




A magistrate is a volunteer judicial officer who presides over court proceedings in magistrates courts. Magistrates courts are the lowest level of courts in the UK’s legal system and deal with minor criminal offences, such as traffic violations, minor assaults and theft. Magistrates in the UK are appointed by the lord chancellor and are typically non-lawyers who have undergone training in the legal system. They are volunteers and are unpaid, typically they volunteer for 13 days of the year. They are expected to apply legal principles, procedures and precedents in their decision-making and ensure that justice is served fairly and impartially. Magistrates may often sit alone or as part of a panel of three, and they may also be assisted by a legal advisor. They may hear evidence, make rulings, and issue orders or judgements, but they do not have the power to impose sentences of imprisonment or other serious penalties. Higher courts typically make these decisions (Courts and Tribunals Judiciary, 2023). Magistrates play a vital role in the administration of justice by ensuring that minor criminal offences are dealt with fairly and efficiently, but their use also presents several advantages and disadvantages, including their local knowledge and accessibility, lack of legal qualifications, potential biases, and limited sentencing powers.

Magistrates in the United Kingdom have many responsibilities including interpreting and applying the law by legal principles, procedures, and precedents. They must also ensure that justice is served fairly and impartially and that cases are resolved as quickly and as fairly as possible while upholding the law. Further responsibilities that the magistrates may have to include granting bail for any defendants awaiting trial, deciding on penalties for minor offences like traffic incidents including 12 points or more and inflicting a driving ban (Magistrates Association, 2023).









Court Closures: 
In recent years, the closure of magistrates' courts in the United Kingdom has been a contentious issue, with some arguing that it is necessary to improve efficiency and reduce costs, while others argue that it undermines access to justice. The Courts in England and Wales have seen a dramatic change since 2010. They have seen that 164 magistrates’ courts closed out of 320, this means that 51% of courts have closed (UK Parliament, 2020). One of the main reasons for court closures is the need to reduce costs. Magistrates' courts are typically smaller and less well-equipped than Crown Courts and require significant funding to operate. In many cases, the closure of magistrates' courts is seen to cut costs and improve efficiency, particularly in areas with excess court capacity. Between 2010 and 2020 the sale of court buildings raised at least £223 million which was added to the public purse (UK Parliament, 2020). However, opponents of court closures argue that they undermine access to justice, particularly for people who live in rural areas or who may have difficulty travelling to larger court centres. They argue that the closure of magistrates' courts can create a significant barrier to justice, particularly for vulnerable groups such as the elderly or those with disabilities. Conservative Alex Chalk (2019) explains, "In some cases, defendants, witnesses, police, lawyers and magistrates are now travelling 50 miles to obtain local justice. I do not believe for one minute that the cost of making all those court users travel such distances has been factored into any court closure programme”. This causes a big disadvantage for working-class people by causing an increase in costs to attend court, they may not have the finances to pay for travel to a further location, possible costs of overnight stays depending on location or even childcare costs (Magistrates Association, 2022). 










Advantages: 
Magistrates' courts are staffed by lay magistrates, who are appointed to serve on a voluntary basis and do not have professional legal qualifications. This can be seen as a positive factor in the delivery of justice as lay people can bring a community perspective to legal proceedings, representing the values and opinions of the wider population and promoting a fairer trial. Additionally, laypeople can provide a diverse range of perspectives and ensure that decisions are made by a panel of individuals, reducing the risk of bias or casehardening by a single judge or legal expert. This can also provide a mechanism for challenging decisions that may be seen as unjust as you have a range of opinions (Lord Chief Justice’s Office, 2017). 

Magistrates' courts are typically more affordable than superior courts like the Crown Court or the High Court since they handle less severe cases and don't require the same legal proficiency level. The expenses associated with using a magistrates' court may vary depending on the type of case and the geographic area where it's being held. However, due to the limited sentencing powers that magistrates have they cannot have similar cases that are tried at crown court. Trials in the crown court cost up to £3,400 a day compared to £900 a day in a magistrate’s court (Criminal defence barrister, 2016). Magistrates have estimated that if magistrates court powers were doubled to a 12-month prison sentence if 5,514 contested trials and 5,329 guilty pleas that require sentencing were handled by magistrates, they would have a saving of between £30-£40 million a year (Criminal defence barrister, 2016). This shows that magistrates' courts play an important role in the justice system, providing a cost-effective and efficient way of dealing with less serious criminal offences and civil cases. As of May 2022, the UK Government has granted magistrates the power to sentence up to 1 year, to help tackle the backlog of cases due to the pandemic, this will result in up to 1,700 extra days of crown court time freed up each year and allows them to focus on more serious cases (Ministry of Justice, 2022). 





Disadvantages:
One disadvantage to magistrates’ courts is Magistrates may become desensitized to cases after hearing many similar ones, causing them to make judgments based on generalizations rather than considering unique aspects of each case. This can lead to defendants being treated unfairly or receiving harsher punishments for situations that are perceived as familiar by the magistrate but are different from previous cases. This can lose people's confidence in magistrates as the outcomes may seem unjust. Moreover, important legal nuances could be overlooked by magistrates, which may result in additional work for the appeal courts or create an unfair outcome if the defendant cannot afford or chooses not to appeal (McBarnet D, 1981).  Case hardening, which is the process of using previous cases as a basis for sentencing, was exemplified in the case of R v Bingham ex Parte Jowitt. This case also highlighted a drawback for magistrates in that some of them may exhibit bias towards the prosecution. When these magistrates lack proper training, they may end up favouring the police even when there is a conflict between a civilian's testimony and an officer's account.

A further disadvantage to magistrates is the lack of legal training. Due to magistrates being volunteers from the community, they have no in-depth training in law. Each magistrate does receive three and a half days of training before taking on any cases which includes instruction on basic legal principles and procedures, as well as specific laws and regulations that govern the jurisdiction they are in (Magistrates Association, 2023). The training also included topics such as courtroom etiquette, legal reasoning and decision-making. However, even though this training is applied it is not always effective and they can still overly rely on the legal advisor of the court for legal knowledge which could affect the outcome of the case if they are swayed for any reason as shown in the case of R v Birmingham Magistrates ex parte Ahmed. 













Conclusion:
In conclusion, the use of magistrates in the exercise of justice can be both an advantage and a disadvantage, depending on the specific context and circumstances. On the one hand, magistrates can be an advantage because they can provide a more efficient and accessible justice system. They are often able to handle minor offences and legal issues quickly and with a lower cost to taxpayers than more complex legal proceedings. Additionally, magistrates can bring diversity to the justice system by representing a range of backgrounds and perspectives. However, they can also be seen as a disadvantage if they lack adequate training or experience. This can lead to inconsistent rulings, errors in judgment, and the potential for biased decision-making. Moreover, magistrates may not have the same level of legal expertise as judges, which can result in incorrect or unjust decisions.

Ultimately, whether magistrates are a positive or disadvantage to exercising justice depends on a variety of factors, including the specific context in which they are operating, the quality of their training and support, how that support and training is utilized and the effectiveness of the broader legal system in which they are embedded. While there are certainly challenges to overcome, there is also a strong case to be made for the important role that magistrates play in promoting fairness, accountability, and justice in the legal system. 
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