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General Sessions and Other Inferior Courts
Reference Number: CTAS-475

General Sessions Court
Reference Number: CTAS-494

General sessions court judges must be 30 years old, a Tennessee resident for five years, a resident of
the county for one year, and licensed to practice law in Tennessee. T.C.A. §§ 16-15-201, 16-15-5005,
Tenn. Const., art.VI, § 4. A judge is elected to an eight-year-term. T.C.A. § 16-15-202. A non-attorney
may serve as a general sessions judge only in very limited situations. T.C.A. § 16-15-5005. A county legislative body may not establish and fund additional part-time general sessions judges. The code simply
allows private acts that would establish part-time general sessions judges in class 1, 2 or 3 counties. Op.
Tenn. Att'y Gen. 93-52 (August 9, 1993). The circuit court clerk acts as a general sessions clerk, unless
a separate clerk is created by a private act. T.C.A. § 16-15-301.
Salaries are set by general law according to population class, which differs from the population class set
forth for county officials. Judges in certain classes may receive additional compensation for additional jurisdiction. However, no general sessions judge shall receive a salary greater than that of a circuit judge.
T.C.A. § 16-15-5003. While annual salary adjustments are built into the law, the general salary structure
for judges may not be altered during their term. Tenn. Const., art. VI, § 7. A new term began September 1, 2006.
The compensation of the judges of courts of general sessions is determined by the administrative office of
the courts (AOC) in accordance with the provisions of T.C.A. § 16-15-5003, as amended by 2006 Public
Chapter 957. On September 1, 2006, each judge received an increase in the amount of $10,000 or 20%
of their total annual compensation as of August 31, 2006, whichever is less, and the compensation of
judges in each population classification were to be equalized in accordance with their jurisdictional supplements. In Class 1 the equalization is accomplished by raising the compensation of all judges to the
salary of the highest paid judge in Class 1 who is paid under this general law. In Classes 2–7, judges
with maximum supplements are raised to the compensation of the highest paid judge in that class with
maximum supplements, and all other judges are grouped by jurisdiction and paid the same as the highest paid judge with the same jurisdiction in the same population class. On or before July 15, 2006, each
general sessions judge was required to certify to the AOC the total amount of compensation received
by the judge as of August 31, 2006, the jurisdictions exercised by such judge and the legal basis therefor, and whether the judge is compensated under the general law or a private act. The AOC thereupon
reported to each judge the amount of compensation to be paid to such judge beginning September 1,
2006.
A county, by public or private act in effect on September 1, 2006, may compensate its judges in excess of
the amount required under T.C.A. § 16-15-5003 (but not above state judges), but a judge is not to receive
compensation based both on this general law and a private act or other public act. No judge is to be paid
a salary reflecting jurisdictional supplements the judge is not entitled to exercise. No general sessions
judge who engages in the private practice of law will receive any increase under this law if such judge is
prohibited by law from engaging in private practice. Judges in Knox County are compensated the same
as those in Davidson County under a special provision in this law. T.C.A. § 16-15-5003.

Jurisdiction of General Sessions Court
Reference Number: CTAS-495

The jurisdictional limit of the general sessions court is $25,000 in all civil cases in all counties, except in
cases of forcible entry and detainer, where the court has unlimited original jurisdiction, including jurisdiction to award an alternative money judgment. Also, the general sessions court judges have jurisdiction
to issue restraining orders and enforce penalty provisions for violation of these restraining orders. T.C.A.
§ 16-15-501. Attorney's fees, court costs and discretionary costs are not included in the calculation of
whether a judgment entered by the general sessions court exceeds these monetary jurisdictional limits.
T.C.A. §§ 16-15-501, 29-30-102. The court has jurisdiction to try misdemeanor cases and may issue sen-
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tences within the limits provided by law for the particular offense. T.C.A. § 40-1-109. Pursuant to T.C.A.
§ 40-11-204, general sessions judges also hear petitions for relief on forfeited recognizances.
In many counties, the general sessions court may have, by private or public act, other subject matter jurisdiction, including probate, domestic relations, and Workers' compensation. See T.C.A. §§ 16-15-401,
40-6-214 (arrest warrants), 27-8-105 (certiorari), 17-2-209 (divorce interchange), 17-2-208 (interchange),
and private acts relative to jurisdiction in the various counties.
Civil cases, originating in general sessions court and appealed to a higher court, shall not be dismissed
for informalities, but shall be tried on the merits of the case. The higher court shall allow all amendments
in the form of the action, the parties in the case, or the statement of the cause of action when necessary
to reach the merits. The trial, including damages awarded, is de novo. T.C.A. § 16-15-729.

Juvenile Courts

Reference Number: CTAS-496
The general sessions court, except those with a special juvenile court established by private act, has
juvenile court jurisdiction. T.C.A. § 37-1-203. Every court having juvenile jurisdiction must have a sign
in a conspicuous place identifying it as "Juvenile Court." T.C.A. § 37-1-206. The general sessions court
when acting as juvenile court has the Title and style of "Juvenile Court of ____________ County." T.C.A.
§ 37-1-204. However, the legislature did not intend to make the juvenile court a general sessions court.
The intent was to transfer juvenile court jurisdiction to the general sessions court and to make the general sessions court a juvenile court when the subject matter before the court was within the jurisdiction
conferred upon juvenile courts. State ex rel. Winberry v. Brooks, 670 S.W.2d 631 (Tenn. Ct. App. 1984).
Only general sessions judges who are licensed to practice law in Tennessee may order commitment of a
juvenile to the Department of Correction. T.C.A. § 37-1-203. If the judge is not licensed to practice in Tennessee, a lawyer-referee is appointed to handle such matters. T.C.A. § 37-1-107. The juvenile court has
concurrent jurisdiction with the circuit and chancery court of proceedings arising from the 1980 Hague
Convention on the Civil Aspects of International Child Abduction. T.C.A. § 37-1-104.
Pursuant to T.C.A. § 37-1-702, juvenile judges are authorized to establish a teen court program. The teen
court is given the authority to conduct proceedings, receive evidence, hear testimony related to the dispositional stage and recommend disposition of the case. For any particular case, the teen court consists
of five teen members chosen from a panel of 12 or more teenagers appointed by the juvenile court judge.

General Sessions Court and Interchange
Reference Number: CTAS-497

Under T.C.A. § 17-2-208, general sessions and juvenile judges may interchange with each other. The
substituting judge need not be a resident of the same county, but must otherwise possess the same qualifications of the absent judge. If another judge cannot serve by interchange, general sessions and juvenile judges who must be absent from court may seek a special judge pursuant to the requirements and
process set forth in TCA 16-15-209. General sessions court judges may sit by interchange for municipal
court judges, but not vice versa. T.C.A. § 16-18-312.

Probate Court

Reference Number: CTAS-498
Chancery court has exclusive jurisdiction to probate wills and administer estates, unless provided otherwise by private act. T.C.A. § 16-16-201. The clerk and master exercises probate jurisdiction, unless
otherwise provided.

Special Courts

Reference Number: CTAS-499
Occasionally, public or private acts create courts to exercise particular jurisdiction in a county. Some
counties have chosen through private acts to have separate special jurisdiction courts. Probate jurisdic-

Page 4 of 5

CTAS e-Li

Special Courts

tion is in chancery court unless it is placed in another court by a special act. Similarly, general sessions
court has juvenile jurisdiction, unless it is placed in another court by private act. Some counties have
combined specialized jurisdictions to create new court titles. The clerk of these courts is designated in
the private acts creating these courts. The judge's salary is determined according to the special legislation. Cases from these special inferior courts may be appealed to the circuit court for a de novo trial.
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