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   Magistrates’ court is the court that usually deals with petty offences called “summary offences”. Sometimes more serious criminal cases such as Burglary and Drug Crimes are handled in this court and these offences are known as “either way offences”, and that means that they can also be held in the Crown Court. The most serious cases, like Rapes and Murders, start in the Magistrates’ court but are always sent to the Crown Court. These offences are called “indictable”. The reason for the transferring of the indictable offences to the Crown Court is the limitation in sentencing powers of the Magistrates (Gov.uk, no date).
   Magistrates’ Courts consist of Magistrates who are also known as Justices of the Peace. These are volunteers without professional legal training. A Legal Advisor in the court ensures that trial is led according to fair legal practices. Magistrates can attend cases and make legal decisions in Magistrates’, Family, or Youth Courts. Courts and Tribunal Judiciary (2023) points out that the Magistrates’ Court complete 95% of the Criminal cases they hold and also have around five million Civil cases per year.
   Everyone between the age of eighteen to seventy years old can apply to become a Magistrate. Although the candidates are not required to have legal training, they have to cover some requirements. According to the Magistrates Organisation (2023), people who are willing to apply to become Magistrates must have particular qualities, such as good morals, dedication, social consciousness, sound judgement, good communication skills, and maturity. All these qualities are needed to ensure that the Magistrates exercise fair, objective, and legally compliant judgement. Magistrates have powers to issue fines, restrain Offenders’ access to certain places or people, issue orders for community work, and sentence Offenders to imprisonment. In the Family Court they can assist divorced parents in planning for their children, issue orders to prevent domestic abuse, and so on.
   As mentioned above, when comes to Criminal Cases, Magistrates’ Courts have limited sentencing powers. This was changed by Section 13 of the Judicial Review and Courts Act 2022. This act gave more powers to the Magistrates in order to try and clear the backlog of criminal cases that had built up after the Pandemic. Instead of a maximum sentence of six months, now the Magistrates will be able to give a maximum of twelve months sentence for “either way offences”. This change aims to free more of the Crown Court’s time so they will be able to hold more of the most serious criminal cases. Before this change, Magistrate Courts often had to send cases that they have listened to to the Crown Court because the Offenders had to be given a sentence higher than six months (Gov.uk, 2022). Another step taken in an attempt to clear the backlog cases was announced by Dominic Raab (Gayle, 2022). The Ministry of Justice started a campaign to hire 4,000 Magistrates, encouraging more young people and people from minority groups to participate. As Magistrates are ordinary local people it is desired that they represent the community they serve to. These changes were welcomed by the Magistrate Association, but some Lawyers disagreed that they would achieve their goal. Raj Chada, the head of the Criminal Defence Department in a leading Legal Company in United Kingdom, stated that the only people who would be able to share their free time, after a Global Pandemic to become Magistrates, are “older or retired, or white”. According to him hiring this type of people would not represent the community but rather plant a feeling in the public that they are being judged by an “officer class” (Gayle, 2022). Doubling the sentencing powers of the Magistrates also received some criticism. The Chief Executive at the Howard League for Penal Reform, Andrea Coomber, expressed her disappointment by saying that all that this change is going to achieve is overpopulate the prisons with people who serve short-term sentences (Sarraf, 2022).
   The reason for the backlog that consists of more than 400,000 cases in the Magistrate Courts (Sturge, 2023) is not only the Pandemic. More than half of Magistrates’ Courts are closed between 2010 and 2019. The Ministry of Justice claims that these Courts are only closed after it has been reported that they operate at a rate lower than 40% and it is made sure that the nearest court is situated in an adequate distance in accordance with a distance model, developed by the HM Courts and Tribunal Service (HMCTS). This model states that 95% of the population should be able to undertake less than two hours journey to the court, and 98% - less than three hours (Bowcott and Duncan, 2019). Magistrates and other legal personnel do not agree with the Ministry of Justice and the HMCTS. They point out all the disadvantages which resulted from this mass court closure. They claim that it is a real obstacle for court users to get to court. A study shows that in certain areas people’s expenses to get to court has doubled and there are many who miss their trials because of the distance (Adisa, 2018). As it is stated above the distance model by HMCTS suggests that some of the people will have to travel for six hours per court day. Christina Blacklaws, a former president of the Law Society, suggests for “The Guardian” that Court closures will result in increased expenses for the people not only to get to Court but also as a result from increased spendings by Police and Prison delivery (Bowcott and Duncan, 2019).
   In contrast to the attempts of the Ministry of Justice to hire more Magistrates, the closing of Magistrates’ Courts appears to be a great obstacle for Magistrates which results in less interest in people to apply for that position. Having in mind that the Magistrates are unpaid volunteers it is unacceptable to expect them to travel long distances to be able to exercise their duty. Even though, they can claim travel expenses it is still a great inconvenience for them to travel several hours to get to their court. The idea of the Magistrates’ courts to offer local justice also suffers from the closure. Magistrates’ knowledge about the community is no longer guaranteed because many do not live in the area where the court is situated (The Law Society, 2022). Another fact that hurts the moral of Magistrates is the condition of some of the Courts they have to work in. The Law Society (2022) found that many of the Courts are lacking things from great necessity for stuff to carry out their duties. The Author of “The Secret Magistrate” (2021) claims that initially people feel proud to become Magistrates and help their communities but after a while, considering the conditions they have to work in they start to feel underappreciated and this inevitable have a negative effect on their morale. These inconveniences combined with the more work that comes from the doubled sentencing powers would definitely affect Magistrates. There has been a concern that because of the Magistrates not being legally trained they will not be very consistent in their ruling (Allbon and Kaur Dua, 2020). This concern might be strengthened by the possibility that the recent events mentioned above had a negative impact on Magistrates. 
   There are some reforms suggested by Allbon and Kaur Dua (2020). They proposed that a Professional Judge is sent to work with the Magistrates. They think that a Professional Judge would be more efficient and more reliable in ruling serious cases. They also propose a change to the role of the Justice Clerk. The Authors suggest that the Justice Clerk need to have the final decision, but all decisions on the facts to be decided by majority where the Lay Magisters would act as the Justice Clerk’s “wingers”. They also suggest that more diverse members of the community should be encouraged to join the Magistrate. One of the biggest reforms proposed from the authors is the creation of a District Division. They suggest that Crown and Magistrates’ courts should be combined in one Criminal Court and the District Division should be added to it to deal with “either way” offences. The last reform they present is the increased sentencing powers of the Magistracy which has been already granted.
   Less than a month ago, a spokesperson from the Ministry of Justice has announced that the sentencing power of the Magistrates will be once more lowered to six months for a single offence. This decision was welcomed by the lawyers who used to critique it in the first place. The Magistrates on the other hand were very disappointed and warned that this can affect their already lowered morale and it can result in resignations (Fouzder, 2023). This outcome is not desired, especially when the Ministry of Justice is trying to increase the number of Magistrates.
   Magistrates play a very important role in the United Kingdom Justice System. The reforms that are made need to aim to improve the quality and efficiency of the legal services. These reforms could include a better training, more efforts to hire diversity of community representatives, an adequate training for any new technologies that are introduced in the Magistrates’ courts, a better managed workload to ensure people are not over exploit. By undertaking these reforms, the Magistrates will be better prepared to judge fair and impartial and deliver justice to their communities.
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