


Magistrates are individuals who sit in a Magistrates’ Court and are responsible for making decisions on cases. They are drawn from the local community and do not need any formal legal qualifications. The role of magistrates in the justice system is to hear and decide on minor criminal cases, such as traffic offenses, minor assaults, and thefts. In some countries, magistrates are called Justices of the Peace or Lay Judges. Magistrates are not professional judges and do not have legal qualifications, but they receive training to ensure they understand the law and their role. Magistrates are an important part of the justice system in many countries, including the United Kingdom, where they play a crucial role in the administration of justice. However, the use of magistrates is not without its advantages and disadvantages. This essay will explore the advantages and disadvantages of magistrates in the exercise of justice.
In the United Kingdom, magistrates are an important part of the criminal justice system. They are responsible for hearing and deciding on the majority of criminal cases, including minor offenses such as traffic violations, theft, and assault. There are around 15,000 magistrates in England and Wales, and they sit in panels of three to hear cases.
The main responsibilities of magistrates in the United Kingdom include deciding whether a defendant is guilty or not guilty, sentencing convicted defendants, granting bail or remanding defendants in custody, issuing search and arrest warrants, conducting preliminary hearings for more serious offenses that will be heard in a higher court. 
One disadvantage of using magistrates is the closure of local courts. In recent years, the UK government has closed a significant number of local courts, which has reduced the number of magistrates’ courts available to hear cases. This has resulted in longer travel times for defendants, witnesses, and magistrates, which can make it more difficult to administer justice.
One advantage of using magistrates is their diversity. Magistrates are drawn from a range of backgrounds and ages, which means they bring a variety of perspectives to the court. Additionally, magistrates often have experience working in the local community, which means they have a good understanding of local issues and can apply this knowledge to their decisions.
One of the primary advantages of using magistrates is their diversity. Magistrates are drawn from a range of backgrounds and ages, which means they bring a variety of perspectives to the court. Additionally, magistrates often have experience working in the local community, which means they have a good understanding of local issues and can apply this knowledge to their decisions (Goriely & Ashworth, 2008). This diversity can help to ensure that justice is administered fairly, as magistrates are more likely to reflect the community they are serving.
Another advantage of using magistrates is that they are cost-effective. Unlike professional judges, magistrates are unpaid volunteers, which means they represent a significant cost-saving for the justice system. According to a report by the House of Commons Justice Committee (2015), the use of magistrates saved the justice system over £100 million per year in salary costs alone. This cost-saving can allow the justice system to allocate resources to other areas, such as rehabilitation and crime prevention.
Magistrates are also known for their efficiency. They can hear cases quickly and efficiently, which can help to reduce the backlog of cases in the courts. This can be particularly important for minor offenses, which may not require a lengthy trial. Additionally, magistrates can handle administrative tasks, such as issuing search and arrest warrants, which can help to free up the time of professional judges (Ashworth, 2019).
One disadvantage of using magistrates is their limited legal knowledge. Unlike professional judges, magistrates have not undergone the same level of legal training and experience, which can lead to inconsistencies in the way that justice is delivered (Young & King, 2019). Magistrates receive training to ensure they understand the law and their role, but this training may not be sufficient for more complex cases. This can be a concern, as magistrates have the power to impose fines and sentences, which can have a significant impact on the lives of those involved.
Another disadvantage of using magistrates is the closure of local courts. In recent years, the UK government has closed a significant number of local courts, which has reduced the number of magistrates’ courts available to hear cases. This has resulted in longer travel times for defendants, witnesses, and magistrates, which can make it more difficult to administer justice. Additionally, the closure of local courts can result in a loss of local knowledge and community engagement (Law Commission, 2019).
There are also concerns that the use of magistrates may perpetuate biases and inequalities in the justice system. Magistrates are drawn from the local community, but this community may not be representative of the wider population. There is evidence to suggest that magistrates may be more likely to convict defendants from certain ethnic and socio-economic backgrounds (House of Commons Justice Committee, 2015). This highlights the need for ongoing training and support for magistrates to ensure that justice is administered fairly.
There have been various calls for reform of the magistrates’ system in the UK. Some argue that magistrates should receive more legal training and be given greater powers to hear more serious cases. Others suggest that the magistrates’ system should be abolished altogether, with all cases heard by professional judges.
One proposal for reform is to increase the legal training and support provided to magistrates. This could include more comprehensive training on legal issues, such as evidence and sentencing, as well as ongoing training to ensure that magistrates are up to date with changes in the law. The aim of this proposal is to address concerns about the limited legal knowledge of magistrates and ensure that justice is delivered consistently.
Another proposal is to give magistrates greater powers to hear more serious cases. Currently, magistrates can only hear cases that carry a maximum sentence of six months’ imprisonment. Some argue that this limit should be increased to allow magistrates to hear more serious cases, such as those carrying a maximum sentence of 12 months. This could help to reduce the backlog of cases in the courts and ensure that justice is delivered more quickly and efficiently.
Some have proposed that the magistrates’ system should be abolished altogether, with cases heard by professional judges only. This would remove concerns about biases and inequalities in the justice system and ensure that justice is delivered consistently. However, critics argue that this would be expensive and inefficient, as professional judges are more costly to employ than magistrates.
Another proposal is to increase diversity among magistrates. This could be achieved by introducing quotas for underrepresented groups or by actively recruiting magistrates from a wider range of backgrounds. The aim of this proposal is to ensure that magistrates reflect the community they are serving and to reduce the risk of biases and inequalities in the justice system.
In conclusion, magistrates play an important role in the justice system, and there are both advantages and disadvantages to their use. While magistrates are cost-effective, efficient, and drawn from the local community, they may have limited legal knowledge and perpetuate biases and inequalities in the justice system. Reform of the magistrates’ system has been proposed to address these issues, including increasing the legal training and support provided to magistrates, giving them greater powers to hear more serious cases, increasing diversity among magistrates, and even the abolition of the magistrates’ system altogether. Ultimately, any reform of the magistrates’ system must strike a balance between ensuring that justice is administered fairly and efficiently and maintaining public confidence in the justice system.
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