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In this report and its accompanying spreadsheet (here), we provide detailed information about criminal 
charging in North Carolina in 2020. For felony offenses, we provide data at the state and county level on, 
among other things, the number and percent of nonviolent and violent felony charges, separating out 
drug charges. At the misdemeanor level, we parse the data into still more categories, including 
breakdowns for, among other things, impaired driving and related charges (DWI), non-DWI traffic 
charges, ordinance violations, other nonviolent misdemeanor charges, and violent misdemeanor 
charges. We also explore how criminal charging changed during the pandemic. There is a lot to unpack 
in the new spreadsheet. In this report, we present some of the top line results.  

Statewide Data—All Charges 
Consistent with 2019 data, the vast bulk of 2020 criminal charging in North Carolina was for nonviolent 
misdemeanor offenses. In 2020, 1,498,715 criminal offenses were charged statewide. Of those charges, 
the vast majority (87.3%) were for misdemeanor offenses (1,308,742 misdemeanor charges versus 
189,973 felony charges; see Figure 1 below). 91.8% of all charges were for nonviolent crimes (1,375,743 
nonviolent offenses versus 122,972 violent offenses; see Figure 2 below). As in 2019, non-impaired 
driving traffic offenses were the largest block of charges in 2020, constituting 67.1% (878,505 charges) 
of all misdemeanor charges and 58.6% of all charges (misdemeanors and felonies).  

Figure 1: All 2020 Charges: Percent Misdemeanors & Felonies 

https://cjil.sog.unc.edu/wp-content/uploads/sites/19452/2021/02/Violent-and-Nonviolent-Tally-Analysis-FINAL-2020-Data.xlsx
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Figure 2. All 2020 Charges: Percent Nonviolent & Violent 
 

 
 
 
 
Statewide Data—Felonies 
Consistent with 2019 data, most 2020 felony 
charges were for nonviolent offenses. In 2020, 
there were 189,973 felony charges statewide 
(10.4% decline from 2019). Only 15.5% of those 
charges were for violent crimes; 84.5% were for 
nonviolent offenses (Figure 3). Chapter 90 felony 
drug crimes1 make up 35.1% (66,599 charges) of 
total felony charges (Figure 4). Even when felony 
drug charges are removed from the analysis, 
violent offenses constitute only 23.9% of the 
remaining felony charges. As described below, we took a liberal approach to categorizing offenses as 
violent or nonviolent. For example, even though burglary does not include an element of violence, we 
categorized it as violent on the reasoning that such a categorization best aligns with the seriousness that 
judicial system stakeholders and citizens attach to that offense. We took a similar approach with other 
felony offenses, and we describe our categorization rules below. 
 
  

 
1 North Carolina General Statutes, Chapter 90 (Medicine and Allied Occupations) contains the North Carolina 
Controlled Substances Act. 

2020 FELONY CHARGES 

15.5% VIOLENT OFFENSES  

84.5% NONVIOLENT OFFENSES 

35.1% NONVIOLENT DRUG 
OFFENSES 
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Figure 3: 2020 Felony Charges: Percent Nonviolent & Violent 
 

 
 
 
 
Figure 4. 2020 Felony Charges: Percent Violent, Nonviolent Drug & Nonviolent Other 
 

 
 
In 2020, only nine violent felony charges had over 1,000 charges statewide (Table 1). Assault by 
strangulation tops that list, with 2,235 charges, followed by armed robbery with 2,199 charges. Table 2 
below presents the most commonly charged nonviolent felony charges. Obtaining property by false 
pretenses tops that list. It is followed by possession of methamphetamine (8,377 charges) and two 



4 
 

breaking or entering offenses—breaking or entering a motor vehicle and felony breaking or entering a 
building—with 8,214 and 7,727 charges respectively. We categorized drug offenses as nonviolent 
felonies, and several of those crimes show up in Table 2. Because Chapter 90 drug felonies constitute so 
many of the charged felonies in 2020, we include Table 3 below, showing the most commonly charged 
felony drug offenses. As shown there, possession of methamphetamine was the most charged drug 
felony (8,377 charges), followed by maintaining a dwelling (6,812 charges). 
 
Table 1. Most commonly charged violent felonies—2020 
  

 
 

Table 2. Most commonly charged nonviolent felonies—2020 
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Table 3. Most commonly charged Chapter 90 drug felonies—2020 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Statewide Data—Misdemeanors 
In 2020 there were 1,308,742 total misdemeanor 
charges statewide (18.3% decline from 2019). Of 
those charges, only 7.1% (93,438 charges) were for 
violent misdemeanor offenses (Figure 5). The 
remaining charges were for DWI and related 
offenses (4.8%; 63,314 charges) and nonviolent 
misdemeanor charges (88.0%; 1,151,990 charges) 
(Figure 5). Within nonviolent misdemeanors, non-
DWI related traffic misdemeanors constitute the 
lion’s share of that total (67.1%; 878,505 charges) 
(Figure 6). The remaining nonviolent charges are for 
ordinance crimes (0.6%; 8,447 charges) and other nonviolent misdemeanors (20.3%; 265,038 charges) 
(Figure 6). The most common specifically designated ordinance charges were for open container of 
alcohol, begging, and discharging a firearm in a city. 
 
  

2020 MISDEMEANOR CHARGES 

7.1% VIOLENT CHARGES 

4.8% DWI CHARGES 

88.0% NONVIOLENT CHARGES  
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Figure 5. 2020 Misdemeanor Charges: Percent Violent, Nonviolent & DWI 
 

 
 

 
Figure 6. 2020 Misdemeanor Charges: Percent Violent, DWI, & Nonviolent Sub-Categories 
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Tables 4, 5, and 6 below show the most commonly charged violent misdemeanors, nonviolent non-
traffic misdemeanors, and non-DWI traffic misdemeanors. Assault on a female tops the violent 
misdemeanor list (Table 4), with nearly 25,000 charges. Misdemeanor larceny tops the nonviolent, non-
traffic misdemeanor list (Table 5), with over 34,000 charges statewide. In the next three spots on that 
list are misdemeanor drug paraphernalia, marijuana possession charges, and marijuana paraphernalia 
charges; together these three offenses account for 70,579 charges. Speeding is the most common non-
DWI traffic offense with over 272,000 charges (Table 6). As with felony offenses, we took a liberal 
approach to categorizing misdemeanors as violent crimes. For example, although communicating 
threats does not include an element of physical violence, we categorized it as violent on the reasoning 
that that approach was in line with how judicial system stakeholders and community members view that 
offense. More detail on our categorization rules is provided below. 
 
 
Table 4. Most commonly charged violent misdemeanor offenses—2020 
 
 

 
 
  



8 
 

Table 5. Most commonly charged nonviolent, non-traffic misdemeanor offenses—2020 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Table 6. Most commonly charged nonviolent, non-DWI misdemeanor traffic offenses—2020 
 

 
 
  



9 
 

County Level Data 
As is often the case with criminal justice data, statewide numbers can disguise significant variability at 
the county level. As noted above, violent felonies constituted 15.5% of all felony charges statewide. At 
the county level, however, the range for that percentage was significant. At the low end, only 3.8% of all 
felony charges in Madison County were for violent offenses; at the high-end, that number was 50% for 
Hyde County. Similar variability is seen with misdemeanor charging. At the state level, violent 
misdemeanors constituted 7.1% of all charged misdemeanors. But again, the range for that percentage 
is significant at the county level. At the low end, only 1.7% of all misdemeanor charges in Tyrrell County 
were for violent offenses; at the high-end, that percentage was 15.4% in Hoke County. 
 
Our county level data also includes per capita rates2 for charging of violent offenses. The 10 counties 
with the highest per capita violent felony charging rates are shown in Table 7 below. Interestingly, these 
are not predominantly metropolitan counties. In fact, only one county that is in the top 10 most 
populous counties is on that list (Cumberland), which is consistent with 2019 data. Table 8 below shows 
the per capita violent felony charging rate for North Carolina’s 10 most populous counties. The 10 
counties with the lowest per capita violent felony rates are shown in Table 9 below. The spreadsheet 
accompanying this report provides this information for all counties and provides per capita charging 
rates for violent misdemeanor offenses. 
 
 
Table 7. Counties with the highest per capita violent felony charging rate—2020 
 

  
 
  

 
2 County population estimates are not yet available from the Census Bureau. As such, these per capita rates are 
based upon 2019 county population estimates. 
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Table 8. Per capita violent felony charging rate for North Carolina’s 10 largest counties (by 
population)—2020 
 

  
 
 
Table 9. Counties with the lowest per capita violent felony charging rate—2020 
 

  
 
 
COVID-19 & Criminal Charging 
In other work, we have seen indicators that COVID-19 changed criminal charging in 2020. Overall, North 
Carolina charged 1,498,715 offenses in 2020 as compared to 1,814,861 charges in 2019, a 17.4% 
decrease. Felony charging decreased from 212,048 to 189,973 charges, a 10.4% percent decrease. 
Misdemeanor charging decreased from 1,602,813 to 1,308,742 charges, a 18.3% decrease. To explore 
which offenses were primarily driving these decreases, we first calculated which offenses had increases, 
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decreases, or no change in charging between 2019 and 2020. We then looked only at offenses that had 
at least 1,000 charges in 2019 or 2020.3   
 
Of the 499 felony offenses included in both the 2019 and 2020 Tally Reports,4 297 (59.5%) had a 
decrease in the charging volume from 2019 to 2020. For thirty-three offenses (6.6%), there was no 
change in charging and for 169 offenses (33.9%) total charges increased. Tables 10 and 11 show the 10 
felony offenses that saw the largest decreases and increases from 2019 to 2020, for offenses with at 
least 1,000 charges in either year. 
 
 
Table 10. Felony offenses with the largest percentage decrease in charges—2019 to 2020  
 

 
 

Table 11. Felony offenses with largest percentage increase in charges—2019 to 2020 
 

 
 

 
3 Because offenses with low charge volume are subject to large swings in percentage change, we excluded any 
felony or misdemeanor offenses with <1000 charges in both 2019 and 2020 from this portion of the analysis. 
4 Some offenses appear on the 2019 Tally Report but not on the 2020 Report and vice-versa. Charging numbers for 
these offenses are very low, with all but two in the single digits. 
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Of the 543 misdemeanor offenses charged in both 2019 and 2020, total charges fell for 365 offenses 
(67.2%); 37 offenses (6.8%) experienced no change; and 141 offenses (26.0%) experienced an increase 
in total charges. Tables 12 and 13 show the 10 offenses that saw the greatest percentage increases or 
decreases in charging.  
 
 
Table 12. Misdemeanor offenses with the largest percentage decrease in charges—2019 to 2020 
 

 
 
Table 13. Misdemeanor offenses with the largest percentage increase in charges—2019 to 2020 
 

 
 
Methodology 
This analysis was conducted using the North Carolina Administrative Office of the Courts (NC AOC) “Tally 
Report.” Detailed notes of how we processed the data in that report are contained in our spreadsheet’s 
“Read Me” tab. For purposes of categorizing offenses as violent and nonviolent, we categorized general 
crimes the same as the main offense. For example, we categorized attempted robbery as violent, like 
robbery. Some offenses are obviously violent, such as first-degree murder, or nonviolent, such as food 
stamp fraud. A table showing how we categorized other offenses is included in the “Read Me” tab in our 
spreadsheet. It clarifies, for example, that we categorized gang offenses as violent and disorderly 
conduct as nonviolent.  
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Our identification of most commonly charged offenses in the tables above uses NC AOC offense code 
categories included in the Tally Report. In some cases, most often with drug offenses, that report 
includes potentially overlapping offense codes. For example, there is an offense code for manufacturing 
a Schedule VI controlled substance and one for manufacturing marijuana, which is a Schedule VI 
controlled substance. The Tally Report includes a number of variations of potentially overlapping 
offense codes. For this report, we used offense codes as presented in the Tally Report.  
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