in Columbia in October 2021. The Annual 
Staff Attorney and Law Clerk Seminar was held at the same 
venue. Circuit Court and Family Court orientation schools 
were also held in person during the summer of 2021. 

Summary Court Judge Orientation Schools continue to 
be held twice per year. Both took place over Webex for 
pandemic safety reasons in 2021, but were back in person 
in March 2022. Summary Courts also have a Mandatory 
Training Program each year. With the use of the new SCJB 
Online Learning Center, more than 580 judges completed 
three courses in November and December 2021. 

Law Clerk Orientation School was held online in August 
2021 with a two-hour live Webex seminar and three 
additional courses in the online learning center, including 
judges scheduling, e-filing for law clerks, and ethics. 

In 2021, courthouse employees received education on topics 
including updated e-filing for judges and staff, e-filing for 
clerks, General Sessions roster creation and Bond Court 

The Judicial Education Advisory Committee is chaired by  
Justice George C. James, Jr. and is comprised of one judge from 
each level of court in South Carolina’s unified  
judicial system.
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training. Webinars produced for Judicial Branch employees 
and supervisors included various Human Resources topics 
about policies, procedures, benefits, and supervision. 

The Supreme Court is also committed to the effort of 
enhancing court education and training. Justice George 
C. James, Jr. serves on the Commission on CLE & 
Specialization, which works to ensure that judges and 
attorneys remain proficient in the complex changes in the 
law. Mandatory Continuing Legal Education (MCLE) 
was adopted in 1982 by the Supreme Court, establishing 
minimum requirements for continuing legal education 
for South Carolina’s attorneys and judges. The Court’s 
belief is that “all judges and lawyers must meet certain 
minimum continuing legal education requirements if they 
are to maintain their competency.” CLE Rules are set forth 
in the South Carolina Appellate Court Rules (SCACR), 
in Rule 408, Continuing Legal Education and Special-
ization; Rule 504, Continuing Legal Education of the 
Judiciary; and Rule 510, Continuing Legal Education for 
Magistrates and Municipal Judges. The MCLE program 
is administered by the Supreme Court of South Carolina’s 

Commission on Continuing Legal Education & Special-
ization (Commission). The Commission is an agency of the 
Supreme Court, and the Court appoints twelve members to 
the Commission to oversee operations of the agency. 

The Chief Justice’s Commission on the Profession, chaired 
by Justice John W. Kittredge, established the mandatory 
mentoring program for Summary Court Judges. Pursuant 
to Rule 420 (SCACR), the Commission is charged with 
“ensur[ing] that the practice of law remains a high calling 
which serves clients and the public good.” The Commission 
is comprised of some of the state’s leading practicing 
lawyers, representatives from South Carolina law schools, 
an instructor of legal assistance, and South Carolina trial 
and appellate court judges. The Commission has also been 
instrumental in reviewing Court Rules and recommending 
updates to the Court for consideration. 

The Judicial Education Advisory Committee, which 
is chaired by Justice George C. James, Jr. was created 
by the Chief Justice in 2021. The Committee is tasked 
with developing education and curriculum standards for 
judicial officers. It also promotes and coordinates education 
programs for all court levels and associations.

ACCOUNTABILITY: JUDICIAL AND  
LAWYER DISCIPLINE
Over the past decade, the number of complaints about 
lawyers and judges have generally decreased. Many 
believe that this is at least in part due to enhanced judicial 
education and thorough screenings by the Judicial Merit 
Selection Commission. 

COURT EDUCATION IN 2021

225.63
Annual Hours of 

Education Offered 
(Live/WebEx)

1,837
Annual  

Participants  
Attended

3,778
Total Completed 
Online Courses

61
Current Number 

of Online Courses 
Available

Supreme Court, Court of Appeals, Circuit Court, Masters-in-Equity, Family Court, and Probate Court judges attended the Judicial Branch’s 
annual conference, held in Columbia in October 2021.
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Still, regulating the conduct of judges and lawyers is critical 
to preserving the integrity of the South Carolina judicial 
system and to instilling public confidence in the adminis-
tration of justice. 

In South Carolina, the Supreme Court has tasked the 
Office of Disciplinary Counsel (ODC) with receiving, 
screening, investigating and prosecuting complaints against 
judges and lawyers. If ODC is unable to resolve a matter 
after its investigation, the matter is presented to either the 
Commission on Judicial Conduct or the Commission on 
Lawyer Conduct for review and action.

The Commission on Judicial Conduct was created by Rule 
502, South Carolina Appellate Court Rules (SCACR), to 
investigate complaints of judicial misconduct and incapacity 
made against judges who are a part of the South Carolina 

unified judicial system. This 26-member Commission is 
made up of 14 judges, 4 attorneys, and 8 members of the 
general public.

The Commission on Lawyer Conduct was created with the 
adoption of Rule 413, SCACR, to investigate complaints 
of lawyer misconduct and incapacity made against lawyers 
who are licensed to practice law in South Carolina. This 
50-member Commission is made up of 34 attorneys 
admitted to practice law in South Carolina, and 16 
members of the general public.

Disciplinary Counsel, John S. Nichols, is the attorney 
charged by the Supreme Court of South Carolina to receive, 
screen, investigate and, as necessary, prosecute complaints 
against judges and lawyers. Nichols oversees the Office of 
Disciplinary Counsel (ODC), where attorneys and investi-
gators review complaints, investigate complaints as needed, 
and assist Disciplinary Counsel in the prosecution of judges 
and lawyers who have committed ethical misconduct or 
who otherwise are adversely affected in their ability to serve 
the public. Over the last several years, South Carolina has 
averaged approximately 1,400 complaints a year for both 
judges and lawyers. Not all of these complaints are actual 
misconduct, or within the jurisdiction of ODC, but each 
must be screened, with many complaints requiring a more 
extensive investigation.

Commission Counsel, Debbie McKeown, is the attorney 
who supports the Commission on Judicial Conduct in its 
role of conducting panel investigations regarding complaints 
about judges which the Office of Disciplinary Counsel finds 
may necessitate further investigation.

McKeown also oversees the Office of the Receiver, which 
was created to protect the interests of attorneys and their 
clients in certain circumstances adversely affecting the 
attorney’s ability to practice, such as becoming inactive, 
deceased, suspended or disbarred. When directed by the 
Supreme Court, the Receiver may take custody of the attor-
ney's active and closed files and accounts. Such orders of 
receivership are made public by the Supreme Court.

For more information about this topic, please refer to the 
section “Judicial and Lawyer Disciplinary Procedures in 
South Carolina” later in this publication.

COMMUNITY OUTREACH
In addition to being accountable, it is important for our 
courts to be accessible and visible to the people that we 
serve. To do this, the Judicial Branch seeks to provide 
opportunities for students and citizens to experience the 
workings of the court system and interact with judges  
and employees.  

In 2018, Chief Justice Beatty instructed the Office of Public 
Information to start the “South Carolina Judges in Schools” 
program, through which judges visit local middle and high 
schools to talk with students about the role of the Judicial 
Branch and give presentations on civics-related topics. 

Chief Justice Beatty spoke to judges at the Judicial Conference 
in October 2021 about the court system’s priorities, with  
specific focus on resolving the criminal case backlog.
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Appellate courts are also actively engaged in the  
communities. The Supreme Court’s “Class Action 
Program” allows for local middle and high school students 
to hear oral arguments and ask general questions of the 
Justices and attorneys.  

The Supreme Court, in partnership with the South Carolina 
Bar, offers the “South Carolina Supreme Court Institute” 
each June. With this program, public and private secondary 
social studies teachers learn about the Supreme Court, the 
state and federal court system, as well as the other branches 
of South Carolina state government. 

Because not everyone can come to Columbia on a given 
day to experience oral arguments at the Supreme Court 
or Court of Appeals, these courts have developed a series 
of special terms of court during which oral arguments are 
held at locations throughout the state. These terms of court 

have been held in locations convenient for the attendance of 
school and university students, and time has been allowed 
for students to interact with the judges and justices before or 
after oral arguments. In 2019, the Court of Appeals heard 
oral arguments in Florence at Francis Marion University 
and at Clemson University. The Supreme Court heard oral 
arguments in Patriot Hall in Sumter, at Coastal Carolina 
University in Conway, and USC Upstate in Spartanburg. 

These in-person proceedings were limited in 2020 and 
2021 due to the COVID-19 pandemic, but the Supreme 
Court and Court of Appeals look forward to resuming the 
outreach programs and “traveling” terms of court in the fall 
of 2022.

SOUTH CAROLINA SUPREME COURT  
HISTORICAL SOCIETY 
The South Carolina Supreme Court Historical Society 
works to connect the Court with the legal community and 
the public by telling the story of the Court’s history. The 
Society endeavors to discover, preserve, and disseminate 
the history of the Court and to educate the public on the 
historical role of the state judiciary and legal profession 
in developing and protecting the rule of law and judicial 
independence in South Carolina.  

The Society’s mission centers on educating members and the 
public through its website, publications, and conferences, 
as well as a library of oral histories provided by notable 
judges and lawyers that the Society continues to preserve 
and expand. With the approval of the Supreme Court, the 
Society in 2021 commissioned the repair and restoration of 
a portrait of South Carolina Court of Appeals Chief Justice 
John Belton O’Neall. John Belton O’Neall served as a 
justice on the South Carolina Court of Appeals from 1830 
until the Court was dissolved in 1834. In 1859, a unified 
Court of Appeals was re-established, and Justice O’Neall 
was elected to serve as Chief Justice of the new South 
Carolina Court of Appeals, the highest court of the state, 
until his death in 1863. 

The work to restore this piece of the Court’s portrait 
collection is being funded through private contributions, 
with completion expected in 2022. The Supreme Court 
Historical Society’s effort to restore and preserve this artifact 
of South Carolina legal history will help provide education 
and insight for generations of South Carolinians well into 
the future. 

By taking oral arguments on the road around the state, appellate 
court justices and judges created opportunities for students to 
meet them and ask questions.

Appellate courts have heard oral arguments in locations around 
the state, allowing for local students and citizens to observe the 
proceedings.
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At its 2022 annual meeting, the Supreme Court Historical 
Society will offer a special presentation on the career of 
The Honorable Ernest A. Finney, Former Chief Justice of 
the South Carolina Supreme Court. Born in 1931, Chief 
Justice Finney was the first African-American Supreme 
Court Justice elected to the South Carolina Supreme Court 
since the Reconstruction Era. In addition to the many other 
accomplishments of his long and successful career, Chief 
Justice Finney is known for his legal representation of the 
Friendship 9, a group of African-American college students 
arrested and charged for sitting at the counter of McCrory’s 
lunch counter in Rock Hill. This desegregation attempt was 
later recognized as an important milestone in the early Civil 
Rights movement. 

CHALLENGING 2020 AND 2021
Without question, 2020 and 2021 were unprecedented. 
COVID-19 caused the Judicial Branch to alter our normal 
operating procedures in myriad ways.  Fortunately, with a 
Judicial Branch Crisis Management Team already in place, 
and aided by a pre-existing Business Continuity Plan that 
included guidelines for emergency operations during a 
pandemic, we were able to respond quickly and effectively to 
the impact of the pandemic on our court systems. 

The Judicial Branch’s COVID-19 response involved three 
key components: dedicated judges and staff, operational 
safety protocol, and technology. To assist the trial and 
appellate courts in conducting effective operations during 
COVID-19, the Supreme Court issued comprehensive 
emergency operations orders for the trial and appellate 
courts. These orders modified various court rules, directed 
courts to limit attendance at in-person proceedings, allowed 
for alternative methods of filing and service, and permitted 
matters to be conducted using remote communication 
technology to mitigate the risks posed to lawyers, litigants, 
judges, and judicial staff. 

Judges and staff found innovative ways to conduct  
court proceedings in larger spaces or spaces that limited 
attendance due to social distancing requirements, and they 
made extensive use of remote communication technology 
— primarily via Webex — to ensure proceedings could 
be safely conducted. To ensure public access and to allow 
attorneys and parties to more easily attend these remote 
hearings, permanent Webex Events pages were created 
for judges that allow the public to view live proceedings 
without physically attending. Judicial Branch staff safely 
administered three separate in-person Bar Examinations 
from 2020 to 2022 through extremely careful planning, 
innovation, communication, and use of COVID safety 
protocols and equipment.  

While some of these innovations were temporary, others 
have proven so successful they have been made permanent 
practices. For instance, in 2021, the Supreme Court 
promulgated several rule changes that allow for remote 
hearings and remote mediations on a permanent basis, 
for electronic filing and service in appellate matters, and 
formally recognize the specific authority of the Supreme 
Court to temporarily modify court rules in the face of 
pandemics and other disasters or emergencies.  

The enactment of these permanent court rules has allowed 
the Supreme Court to dissolve or rescind many of the 
emergency orders in favor of permanent rules or court 
orders. In the case of remote hearings, the amendments 
allow the Supreme Court to issue an order regulating the 
conduct of remote hearings to ensure they are conducted 
appropriately. This also allows the Court to monitor the use 
of this technology and respond more quickly to amend the 
current procedures or adopt new ones.   

The Historical Society has commissioned restoration of the John 
Belton O’Neall portrait to preserve Court history.
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The Office of Bar Admissions of the Supreme Court of 
South Carolina is responsible for processing applications 
for admission to practice law in South Carolina. With 
oversight from Deputy Clerk Margaret McGee, the Bar 
Admissions Office assists the Board of Law Examiners in 
conducting the South Carolina Bar Examination and the 
Committee on Character and Fitness in processing  
applications for admission. 

Two of the Rule 403 trial experiences may be satisfied 
by viewing videos available on the South Carolina Bar's 
website. In 2020, during the height of the COVID-19 
pandemic and in-person jury trial observation was 
unavailable, the Supreme Court issued an order  
authorizing lawyers and bar applicants to complete the 
other trial experiences by viewing recorded videos via 
Cisco Webex. The Supreme Court rescinded that order in 
October 2021, by which time jury trial observation had 
become available again. 

The COVID-19 pandemic brought unprecedented 
challenges to the administration of the Bar Exam, which 
has typically been held in person, twice annually, in 
recent years. Under the guidance of the Supreme Court, 
and through careful planning and coordination with the 
Clerk’s Office, Bar Admissions successfully has successfully 
continued to administer the Bar Exam in person despite 
the pandemic.

To help minimize the risk posed by COVID-19, applicants 
have been divided into multiple testing groups that did not 
mix. Masks, medical screenings, and temperature checks 

were required, and applicants were strongly encouraged 
to become up to date on vaccinations once those became 
available. Extra volunteers and staff were needed to help 
with the exam to make it happen while incorporating these 
and other safety protocols and procedures.  

Office of Bar Admissions

Bar Admissions implemented the Supreme Court’s COVID-19 
safety guidance to hold in-person bar exams.
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The Supreme Court is the highest court in South Carolina. 
The Court is composed of a Chief Justice and four  
Associate Justices who are elected to ten-year terms by the 
General Assembly. 

The Supreme Court has both appellate and original 
jurisdiction. Among other things, the Court is  
responsible for promulgating rules governing all the 
courts of the State, for admitting persons to practice 
law in South Carolina, and for disciplining lawyers and 
judges who commit ethical misconduct. 

In July 2021, The Honorable Daniel E. Shearouse, longtime 
Supreme Court of South Carolina Clerk of Court, retired. 
Shearouse began his legal career with the Supreme Court 
of South Carolina as a staff attorney, was appointed as the 
chief staff attorney in 1986, and was ultimately appointed 
as the Clerk of Court in October 1998. During his almost 
23 years of service as the Clerk of the Supreme Court, he 
served under four Chief Justices. Upon his retirement, he 
received both the Order of the Palmetto and the National 
Conference of Appellate Court Clerks’ (NCACC) J.O. 
Sentell Award. In addition to his remarkable civil service, 
Shearouse served his country for 29 years as a member of 
the United States Army, serving both on active duty and in 
the reserves, ultimately retiring in the rank of Colonel.

The Supreme Court announced the selection of The 
Honorable Patricia A. “Tricia” Howard to serve as Clerk 
of Court, a role which she officially assumed on July 
17, 2021. Prior to being appointed by the Justices of the 
Supreme Court of South Carolina as Clerk of Court, she 
served as Chief Staff Attorney for the South Carolina 
Court of Appeals.

Howard earned a bachelor’s degree from Presbyterian 
College and went on to receive her juris doctor from the 
University of South Carolina School of Law in 2004. She 
began her career as a law clerk to the Honorable C. Tolbert 
Goolsby, Jr., one of the original members of the South 
Carolina Court of Appeals. 

After practicing in a law firm in Columbia, Howard 
returned to the Court of Appeals, rising to the role of 
Chief Staff Attorney in 2011. As Chief Staff Attorney, 
she managed the Court of Appeals’ office of fifteen staff 
attorneys. She also served as the in-house mentor for new 
attorneys as part of the mandatory lawyer mentoring 

Supreme Court of South Carolina

After serving with the Judicial Branch for 39 years, Supreme 
Court Clerk Daniel E. Shearouse retired in July 2021. The Court 
elected Patricia A. Howard to succeed Shearouse.

Patricia Howard
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program administered by the South Carolina Supreme 
Court’s Commission on Continuing Legal Education.

The Supreme Court of South Carolina Clerk of Court’s 
office is responsible for processing and scheduling matters 
which are filed with the Supreme Court of South Carolina. 
This includes appeals, petitions for writs of certiorari in 
post-conviction relief cases, petitions for writs of certiorari 
to review decisions of the South Carolina Court of Appeals, 
petitions or actions brought in the original jurisdiction, 
certified questions, motions, judicial disciplinary matters, 
and lawyer disciplinary matters to include reinstatements. 
The Clerk’s Office also publishes the South Carolina 
Advance Sheets, which contain the published opinions and 
orders of the Supreme Court and the Court of Appeals, 
along with notices, rule changes and other documents of 
general interest.

In 2021, Chief Justice Beatty promoted Jason Bobertz to the 
newly created role of General Counsel to the South Carolina 
Judicial Branch. In addition to providing assistance when 
Judicial Branch judges and employees are involved in legal 
matters related to their official duties, Bobertz advises 
the Judicial Branch with regard to the adoption and 
amendment of various rules of court, administrative orders, 
and other legal issues affecting the Judicial Branch and the 

court system. Having previously served as Deputy Clerk 
of the Supreme Court and a senior staff attorney for the 
Supreme Court, Bobertz was uniquely qualified to serve 
the Judicial Branch in this new legal role. In addition to his 
duties as General Counsel, Bobertz currently serves as the 
official Reporter of Decisions of the Supreme Court and the 
Court of Appeals.

Dawn Przirembel continues to serve in the role of Counsel 
to Chief Justice Donald W. Beatty, advising the Chief 
Justice not only on legal matters in his role as a member 
of the Court, but also in his role as head of the Unified 
Judicial System. Among other areas of focus, Przirembel 
assists and advises the Chief Justice regarding organizational 
management of the Judicial Branch, oversight of South 
Carolina courts of all levels, issuance of Court and admin-
istrative orders, Judicial Branch policies and procedures, 
direction of and communication with the Chief Justice’s 
committees and commissions, and communication with 
judges, employees, courts, and the legal community. 

Jason Bobertz

Dawn Przirembel
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Chief Justice Donald W. Beatty 
In 2007, Chief Justice Beatty was elected as an Associate Justice for the South Carolina Supreme Court. He 
became Chief Justice of the Supreme Court of South Carolina on January 1, 2017. Pursuant to the Article V, 
Section IV of the South Carolina Constitution, the Chief Justice serves as administrative head of the Unified 
Judicial System, overseeing the operation of South Carolina courts at all levels, as well as Judicial Branch 
operations and all Court boards, commissions, and committees.



31South Carolina Judicial Branch, 2021 Annual Report

Justice George C. James, Jr.
Justice George C. James, Jr. was elected to the Supreme Court in 
2017. Justice James serves as the Chair of the Common Pleas Docket 
Committee, Chair of the Judicial Education Advisory Committee, 
and as a member of the Commission on CLE & Specialization. In 
March 2022, Chief Justice Beatty selected Justice James to co-chair 
a new General Sessions Docket Task Force to resolve the backlog of 
criminal cases on General Sessions court dockets. He also serves as 
liaison to the state’s law schools and the Office of Bar Admissions.

Justice John W. Kittredge
Justice John W. Kittredge was elected to the Supreme Court in 
2008. Justice Kittredge serves as the Chair of the Chief Justice’s 
Commission on the Profession, which promotes the practice of 
law through projects including a new attorney trial experiences 
initiative, mandatory Summary Court judge mentoring, and 
the judicial observation and experience (JOE) program. Justice 
Kittredge also serves as the Court’s liaison to the S.C. Supreme 
Court Historical Society, which preserves Court history and 
educates the public on judicial history.

Justice Kaye G. Hearn
Justice Kaye G. Hearn was elected to the Supreme Court in 
2009. Justice Hearn is Chair of the Docket Management Task 
Force, comprised of Common Pleas, General Sessions, and 
Family Court Docket Committees. Justice Hearn is the Court’s 
liaison to the S.C. Bar Board of Governors, and she has served 
as co-chair of the S.C. Appellate Judges Conference since its 
inception in 2017. In March 2022, Chief Justice Beatty selected 
Justice Hearn to co-chair a new General Sessions Docket Task 
Force to implement State v. Langford statewide.

Justice John Cannon Few
Justice John Cannon Few was elected to the Supreme Court in 
2016. Justice Few serves as the Chair of the South Carolina Access 
to Justice Commission, which works to identify barriers to access to 
justice, particularly access to legal representation for civil matters. 
The Commission released its Justice Gap Report in September 2021, 
which draws on data to present basic facts about legal representation 
and is accompanied and enhanced by an interactive data tool.
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The Court of Appeals is the intermediate appellate court 
for the state, created to handle direct appeals from Circuit 
and Family Courts and tribunals such as the Workers' 
Compensation Commission and the Administrative Law 
Court, as set forth by statute. The Court of Appeals is the 
judicial system's newest court, having commenced operation 
on September 1, 1983. It consists of a Chief Judge and 

eight associate judges, who sit either as three panels of three 
judges each, or as a whole, and it may hear oral arguments 
and motions in any county of the state.

In December 2021, Court of Appeals Chief Judge James E. 
Lockemy retired and was recognized for 32 years of service as 
a judge at a retirement ceremony at the University of South 
Carolina School of Law. In addition to the presentation of 
his judicial portrait, which will hang in the law school, it 
was announced that the law school’s chapter of the Native 
American Law Student Association would henceforth be 
known as the James E. Lockemy Chapter. A native of Dillon 
County, Chief Judge Lockemy credits his father, a member 
of Lumbee Tribe, with encouraging him to attend law school 
and to pursue a legal career. Chief Judge Lockemy has been 
known as a passionate public servant whose kindness, humor, 
and enthusiasm will be remembered fondly.   

Court of Appeals Judge Thomas E. Huff retired in 
December 2021 after having served continuously at the 
Court since 1996. Prior to his service on the Court of 
Appeals, Judge Huff owned his own law practice, served as 
corporate counsel, and was elected to the House of Repre-
sentatives. As a member of the Court of Appeals, Judge 
Huff was called upon twice to serve as Acting Chief Judge. 

During his many years of service, Judge Huff has been 
an approachable, collegial, and diligent jurist. He was 
honored at a retirement luncheon in December, during 
which Chief Justice Beatty presented Judge Huff with the 
Order of the Palmetto.  

On February 2, 2022, Court of Appeals Judge H. Bruce 
Williams was elected by the General Assembly to serve 
as Chief Judge. He has served as a Judge on the Court of 
Appeals since 2004. A native of Columbia, Chief Judge 
Williams is a 1978 graduate of Wofford College, where he 
was elected President of the Student Body and the student 
representative to the Board of Trustees. He graduated from 
the University of South Carolina School of Law in 1982. He 
worked in private practice until 1995. During that time, he 
served as a part-time Associate Town Judge in Irmo, South 
Carolina for four years (1991-1995). Judge Williams was 

South Carolina Court of Appeals

Front row, left to right: Judge Paula H. Thomas, Chief Judge H. Bruce Williams, Judge Aphrodite K. Konduros. Back row, left to right:  
Judge Blake A. Hewitt, Judge Stephanie P. McDonald, Judge John D. Geathers, Judge D. Garrison Hill, Judge Jerry D. Vinson, Jr.
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elected to the Fifth Judicial District Family Court in 1995. 
During his tenure as a Family Court judge, he established 
the Richland County Juvenile Drug Court and in 1998 
he was awarded the Governor's Program Achievement 
Award for Juvenile Drug Court. Judge Williams served as 
the Vice-Chair of the National Association of Drug Court 
Professionals (NADCP) from 2017 - 2019, and chaired 
the NADCP from 2019-2021. Judge Williams received the 
Richland County Bar Association Matthew J. Perry Civility 
Award in 2012. He has served as an adjunct professor at the 
University of South Carolina School of Law and has taught 
many continuing legal education seminars and programs.

On February 3, 2021, Judge Jerry D. (Jay) Vinson, Jr. was 
elected to serve on the Court of Appeals. Judge Vinson 
served as a resident Family Court Judge for the Twelfth 
Circuit from 2004 to 2021. Born in Camden, Judge Vinson 
was raised in Florence and graduated cum laude from 
Francis Marion College. He graduated from the University 
of South Carolina School of Law and was admitted to 
practice law the same year. He served as a law clerk to 
Circuit Court Judge John H. Waller, Jr. He joined Turner, 
Padget, Graham and Laney, P.A. and later practiced law 
with his wife, Flo Lester Vinson, in The Vinson Law 
Firm, P.A. Judge Vinson merged his practice with the 

law firm of McDougall & Self, L.L.P, where he practiced 
until 2004. Judge Vinson has served as Francis Marion 
University Alumni President and on the board of the FMU 
Foundation. He served as a member of the S.C. Bar House 
of Delegates and as chair of the S.C. Bar Law Related 
Education Committee. Judge Vinson was also a member of 
the National Council of Juvenile and Family Court Judges 
and past a president of the S.C. Conference of Family 
Court Judges.

The Honorable Jenny Abbott Kitchings has served as the 
Clerk of the Court of Appeals since 2012, overseeing a 
staff that provides services to litigants, attorneys, and the 
public. The Clerk’s office serves as the sole point of contact 
on behalf of the Court, with frequent and regular contact 
with litigants and attorneys. The Clerk’s office works to 
ensure that all matters filed with the Court are provided to 
the judges for consideration, thus ensuring a full and fair 
opportunity for resolution to all litigants. The Clerk’s office 
further serves as the scheduling hub of the Court, working 
with judges and litigants to set hearings and submission of 
cases. Decisions rendered by the judges come to the Clerk’s 
office for filing and for transmission to the interested parties. 
The Clerk’s office keeps the records of the Court and makes 
these records available for inspection and copying.

Judge H. Bruce Williams

Jenny Kitchings
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The Supreme Court of South Carolina’s Office of Disciplinary Counsel’s Statement on  
Alleged Lawyer or Judicial Misconduct and the Disciplinary Process

The Supreme Court of South Carolina strives to ensure that 
lawyers and judges in South Carolina conduct themselves 
with highest ethical standards established by the rules 
governing lawyer and judicial conduct in South Carolina. 
As part of that effort, the Supreme Court created the Office 
of Disciplinary Counsel (ODC) to independently review, 
investigate, and prosecute allegations of lawyer misconduct. 
The Court has also created the Commissions on Lawyer 
or Judicial Conduct to preside over those prosecutions and 
make recommendations to the Court.

ODC’s review and investigation of any complaint is confi-
dential. Yet the Court and ODC are often asked about 
whether or why the Court is, or is not, being more vocal 
or taking quicker action. Sometimes someone asks the 
Court or ODC to comment on the alleged misdeeds of a 
Bar member or a judge. Those requests may become even 
more pronounced when there are public reports involving 
allegations of some form of impropriety. To help address 
these concerns, we believe it is important to provide an 
explanation of our disciplinary process. 

The Supreme Court will not tolerate unethical or illegal 
conduct by Bar members or members of the judiciary. The 
Court has a robust system for investigating and responding 
to reports of such conduct. The Court has created the 
Commission on Lawyer Conduct and the Commission on 
Judicial Conduct to preside over disciplinary matters.  
These Commissions review evidence that ODC and the 
lawyer or judge provide under procedures the Supreme 
Court established. The Commission then makes  
recommendations to the Supreme Court as to the  
disposition of each matter. The Court has the ultimate 
authority over lawyer or judicial discipline.

ODC commences disciplinary investigations when  
information comes to ODC’s attention that, if true,  
would constitute misconduct under any of the ethical 

rules applicable to lawyers or judges. In the vast majority 
of matters the information comes from a formal written 
complaint to ODC regarding the lawyer or judge, but not 
always. Sometimes ODC originates the complaint on its 
own based upon public information, such as news reports or 
the public records. 

An ODC lawyer evaluates the information as if every-
thing stated is true to see if the information constitutes 
misconduct. Sometimes ODC reaches out to the source 
for additional information to clarify what the complaint 
is about, and sometimes to establish who the complaint is 
about. ODC will dismiss the complaint without starting 
any investigation if: (1) the complaint is about someone 
who is not a lawyer or judge; (2) the complaint is about a 
lawyer or judge but the lawyer or judge is not licensed or 
acting in South Carolina; (3) the complaint challenges a 
result before a tribunal and is in the nature of an attempted 
appeal or is seeking post-conviction relief; (4) the complaint 
is a dispute over whether a lawyer has earned a fee that has 
been paid but is more appropriately handled by the South 
Carolina Bar’s Resolution of Fee Disputes Board; or (5) the 
complaint contains no information which, if true, would be 
misconduct under South Carolina’s ethics rules. ODC does 
not have jurisdiction to investigate any of these allegations. 

If the information does not fall within one of those 
categories, and it meets the “if true” threshold, ODC 
acknowledges receipt of the complaint to the complainant 
and advises the complainant that he or she will be told of 
the ultimate disposition of the matter. ODC then sends a 
notice of investigation to the lawyer or judge with a copy of 
the complaint, a statement of the particular rules of conduct 
implicated by the allegations, and a request for a response 
from the lawyer or judge. By rule, the lawyer or judge must 
respond in full within the prescribed deadline, admitting or 
denying the allegations in the notice. ODC then proceeds 
with its investigation, which may include interviewing 

Judicial and Lawyer Disciplinary  
Procedures in South Carolina
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Disciplinary complaints against lawyers and judges have decreased over the past decade. Many attribute this decrease, at least in part, to 
Judicial Merit Selection Commission screenings and enhanced judicial education.

witnesses, obtaining documents, and obtaining statements 
under oath from the lawyer or judge. 

Once the ODC lawyer completes the investigation, he or 
she must determine whether there is clear and convincing 
evidence of misconduct. If not, then the ODC lawyer may 
either dismiss the complaint or conclude the matter with 
a private letter of caution. If the ODC lawyer concludes 
the matter with a letter of caution, ODC advises the 
complainant that the matter was resolved in a private 
manner but was not dismissed.  If the ODC lawyer 
dismisses the complaint, ODC sends a notice to the 
complainant of ODC’s intent to dismiss the matter. The 
complainant then has 30 days to request review of ODC’s 
decision by an investigative panel of the Commission. If 
the Commission panel agrees with ODC then the matter is 
closed without further review. 

If the ODC lawyer believes there is clear and convincing 
evidence of misconduct, the ODC lawyer may: (1) propose 
an agreement for discipline by consent; (2) recommend to 
a Commission panel that the matter be concluded with 

a letter of caution or a confidential admonition; or (3) 
recommend that a Commission panel authorize the filing of 
formal charges. The Commission’s investigative panel may 
adopt, reject or modify ODC’s recommendations. Both 
the Commission and the Court reviews any agreement for 
discipline by consent.

If the Commission authorizes the filing of formal charges, 
ODC may still attempt to resolve the matter through an 
agreement for discipline by consent, subject to review by 
the Commission and the Court. Otherwise, ODC will file 
formal charges with the Commission, giving specific notice 
to the lawyer or judge of the allegations of misconduct, the 
relevant rule violations, and the sanctions ODC will request 
that the Commission recommend to the Supreme Court. 
ODC will also assert, and must prove, any aggravating 
circumstances that may justify a harsher sanction than 
would otherwise be warranted. 

The lawyer or judge then has 30 days to file an answer to 
the formal charges. The lawyer or judge may admit all, some 
or none of the allegations, and may raise other defenses to 
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the complaint. The lawyer or judge may also bring forth 
information the lawyer or judge believes will mitigate the 
particular sanction for any rule violations. 

The proceedings become public 30 days after the period 
of time in which the lawyer or judge may file an answer. 
All subsequent records and proceedings relating to the 
misconduct allegations are open to the public including any 
letter of caution or admonition issued thereafter. 

The Commissions initially resolve all contested issues, either 
pre-hearing or at the hearing itself. The hearing takes place 
before a panel of the Commission, and ODC has  
the burden of proof throughout the process except as to 
affirmative defenses or mitigation evidence. The parties may 
subpoena witnesses and produce evidence subject to  
admissibility rules. The hearing is essentially a bifurcated 
trial, with the first issue being whether misconduct occurred 
and the second being the appropriate recommended 
sanction upon a finding of misconduct. 

At the conclusion of the hearing the Commission provides 
the Court with a written report on the Commission’s 
findings of fact, conclusions of law, and recommendations 
as to disposition. Either party may take exceptions to the 
report, and must file those exceptions along with a brief 
outlining their respective positions. Each party may file  
a respondent’s brief to the brief of exceptions, and then  
a reply to the respondent’s briefs. Any party who fails to  
file exceptions is deemed to accept the Commission’s  
recommendations. 

The Supreme Court then decides the matter based upon 
the Commission report and any exceptions and briefs the 
parties file. The Court may decide it with or without oral 
argument, and may enter an order accepting, rejecting, or 
modifying in whole or in part the Commission’s report. 
The Supreme Court gives notice of any public disposition 
by its published decisions; the Commission and ODC will 
provide a complainant with notice of any other disposition 
by the Court.

The disciplinary process can appear unnecessarily lengthy 
because of the confidential nature of the investigation and 
the due process protections in the proceedings. Even though 
complainants are not parties to disciplinary matters they 
often request “status updates” or other information about 

the investigation. The Court, the Commission, ODC and 
the staff members of each entity may not, however, discuss 
the details of an investigation with the complainants. In 
fact, the staffs of these entities may not even reveal the 
existence of a pending matter to anyone else until  
after the matter is fully at the formal charges stage. The 
confidential nature of these proceedings can understandably 
be frustrating to complainants as well as to members of the 
public in general.

Sometimes the alleged misconduct involves criminal 
charges against the lawyer or judge. ODC ordinarily holds 
the disciplinary investigation in abeyance pending the 
outcome of those proceedings, but not always. Delaying the 
disciplinary process avoids interference with the criminal 
prosecution or placing the lawyer or judge in the untenable 
position of having to assert constitutional protections 
against compelled evidence against the lawyer or judge. 
Fairness and due process dictate the disciplinary matter 
yield to the criminal process.  

The confidentiality rules in the disciplinary process have 
been the subject of scrutiny as well as criticism. They are 
necessary, however, to ensure fairness and due process to all 
involved in the matter. It would be irresponsible for ODC 
or the Commission to disclose confidential information or 
to prejudge a matter without first allowing the process to 
run its course. Disciplinary matters are designed to protect 
everyone’s rights throughout the process which necessarily 
leads to a lengthy process. 

ODC and the Commissions, as agents of the Supreme 
Court, take very seriously their roles in assisting the 
Court in administering the ethical requirements that 
govern lawyers or judges. The Court expects adherence 
to the highest standards by lawyer or judges, and holds 
accountable those who breach those standards. To that end, 
ODC, the Commissions and the Bar constantly evaluate 
the rules governing conduct of those involved in the legal 
profession and seek input from the public as well as Bar 
members on ways to improve the process. We shall continue 
to listen to feedback from all sources to improve our efforts 
to carry out our mission to protect the public and the 
administration of justice. 
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SOUTH CAROLINA COURT DATA

Abbeville 19
Aiken 41
Allendale 4
Anderson 62
Beaufort 206
Berkeley 115

Calhoun 8
Charleston 241
Clarendon 46
Dorchester 456
Florence 146
Georgetown 19

Greenville 89
Horry 606
Kershaw 267
Lee 6
Lexington 191
Oconee 42

Orangeburg 138
Richland 392
Spartanburg 278
Sumter 211
York 220

Master-In-Equity Court
Pending Cases by County, February 2022

*DNR= Data Not Received
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CRIMINAL CIVIL

County Number/Name Criminal/Traffic Civil

01-Abbeville 630 51
02-Aiken 4948 322
03-Allendale 1591 313
04-Anderson 6581 877
05-Bamberg 809 114
06-Barnwell 831 51
07-Beaufort 5025 335
08-Berkeley 2411 1330
09-Calhoun 298 56
10-Charleston 5925 1971
11-Cherokee 2972 253
12-Chester 1859 181
13-Chesterfield 2722 256
14-Clarendon 1474 222
15-Colleton 3265 316
16-Darlington 1450 340
17-Dillon 2719 1984
18-Dorchester 6556 1692
19-Edgefield 971 30
20-Fairfield 1321 190
21-Florence 4556 1081
22-Georgetown 2575 692
23-Greenville 11689 4680

County Number/Name Criminal/Traffic Civil

24-Greenwood 1963 229
25-Hampton 977 243
26-Horry 51485 1700
27-Jasper 3485 173
28-Kershaw 3287 506
29-Lancaster 6563 417
30-Laurens 1848 239
31-Lee 1157 61
32-Lexington 6586 1009
33-Marion 2881 493
34-Marlboro 1203 629
35-McCormick 510 46
36-Newberry 1362 117
37-Oconee 1602 507
38-Orangeburg 2863 851
39-Pickens 3938 740
40-Richland 48916 3839
41-Saluda 1092 60
42-Spartanburg 9088 6246
43-Sumter 5598 2439
44-Union 778 131
45-Williamsburg 1373 148
46-York 7076 1770

SOUTH CAROLINA COURT DATA



39South Carolina Judicial Branch, 2021 Annual Report

0

20000

40000

60000

80000

100000

CR/TR Disposition Weekly Average: 4,500
CR/TR Backlog: 83,446

Civil Disposition Weekly Average: 4,380
Civil Backlog: 10,040

Summary Court Pending Cases Greater than 18 Months in February 2022

CRIMINAL / TRAFFIC CIVIL

County Number/Name Criminal/Traffic Civil

01-Abbeville 10 0
02-Aiken 829 1
03-Allendale 959 162
04-Anderson 1416 91
05-Bamberg 283 1
06-Barnwell 92 0
07-Beaufort 575 79
08-Berkeley 139 20
09-Calhoun 18 4
10-Charleston 2023 66
11-Cherokee 391 15
12-Chester 162 2
13-Chesterfield 1236 19
14-Clarendon 400 33
15-Colleton 1491 61
16-Darlington 147 5
17-Dillon 1738 1116
18-Dorchester 1906 64
19-Edgefield 67 4
20-Fairfield 265 5
21-Florence 1769 58
22-Georgetown 239 165
23-Greenville 2314 959

County Number/Name Criminal/Traffic Civil

24-Greenwood 174 1
25-Hampton 451 68
26-Horry 26652 77
27-Jasper 415 24
28-Kershaw 982 59
29-Lancaster 3641 37
30-Laurens 251 2
31-Lee 343 4
32-Lexington 1002 110
33-Marion 2208 215
34-Marlboro 495 399
35-McCormick 145 16
36-Newberry 76 0
37-Oconee 143 149
38-Orangeburg 893 43
39-Pickens 2166 369
40-Richland 16988 394
41-Saluda 182 6
42-Spartanburg 4170 4359
43-Sumter 1665 712
44-Union 397 26
45-Williamsburg 389 1
46-York 1148 39

SOUTH CAROLINA COURT DATA
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PROBATE COURTS IN SOUTH CAROLINA
Probate Courts handle a variety of legal matters, but primary case types include Estate, Conservatorship, and Guardianship cases. In some 
ways, these cases are handled differently than cases in other types of court cases, and aggregate case data may not be helpful. Here are some 
factors to consider while reviewing Probate Court data:

  »  Case counts are continually rising as older baby boomers begin 
to reach end of life and aging populations steadily increase. 

  »  Individuals who would not normally need to open estates for 
their loved ones are now choosing to do so, in the event they 
want access to digital data. A court order and the appointment 
of a Personal Representative are generally required to gain access 
to digital information, such as iTunes/iCloud accounts. 

  »  Generally, once a Conservator or Guardian is appointed, 
that appointment lasts until the death of the Incapacitated 
Individual, until they regain capacity or, in the case of a minor 
conservatorship, until the minor reaches the age of 18. 

  »  Most estates are open a minimum of eight months to one year 
to allow for the presentment of any creditor claims.

  »  In the event a family wants to pursue a wrongful death or 
survival action, a Personal Representative must be appointed to 
bring the lawsuit and/or to settle the wrongful death or survival 
action, which can take anywhere from months to years.

Probate Courts, Pending Cases by County Total Estates, Guardian, and Conservator

County Number/Name
Pending Total Disposed Total

Jan-20 Feb-22 Jan-20 Feb-22

01-Abbeville 310 417 24 25
02-Aiken 1912 2073 79 128
03-Allendale 201 247 5 14
04-Anderson 2586 3879 167 155
05-Bamberg 202 248 4 10
06-Barnwell 439 515 5 12
07-Beaufort 1448 1935 154 89
08-Berkeley 2060 2427 117 97
09-Calhoun 396 467 11 5
10-Charleston 4574 4864 185 434
11-Cherokee 619 748 43 55
12-Chester 661 610 49 32
13-Chesterfield 676 811 39 32
14-Clarendon 974 1079 15 11
15-Colleton 663 690 41 56
16-Darlington 1019 963 80 71
17-Dillon 727 909 19 20
18-Dorchester 301 1392 5 85
19-Edgefield 268 370 25 82
20-Fairfield 345 306 34 28
21-Florence 4305 3751 72 45
22-Georgetown 776 1204 94 67
23-Greenville 3900 4780 217 388

County Number/Name
Pending Total Disposed Total

Jan-20 Feb-22 Jan-20 Feb-22

24-Greenwood 1101 1345 76 78
25-Hampton 1039 1192 15 19
26-Horry 5305 6191 265 188
27-Jasper 671 684 8 6
28-Kershaw 970 1137 49 53
29-Lancaster 1855 2195 69 61
30-Laurens 1557 1855 41 55
31-Lee 253 333 34 16
32-Lexington 2457 3645 210 185
33-Marion 20 155 0 11
34-Marlboro 415 613 14 21
35-McCormick 163 245 7 7
36-Newberry 405 434 50 54
37-Oconee 810 1154 87 34
38-Orangeburg 2549 2953 231 55
39-Pickens 1286 1862 79 104
40-Richland 2481 3058 230 254
41-Saluda 190 258 24 19
42-Spartanburg 3392 4177 103 139
43-Sumter 1076 1276 41 60
44-Union 386 551 20 28
45-Williamsburg 888 1134 29 18
46-York 2440 2632 173 176

Pending Estates Pending Guardian Pending Conservator
Jan-20 Feb-22 Jan-20 Feb-22 Jan-20 Feb-22
51306 62425 4593 5162 6254 6177

Pending Estates Pending Guardian Pending Conservator
Jan-20 Feb-22 Jan-20 Feb-22 Jan-20 Feb-22
3257 3437 52 42 121 103

SOUTH CAROLINA COURT DATA
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Chief Justice Donald W. Beatty
Administrative Head of the Unified Judicial System

Patricia Howard
Clerk of the Supreme Court

Dawn Przirembel
General Counsel to the Chief Justice

Jenny Kitchings
Clerk of the Court of Appeals

Tonnya Kohn
State Court Administrator

Jason Bobertz
General Counsel to the Judicial Branch

John Nichols
Office of Disciplinary Counsel

Karama Herrington
Director of Court Services

SOUTH CAROLINA JUDICIAL BRANCH LEADERSHIP

Debbie McKeown
Office of Commission Counsel
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Paul Magargle
Director of Fiscal Services

Ginny Jones
Director of Public Information

Georgette Rivers
Director of Human Resources

Christine Christopherson
Court Education Administrator

Chris Haley
Director of Information Technology
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Contacts

Supreme Court (803) 734-1080

Court of Appeals (803) 734-1890

Court Administration (803) 734-1800

Disciplinary Counsel (803) 734-2038

Human Resources (803) 734-1970

Fiscal Services (803) 734-0590

Technical Support (803) 734-1799



SCCOURTS.ORG
(803) 734-1800


