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1- Introduction
The English and Welsh justice system, the symbol and the instrument of the centuries-old legal traditions and principles, works within a complex system designed, first of all, to uphold the rule of law, guarantee justice, and keep the order in society (Cownie, 2013). These criminal courts form the core of the entire system, and these are the crucial institutions that interpret and apply criminal law. Among them, Magistrates' Court and Crown Court are the most significant two. The first one is the initial stage for the vast majority of criminal prosecutions, which are comprised by the largest number of legal cases, and the latter is the one that deals with the most serious offenses and is the one that the legal system rests upon (Scheffer, 2010). However, they are faced with the challenge which is a sign of the need for change. The problems such as procedural inefficiencies, slowing case processing, and questions about the effectiveness of lay participation of the kind that were a reason for the discussions about their adequacy in the modern legal context and how well they can handle the challenges that the modern legal system faces (Ward, 2016). The present article contends that a thorough reform of Magistrates and Crown Courts is prerequisite for the justice system to remain fair and responsive to the modern legal needs. It should result in the development of new structures as well as processes.
Discussion
The foundation of the justice system in England and Wales is made up of the principles of justice, impartiality and adherence to the rule of law that ensure not only justice is done but is also seen to be done (Zalnieriute, 2019). At the basis of this system are the criminal courts which are the ones that interpret and execute the law. Therefore, they are the guarantors of the fulfillment of the social contract, and they are the ones who preserve order and security in the public. The courts operate within a hierarchical structure, which is composed of different levels of courts, each of which decides over a particular type of legal problems or issues and each of which is important for the administration of justice. At the bottom of this categoric system are the Magistrates' Courts which are the main players, handling most of the criminal cases (Mack, 2010). These courts are the ones that mainly deal with summary offenses, minor crimes which are within their jurisdiction to solve, thus giving the local and quick justice. Rising upwards are the Crown Courts that deal with the most serious indictable offenses. These courts have the jurisdiction to impose harsher penalties upon criminals and deal with more complex cases that involve the application of law and evidence. The Crown Court is not only a trial court, but it also serves as an appellate body for cases that originate from the Magistrates' Courts, and this makes the Crown Court to be a system of checks and balances within the judicial process (Ipsos, 2011). This three-tier system makes it possible to have a streamlined approach to justice, where cases are allocated according to their seriousness, thus, allowing for efficiency in resource use and specialized attention where it is necessary.
The criminal courts are agencies where the battles of law are fought and justice is considered. The Magistrates' Court which is usually the initial point of contact for individuals with the criminal justice system is a key player in steering the fate of justice for many cases (Daly, 2017). It is in these courts that legal arguments begin to be developed and preliminary decisions are made, the effects of which can greatly influence the subsequent judicial outcomes. The Crown Court, on the other hand, is for cases needing a jury, where the local view is being provided on what is often a complex legal question. The jury, made up of the people, is the manifestation of democratic principles in the judicial system, presenting a judgment that is in tune with the common standards and morals of the community.
The most typical feature of English and Welsh system is usage of the magistrates who are not professional judges in the Magistrates' Court. A lay magistrate, also known as a justice of the peace, who is not legally trained but whose community's understanding and common sense are considered, is a valuable asset to the judicial decision-making process. Democracy is achievable in this system as the judiciary parties are democratized in that way, thus making it more approachable and representative of the whole society (Parkinson, 2012). Whether or not the use of lay magistrates is not unquestionable is not, however, a matter of debate. A few critics have stated that the judges being human beings makes it difficult for them to have an all-round understanding of the complexities of legal matters and to decide impartially in every case. There is no doubt that involvement of ordinary people in the judicial system benefits community and is less expensive, but at the same time, the issue of quality of justice that is delivered arises, especially in cases that are more complex and sophisticated. Furthermore, the inclusion of the lay magistrates has to be supported by a proper training and mentoring system that will ensure that their judgments match the law and the principle of justice (Rhode, 2015). Straddling between the public wisdom and the judicial professionalism is a very tricky process, which has to be carefully examined and corrected from time to time to ensure the consistency between the legal standards and the public expectations. This implies that the Justice system of England and Wales is the skeleton of the fair and just system, while Magistrates' and Crown Courts are the organs of this system which are not free of the problems.
As well as the cost-saving of the Magistrates' Court and Crown Court, the courts system and justice administration are the vital ones they play. The Magistrates' Court, which is the most frequently used for criminal cases, is the one that is established as the most affordable option. It has a streamlined system and it uses lay magistrates, so volunteers are not required to be professional judges. It is true that the limited budget may put severe constraints on the court’s work, but the quality of justice might be influenced by the inability of the court to raise funds. On the other hand, the magistrates court is responsible for handling less serious offenses while the crown court is burdened with higher costs due to the complexity of the cases, the involvement of legally trained professionals and juries (Howard, 2021). Nonetheless, they become the heart of the trial, but they can be costly and thus it is hard for the system to find a balance between money and quality.
The backlog of cases in both courts is the first and foremost determinant of justice effectiveness. This also affects how the public views the legal system. The magistrate’s court possess this advantage of dealing with cases quickly which is a sign of its efficiency and cost-effectiveness and this is very crucial in handling the large number of minor cases and the backlog. On the other hand, the speed of the process is not the only factor for the high quality of the judiciary. Although the Crown Court might be faced with the situation of longer trail duration due to the complexity of the cases, jury involvement, and the rigorous rules of procedure, at the same time it has the benefit of more profound investigations and detailed consideration of evidences (Johnston, 2022). First, these delays, which are indispensable to achieve justice, might be too much for the resources available, may affect the administration of justice and affect the parties involved.
The participation of lay people at the Crown Court, especially jurors is the pillar of the justice system which is inclusive of the idea trial by a peer. The Juries Act 1974, in its turn, is a legal framework which provides for jury selection, the jurors being a fair representation of the community, impartial and able to make decisions on legal matters (Gobert, 2019). The role of citizens as jurors in the justice process is vital because of the democratic legitimacy and the public trust in the judiciary. Although it brings diversity and unforeseeability to the legal process, on the other hand, it does so. In one hand, jury might be beneficial because it brings to the processions new fresh perspectives, but in other hand, it is possible that they cannot understand complicated legal issues. It is this that represents the value of jury control and setting the regulations to guarantee that the quality of the verdict remains at the same level where the lay input is balanced with the legal rigor. Therefore, the Magistrates' and the Crown Courts are the bodies that have to accomplish the task of being cost-effective (Soubise, 2017). However, the most important thing for them is to be impartial and thorough.
The Juries Act 1974, which is the core legal instrument for the English system of law, defines the structure, selection, and functions of juries that are located in the Crown Court (Wilson, 2020). This law mandates that the jury panels have members from different sections of the society, thereby they are a guarantee that the judicial process is not inflicted with bias. It is the one that lays down the standards for the jury selection, the persons who are excluded from the jury duty, and the persons who are excused from the jury duty. The main intention of this step is to have an impaneled jury that consists of competent and impartial people. It is believed that the requirement for a random selection from the electoral register is a step taken to remove the biases that could exist and therefore the legitimacy and the democratic nature of the jury system are maintained (Gastil, 2013). On the other side, the Act not only has made the jury system simple but also has many issues like jurors' comprehension of the complex legal issues, the way they give their verdicts, and the possibility of different verdicts.
In the light of reform recommendations, both Magistrates' and Crown Courts are not immune to certain issues, which should be attended to. A solution for the Magistrates' Court could be the improvement of legal training programs for the apprentice magistrates to ensure that they are fully knowledgeable of the law and that their decisions are consistent (Ivkovic, 2015). Secondly, there may be more substantial resources and support that will be brought in, thus making sure that magistrates' decisions are fair and based on wisdom. At Crown Court the jurors system can be enhanced by juror giving more detailed instructions and guidelines on legal principles and evidence. Along with that, such a tech application can be used in case management, reduce delays, and finally, bring about the significant improvement of the efficiency and transparency of the courts (Prescott, 2017). These reforms will be about two things. First, they will have to be aimed at reinforcing the strong points and eroding the weak points of the current system. Second, they should be aimed at ensuring that the courts will remain flexible and efficient, but also fair.
Conclusion
The essay, a critical analysis of the criminal courts in England and Wales, has presented their fundamental roles within the justice system, and at the same time, it has underscored the importance of reform. It has informed the issues of cost-effectiveness, efficiency, and the participation of lay participants that are the key elements in the Magistrates' and Crown Courts, pointing out where the improvements are necessary. The proposed reforms which include engaging lay magistrates in enhanced training, revisiting the jury process, and integrating technology aim at fostering judicial efficiency, equity, and justice. This should be done as it is essential to maintain the credibility, efficiency, and integrity of the criminal justice system in England and Wales.
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