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Criminal trials make for great TV drama, but the beginning of the trial is often left off of the script. Dramatic illustrations of the criminal procedure often include the detective work and the arrest, immediately followed by the trial. But it's important to understand what happens in-between. So how are criminal charges brought against someone?
This article will give you some information on how charges are actually filed against suspects and what happens between the arrest and trial.
How to Bring Criminal Charges Method 1: The Information
The first way a criminal trial can start is through a document called the "information." This document is written by the prosecutor and is somewhat similar to a complaint in a civil trial. After probable cause is found in the preliminary hearing, the information is filed. In it, the prosecutor describes what happened in a series of statements, and then shows how the defendant's actions are crimes. The substance of the information can come from police reports and other documents produced through police investigation, but it can also come from complaints brought by citizens.
In most states, prosecutors proceed to trial after felony charges are brought by information. In the federal system, a prosecutor can bring misdemeanor or felony charges by information (if a grand jury is waived).
How to Bring Criminal Charges Method 2: Indictment
The second way a criminal trial can start is by indictment through a grand jury. A prosecutor will review evidence gathered by the police and give that evidence to a jury. The jury will then decide if the defendants should go to trial. A prosecutor might choose this method if she is not sure she will succeed in a criminal trial, and considers the grand jury proceedings as a test trial.
How to Bring Criminal Charges Method 3: Citation
The third way to bring criminal charges is the easiest. A police officer may see someone committing a minor crime, such as speeding, jaywalking, or littering, and write up a ticket, also known as a citation. Citations can only be used to charge someone with an infraction, which are minor crimes generally not punishable by prison. The person who receives the ticket has the opportunity to contest it, or can just pay a fine to end the criminal proceedings.
Importance Of The Pre-Trial Period
While there are different ways that charges can be brought, the process that they initiate is what's ultimately important, especially from the perspective of a criminal defendant. While it may not make for good theater, this process is shaped by several constitutional protections to prevent abuse by the government. After all, during the period before trial, a defendant and his or her attorney have the opportunity to object to actions by the prosecution and can also enter negotiations to possibly reduce the charges or enter into a plea bargain.
The defense team can also object to certain items of evidence (such as confessions) and prevent their admission at trial, or they can use this period to introduce more favorable evidence. In other words, in many cases it's the period before trial that can ultimately shape the outcome in a case.
How are Criminal Charges Filed? Talk to an Attorney
Facing criminal charges can be terrifying and confusing, and you may be confused about how criminal charges are brought in the first place. The assistance of a qualified professional can make an enormous difference, both in your stress during the defense and in the outcome. Contact a local criminal defense attorney to discuss the facts of your case and to get help crafting the best defense to criminal charges.
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What's the Difference Between a Misdemeanor vs. Felony?
A misdemeanor is a less serious crime than a felony. Felonies are the most serious crimes you can commit and have long jail or prison sentences, fines, or permanent loss of freedoms. Misdemeanors usually involve jail time, smaller fines, and temporary punishments. For example, you can be slightly over the limit during a DUI stop and get a misdemeanor, but if you have children in the car or are severely over the blood alcohol limit you can face a felony charge.
Types or Categories of Crimes
Most criminal systems for states across the United States divide their crimes into several different categories depending on the seriousness of the crime. The major categories are: infractions; misdemeanors; and felonies. However, within these categories there may be different levels or classes.
The major categories are almost always determined by the amount of jail time that is possible. It's important to know how the court system treats a particular case in order to understand the differences. As a general rule, however, when trying to figure out what the difference is between a misdemeanor and a felony, you can look to the maximum potential jail time for the crime for the answer.
What's an Infraction?
In general, infractions are the least serious type of crime. An infraction is the violation of a rule, ordinance, or a law. In most jurisdictions, there is no jail time associated with an infraction and it will not appear on a criminal record. Typically, payment of a fine will be the only punishment, but federal law classifies an infraction as a crime with a jail sentence of not more than five days. Traffic tickets are examples of an infraction, but other offenses may also be categorized as infractions, such a trespassing, littering, disturbing the peace, and other petty offenses.
Generally, a police officer will see someone doing something wrong, write a ticket and hand it to the person. The person then has to pay a fine. Infractions usually involve little to no time in court (much less jail). However, infractions can turn into a more serious crime if left unaddressed or unpaid.
It is not uncommon that an infraction has different classes (i.e. moving violations, non-moving violations, and other petty offenses). The law typically provides for an increasing range of fines and potential penalties for the different classes within the infraction category.
What's a Misdemeanor?
Misdemeanors are more serious than infractions. Under federal law and in most states, a misdemeanor is a criminal offense that carries a potential jail term of less than one year. Some states define a misdemeanor as a crime that is not a felony or an infraction
Just as infractions are sorted into classes misdemeanors are as well. Under the federal sentencing guidelines, the classes are divided up by the maximum imprisonment for the offense.
· Class A misdemeanor - one year or less, but more than six months;
· Class B misdemeanor - six months or less, but more than thirty days; or
· Class C misdemeanor - thirty days or less, but more than five days.
Typically, jail time is served in a local county jail instead of a high security prison. Prosecutors generally have a great degree of flexibility in deciding what crimes to charge, how to punish them, and what kinds of plea bargains to negotiate.
What's a Felony?
A felony is the most serious type of crime. The term felony is not uniform throughout the United States, while the federal government defines felony as a crime with a punishment of more than one year, states are less strict about the definition. Maine and New Jersey do not classify their criminal offenses at all. Some states use the term felony, but do not define it.
However, most states, 43 in all, use and define the term typically by reference to either the length of a sentence or the place of incarceration, sometimes both. For instance, Idaho defines a felony as "a crime punishable by death or by imprisonment in the State prison", while Georgia defines the term as "a crime punishable by death, imprisonment for life, or imprisonment for more than 12 months." Still, other states will define felony by reference to the length of sentence and the place the sentence will be served.
Typically, though a sentence of more than one year that will be served in a state or federal prison will be considered a felony. As with misdemeanors, Federal law breaks down classifications for felonies using sentencing guidelines by the amount of prison time.
· Class A felony - life imprisonment or the death penalty;
· Class B felony - twenty-five or more years;
· Class C felony - less than twenty-five years, but more than ten years;
· Class D felony - less than ten years, but more than five years; or
· Class E felony - less than five years, but more than one year.
Since the punishments can be so severe, a criminal procedure must be strictly observed so that the defendants' rights stay protected. Felonies are usually crimes that are viewed severely by society and include crimes such as murder, rape, burglary, kidnapping, or arson. However, felonies can also be punished in a range of ways so that the punishment matches the severity of the crime.
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DUI vs. DWI: What's the Difference?
DUI is an acronym for "driving under the influence." DWI stands for "driving while intoxicated," or in some cases, "driving while impaired." The terms can have different meanings or they can refer to the same offense, depending on the state in which you were pulled over.  
In any case, DUI and DWI both mean that a driver is being charged with a serious offense that endangered themselves and others. That applies to alcohol and other drugs (including recreational drugs and those prescribed by a physician) that impair your ability to drive. One is not worse than the other and both can have a big effect on your life. 
