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5. Frequently Asked Questions (FAQ)

Q:  What is the procedure through which a lower court 
judge is appointed?

A:  

Q:  How many judges are there all over the country?
A:  

Q: How long does a trial take?
A:  The time taken for a trial varies depending on the 

case. In general, the average period from the 
commencement of a civil case to its conclusion is 
9.8 months in district courts and 3.1 months in 
summary courts. In a criminal case, the average 
period is 3.9 months in district courts, and 2.5 
months in summary courts (according to the judicial 
statistics of 2023).(As of 2024)
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5. Frequently Asked Questions (FAQ)

Q:  What is the procedure through which a lower court 
judge is appointed?

A:  The judges of the lower courts are appointed by the 
Cabinet from the list of candidates nominated by the 
Supreme Court. In the nomination process, the 
Supreme Court must consult the Advisory Committee 
for the Nomination of Lower-Court Judges, in 
principle, about whether the candidates should be 
nominated or not. After that, they will be assigned to 
positions in lower courts all over the country.

Q:  How many judges are there all over the country?
A:  When all the judges of various types of courts are 

combined, there are about 3,440 judges (including 
about 820 women) nationwide (as of December 
2021).

Q: How long does a trial take?
A:  The time taken for a trial varies depending on the 

case. In general, the average period from the 
commencement of a civil case to its conclusion is 
10.5 months in district courts and 3.8 months in 
summary courts. In a criminal case, the average 
period is 3.7 months in district courts, and 2.5 months 
in summary courts (according to the judicial statistics 
of 2021).

(As of 2022)

 Supreme Court, High Court, District Court, 
 Family Court
 High Court, District Court, Family Court
 District Court, Family Court

IP High Court is located in Tokyo. 
There are many branch offices and summary courts
all over the country.

When all the judges of various types of courts are 
combined, there are about 3,400 judges nationwide
(as of December 2023).

Note:The statistics for civil and domestic relations cases show the
number of cases; those for criminal cases show the number of
persons accused and those for juvenile cases show the number of
juveniles.
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Civil Cases (include administrative cases) and Criminal Cases Before the
Supreme Court, High Courts, District Courts, and Summary Courts of Japan The judges of the lower courts are appointed by the 

Cabinet from the list of candidates nominated by the 
Supreme Court. In the nomination process, the 
Supreme Court must consult the Advisory Committee 
for the Nomination of Lower-Court Judges, in 
principle, about whether the candidates should be 
nominated or not. After that, they will be assigned to 
positions in lower courts all over the country.



1. Constitution of Japan

The Constitution of Japan was promulgated on 
November 3, 1946, and came into effect on May 3, 1947.

In the Constitution of Japan, a system of separation 
of powers into three branches was established based on 
the principles of respect for fundamental human rights and 
the sovereignty of the people. The Court became the body 
of judicial power completely independent of the Diet and 
the Cabinet. Furthermore, the Court was given the power 
of judicial review to judge whether laws, etc. violate the 
Constitution.

2. Outline of the Court System of Japan

(1) Supreme Court
The Supreme Court is the highest court in the 

on appeals against rulings brought under procedural laws. 
The Supreme Court is vested with the power to judge the 
constitutionality when making a judgment on a specific 
dispute as the court of appellate instance, although it is 
not authorized to judge the constitutionality of a particular 

The Supreme Court is composed of a Chief Justice 
and fourteen other Justices. They are members of the 
Grand Bench, and every five of them constitute a Petty 
Bench, respectively. Most appeal cases are adjudicated 
by one of three Petty Benches.

(2) High Courts
High courts are located in eight major cities in the 

high courts. In addition, in April 2005, the Intellectual 
Property High Court was established as a special branch 
of the Tokyo High Court.

In general, the high courts have jurisdiction over 
appeals against judgments by the district and family 
courts and judgments on criminal cases by summary 
courts. They also hear appeals against lower-court rulings.

In principle, cases in a high court are handled by a 
three-judge panel.

(3) District Courts

prefecture except for Hokkaido, which is divided into four 

country.

for civil, administrative and criminal cases, except for 
litigations specifically vested in other courts exclusive 
jurisdiction. District courts also have jurisdiction over 
appeals against summary court judgments, rulings and 
orders in civil cases.

While usually a single judge presides over the trial in a 
district court, there are also cases that need to be handled 
by a panel of three judges. All district courts and some of 
their branches hold criminal trials with the participation of 
Saiban-in (lay judges) in certain serious cases. Under this 
system, a panel consisting of six Saiban-in and three 
professional judges handle such cases.

(4) Family Courts
Family courts are located at the same places as the 

district courts and their branches. In addition, there are 
77 local offices at the same locations as summary 
courts. They have exclusive jurisdiction over cases 
involving domestic relations and juvenile delinquency.

Domestic relations cases are cases brought to 
court to solve disputes concerning relationships 
between husband and wife, parents and children, and 
relatives as well as disputes over inheritance. There are 
two types of domestic relations cases, adjudication and 
conciliation, both of which are handled by proceedings 
closed to the public. Family courts also have jurisdiction 
over personal status litigation, which is open to the 
public. Pursuant to the Act for Implementation of the 
Convention on the Civil Aspects of International Child 
Abduction, which entered into force on April 1, 2014, the 
Tokyo Family Court and Osaka Family Court handle 
cases seeking the return of a child under the Act.

Family courts also deal with juvenile cases. They have 
jurisdiction over cases involving juveniles aged 14 to 19 who 
have committed a crime, juveniles aged 14 to 17 who are 
likely to commit a crime, and juveniles under 14 years old 
who have violated or are likely to violate penal provisions. 
The measures taken with regard to such juveniles are not 
punitive, but rather protective and educational in nature.

Cases brought before the family court are handled 
by a single judge or a panel of three judges fully utilizing 
reports prepared by family court investigating officers, 

courts (doctors) versed in psychiatry.

(5) Summary Courts
There are 438 summary courts in the country, and 

these are the most accessible to the people.
Summary courts have jurisdiction over civil cases in 

which the disputed sum does not exceed 1,400,000 
yen, and over crimes punishable by fines or lighter 

theft and embezzlement. Summary courts are not 
vested with the power to impose a term of imprisonment 
without work or heavier in principle.

All cases in summary court are handled by a single 
judge.

(1) Judges
In order to be appointed as a judge, it is first 

necessary to pass the National Bar Examination and 
train as a legal apprentice for a certain period of time. 

qualifying examination, a legal apprentice will be eligible 
to become a judge, public prosecutor, or lawyer. A judge 

judge of the summary court may be appointed from 
among those persons who have the necessary 
academic knowledge. Ten out of the 15 Supreme Court 
Justices must be legal professionals. Those who are 
knowledgeable about and familiar with the law can also 
be appointed even if they are not legal professionals.

As of 2024, the total number of court officials other 
than judges is about 22,000. Among these, about 9,900 
are Court Clerks, about 1,600 are Family Court 

and about 9,400 are Court Secretaries.

cases as ordered by the Supreme Court Justices or 
lower court judges. They are recruited from among 

(ii) Court Clerks
      Court Clerks have duties such as attending court 
proceedings, preparing trial records and testimony 
records, investigating laws and precedents, and 
meeting with lawyers, public prosecutors, and parties 
to ensure smooth court proceedings.

      Family Court Investigating Officers contribute to 
reaching appropriate decisions on cases handled by 
the family court by investigating facts, coordinating 
interpersonal relationships and submitting a report to a 
judge, all of which are based on behavioral sciences.

(iv) Court Stenographers
      Court Stenographers are in charge of making 
stenographic records of court proceedings.

(v) Court Secretaries
   Court Secretaries assist in work related to 
handling cases. They are also in charge of the judicial 
administrative work such as personal relations, 
accounting, and others.

In addition to those mentioned above, there are court 
execution officers, technical advisors, conciliation 
commissioners, judicial commissioners, counselors and 
labor tribunal commissioners, etc.

Citizen participation in the judiciary has been a key 
concept of the judicial reforms in the 21st century. 
Although there had been a system before for the 
participation of citizens in the judiciary such as conciliation 
commissioners, the lay judge system was put into 
operation on May 21, 2009. As a result of this, in 

system and expansion of other systems, opportunities for 

have increased.

Persons eligible to be Saiban-in are Japanese 
nationals aged 18 and over who are selected at random 
from among those registered in the list of voters for the 
members of the House of Representatives. Saiban-in 
participate in criminal trials in the district court, trying 
serious cases such as those involving offenses punishable 
with the death penalty or life imprisonment with or without 
work, or involving offenses that have caused a victim to 
die by intentional criminal acts.

Six Saiban-in are selected to form a panel together 
with three professional judges. The nine panel members 
decide whether the accused is guilty or not, as well as the 
sentence, by a majority vote. The majority opinion of the 
Saiban-in alone cannot form the basis for a conviction, 
but must be supported by at least one professional judge.

Saiban-in (Lay Judges)

Saiban-in Courtroom　1 Judges　2 Saiban-in　3 Court Clerk
4 Public Prosecutor(s)　5 Defense Counsel
6 The Accused　7 Court Stenographer　8 Court Secretary 

The Legal Training and 
Resear ch  Ins t i t u t e 
organizes and operates 
training and research 
programs for judges. It 
also provides training 
and education to legal 
apprentices who have 
passed the National Bar 
Examination.
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