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Each of Georgia’s 159 counties has a courthouse 
located in the city that serves as its county seat. 
While many counties have built new facilities in 
recent years, some of the courthouses around the 
state were built in the 1800s and are still being used. 

Just like the United States government, Georgia has three 
branches of government – Legislative, Executive, and Judicial. 
“The Third Branch,” as the judiciary is often called, is an equal 
participant in the checks-and-balances system of government.

Each branch of government has its 
particular function. The Legislative 
Branch makes laws. The Executive 
Branch makes sure the laws are 
being followed. The Judicial Branch 
interprets the laws. 

Justice 
Andrew Pinson

Earned two degrees from 
UGA, which is known as 
being a “Double Dawg.” 

Served as a Solicitor 
General of Georgia. 

There are approximately 1,500 judges that serve the State of Georgia.  From Municipal court judges 
to Supreme Court justices, Georgia’s judges come from all walks of life.  Many of the men and women 
who serve on the bench are native Georgians.  Others have moved here from different states or from 
other countries.  The Justices of the Supreme Court of Georgia (below) have a variety of backgrounds 
and interests.

A person can become a judge in one of two ways: APPOINTMENT or ELECTION.

APPOINTMENT — The Governor may 
appoint a qualified candidate to fill a 
vacancy on the appellate courts, superior 
court, or state court. To remain on the 
bench, an appointed judge must run for 
the office in future elections.

ELECTION — A sitting judge must run for 
re-election at the end of each term of 
office. Challengers may run against the 
incumbent for the seat. If a judge is retiring 
at the end of a term, the seat is considered 
“open,” and a new judge will be elected 
from the announced candidates.

The judge’s role in a TRIAL COURT is to review 
legal rulings about the law and determine 
admissibility of evidence as it is presented. During 
a BENCH TRIAL, the judge hears evidence then 
determines guilt and sentencing. 

APPELLATE JUDGES must review materials from 
cases that have been tried in the trial courts and 
determine if legal errors have occurred and if a 
new trial is warranted. 

Justice 
Sarah Warren

Worked in the White House.
Argued a case before the 

U.S. Supreme Court.

Chief Justice 
Michael Boggs

Former State Representative 
and trial court judge. 

Founded Waycross Judicial 
Circuit Drug Court.

Presiding Justice 
Nels Peterson

Earned J.D. from Harvard 
Law. Served as GA’s first 

Solicitor General.

Justice 
Charlie Bethel

Former State Senator and 
Dalton City Council Member. 

An avid beekeeper and 
enjoys visiting national parks 

and battlefields. 

Justice 
Verda Colvin

Previously served on 
the Georgia Court of 
Appeals. Graduated 
from UGA School of 

Law.

Justice 
Carla Wong McMillian
First Asian Amercian to serve
on a state’s highest court in

Southern United States. 
Previously served on the 

Georgia Court of Appeals. Born 
and raised in Augusta.

Justice Shawn 
Ellen LaGrua

Over 20 years of trial 
experience. Initiated 
and presided over 

Fulton’s “My Journey 
Matters,” a pilot 

probation program.

Justice 
John Ellington

Previously served on the 
Court of Appeals. Lives on 
a family farm in South GA. 
Is an avid sportsman and 

enjoys agricultural 
pursuits. 

For purposes of administration in the Superior and 
Juvenile courts, the state of Georgia is divided into 50 
Judicial Circuits. Each circuit is made up of at least one 
county. Some circuits are made up of many counties.

Why are there Judicial Circuits?

Originally judges would “ride the circuit” – 
a wide area made up of many counties – 
visiting each county seat to hear cases.

How are Circuits Named?

Circuit names come from many sources: 
many are named for a county within the 
circuit, while others are named for rivers or 
other landmarks. Many have names derived 
from Native American culture.
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