There are diverse opinions as regards the principle of judicial precedent in the United Kingdom legal system. Many are of the opinion that the principle is no longer needed and as such be declared otiose. This work will explore the hierarchy and contours of the UK justice system, the functions and significance of adhering to precedent. The advantages and disadvantages of Judicial precedent will be examined. The question as to whether precedent is relevant or not in the UK legal system will be succinctly accessed.

As earlier stated, the UK court system operates in a hierarchical structure, with the Supreme Court at its apex, having replaced the House of Lords as the highest court in 2009. Below this sits the Court of Appeal, divided into Criminal and Civil Divisions, which handles appeals from the High Court and Crown Court. The High Court of Justice handles major civil cases and is divided into three divisions: Queen's Bench, Chancery, and Family Divisions. The Crown Court deals with serious criminal matters, while Magistrates' Courts handle minor criminal cases and some civil matters. In Scotland, the Court of Session is the supreme civil court, and the High Court of Justiciary serves as the supreme criminal court (Judiciary UK).

The County Courts operate at the local level for civil cases, while specialized tribunals deal with specific areas of law such as employment or immigration. The system also includes coroners' courts for investigating deaths and administrative courts for reviewing government decisions. Each level serves distinct functions while maintaining the principle of precedent, where lower courts are bound by decisions of higher courts within their jurisdiction (Slapper and Jelly, 2021).

According to Barnett (2021), this hierarchical structure allows for thorough review of Judicial decisions which in turn consolidates the development of legal principles through case laws. It ensures that decisions are consistently tested by the various stratas of the judiciary to ensure that there is clear conformity with laws and pronouncement of the courts.

Andril Varetskyi (2021) defined Judicial precedent as a Court's Judgment or decision that act as a guide for achieving the same result in subsequent cases. The term was derived from the Latin phrase, “Stare decisis et non quieta Movare” which translates as sticking to a decision and avoiding disrupting what has been established. This common law principle precludes lower courts judges from reversing the decision of the Higher courts. They are enjoined to abide by the principle of stare decisis. It is considered to be a cornerstone of the common law system as it ensures consistency, stability and predictability by requiring lower courts to follow the decisions of higher courts.

Landmark decisions and cases underpin the idea and indispensability of precedent in the UK's legal system. For example, in the case of Donoghue v Stevenson [1932], the concept of negligence was established thus setting the pace for a plethora of cases which bore the same similarity. Again, the case of R v R [1991] laid down a precedent for recognising marital rape as a crime which resharpen the perception of obtaining consent within marriage. The House of Lords ruled that a husband may be found guilty of raping his wife (Bogdanor, 2021) similarly, the case of Carlil v Carbolic Smoke Ball Co [1883] played a profound role in law of contract. The court of appeal laid foundational principles for modern contract law; particularly as it relates to advertising and unilateral offers. Entick v Carrington (Burset and Arvind) is another case that shaped judicial precedent in the UK. This case established the principle that individuals do have the right to privacy against the government Intrusion. The ruling court affirmed the right of citizens to privacy, expunged draconian government decisions, limiting the government power to conduct search without following laid down legal stipulations. There are even more cases that have molded Judicial precedent in the UK (Kumar).

Judicial precedent has numerous benefits. First, Precedent fosters and protects expectations and provides stability in a legal system. According to Lewis (2021) prior decisions map out the foundations and help guide actors in the legal system. This type of consistency promotes economic, Political, and social stability.

Second, Precedent promotes efficiency because judges rely on previous cases to reach a decision rather than develop new rules and principles altogether. Another advantage associated with judicial precedent is that it furthers the basic rules and values such as fairness, impartiality and equality. It serves as a guide, ensuring judges decide cases based on general norms and principles rather than personal inclinations and intuition. (Gee et al. 2020)
Lastly, precedent reduces errors and limits judicial flaws. There is little or no room for errors as judges are exposed to both the advantages and disadvantages of previous decisions. Furthermore, with precedent the judiciary can also filter the mood and direction of the society regarding various issues and readily bring their decisions in line with the progress of society.
 
Despite the advantages identified, precedent is not without some pitfalls and disadvantages. One of the major drawbacks associated with judicial precedent is its rigidity. The slavish and strict adherence to precedent often leads to rigid application of decisions expecially by lower courts who are always inclined to follow the precedence of superior courts, hereby making it difficult to adapt to new changes.  Over reliance on previous decisions will stifle innovation. Adherence to obsolete precedent is counterproductive when placed side by side with modern realities. Additionally, strict adherence to stare decisis reduces judicial activism and creativity in Judges. Most judges are mechanical in their reasoning due to following precedent stricto sensu. This will discourage any form of progressive strides especially in Judicial activism (Le Sueur, 2021).

Flowing from the above, some are of the opinion that the role of precedent in the UK legal system should be reconsidered. One key reform suggested, is the adoption of a flexible and laissez-faire approach, to precedent doing away with the recondite adherence to previous decisions when they are no longer relevant or unable to meet up with expected demands. Lawyers and Judges should be equipped to understand and apply precedent effectively (Robertson, 2023).

Evidently, there has been a gradual shift towards a more liberal and pragmatic approach in handling judicial precedent. There is a departure from the strict application of Judicial precedent. Notably, this was the case in R v Jogee (2016) which redefined the law on Joint criminal enterprise. In this case, the supreme court made clarification in establishing liability. The court ruled inter alia that an accessory must intend to encourage or assist the principal action. This underscores the notion that the legal system must be amenable and responsive to contemporary Challenges (Thomas, 2021).

Malleson (2020), opined that despite the fact that precedent remains a veritable tool for legal stability and consistency, it should not be a doctrine cast in some thus yielding to change. A new approach which embodies receptiveness and willingness to adapt ought to be adopted. This approach will recognise the importance of judicial precedent and case law while acknowledging the idea of embracing the dynamic nature of law.

In conclusion, precedent remains a pivotal feature of the UK legal system. It promotes certainty, consistency, fairness and uniformity in a legal system. Its importance cannot be overemphasized. The system must be susceptible to change and adapt in order to address intractable challenges and ultimately, ensure Justice is achieved in line with contemporary values. Adopting a pragmatic approach to precedent will afford the UK Legal system the opportunity to maintain the benefits while being open mindedness to necessary reforms. This will in turn promote the practicality and effectiveness of the doctrine of Judicial precedent.
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