Explain the advantages and disadvantages of magistrates in the exercise of justice. 

In this essay I will be discussing the key advantages and disadvantages of having a magistrate’s court within the United Kingdom and the importance of what they do and the wide range of cases that they hear within these courts. 

“A magistrate is a court that is within the community what looks at cases that specifically have an impact on the community. They can hear any cases that is within the magistrates or the family court and are able to deal with criminal and civil cases.  (Courts and Tribunals Judiciary , 2023). This shows that the magistrates courts are there to deal with issues within their community rather than your everyday court cases. The magistrate’s courts within the UK “have the capabilities and authority to impose a range of penalties depending on the offence, these include fines, bans, community orders and any custodial sentence with up to 12 months’ imprisonment” (Sentencing Council , 2023). This shows that the magistrates have the power to sentence people to all kinds of penalties depending on the offence including imprisonment up to 12 months sentence. 

Additionally, “magistrates courts can and will only hear cases that are summary only offences such as, the majority of traffic offences, minor criminal damage and simple assaults without serious injury” (Metropolitain Police , 2023). Within the magistrate’s courts in the UK the “court will usually sit on what’s referred to as benches of 3 which will include 2 ‘wingers’ and 1 who sits in the centre who has had specific training to act as a chairperson, known as the presiding justice. All three magistrates contribute equally to the decision making but only the presiding justice speaks on behalf of the court itself” (Magistrates Association, 2023). This shows that when your case is heard in court 3 people will hear the case and decide on the result and the presiding justice will speak for the court.

Magistrates in the UK have a range of responsibilities these include, “when hearing cases, they will determine the seriousness to warrant a hearing within the crown court or not. The defendant then has the legal right to have their case heard in the crown court if the magistrates decide it can be handled within the magistrate’s court” (Sentencing Councl , 2023). This means that if the magistrates decide that the case is sufficient to be heard in their court the defendant can say that he wants the case to be heard within the crown court. In addition to this, “They render verdicts and impose light sentences, fines, and other sanctions” (National Carreers Service , 2023). This shows that one of their responsibilities Is to decide on what the result will be of the cases and issues penalties if needed. 
“Several courts were shut down, sold, and services were moved elsewhere as part of the reform. Out of 320 magistrates’ courts in the UK, 164 closed between 2010 and 2020” (UK Parliament, 2020). This shows that a significant number of courts closed during the last 10 years due to the reform. Also, “some of the reasons behind all of these closures is due to the Covid-19 pandemic, where all of the court hearing transitioned to remote hearing online. This then resulted in the court buildings not being used as often and later seen them being sold” (Carmine , 2021). 

There are many advantages and disadvantages to having a magistrate’s court and these include, “They are low cost, the reason for this is because all magistrates are volunteers which means that they do not get paid and can only claim expenses. This is a detrimental cost adjustment compared to having to pay judges to come and listen to cases” (Magistrates Association , 2022). This is a key benefit to having these magistrates’ courts as it saves a significant amount of money. Another advantage would be “Magistrate’s usually tend to come from the local area so will have a greater knowledge of the area and the issues it is facing more than judges covering a large area would have” (Carmine , 2021). This shows that magistrates are from the area so will have a better understanding on the issues that area is facing rather than a judge who may not know the area that well. Additionally, “It gains the public trust as they know the magistrate’s views will be solely concentrated on their community” (Carmine , 2021). This shows that the public can trust them a lot more as they’re aware that they will be concentrated on their community and trying to make it better. “Around 90% of criminal matters are also handled by magistrates, which relieves burden on the crown courts” (Magistrates Association , 2022). This shows that the magistrates can support the crown court taking cases off of their workload and this will then release the amount of pressure on the crown courts. Lastly, “As a result of their enthusiasm for outreach, magistrates frequently participate actively in promoting their job and are clearly extremely passionate about it. Therefore, more persons will be able to become magistrates, which will relieve additional burden on other courts” (Magistrates Association , 2022). This will allow more people to find out about the job and what their role is which will then result in a higher chance of more members of the community wanting to participate to make a difference to their community. 

All though there are many advantages there are also many disadvantages these include, “Magistrate’s usually do not have any legal knowledge so they may not be able to make an informed decision and could potentially end up making a mistake” (Amyaf21, 2018). This means that they may be settable to making the wrong decisions and end up ruining the courts reptation. Another disadvantage would be that “they only have some limited civil jurisdiction” (Amyaf21, 2018). Also, “There is not a wide spectrum of opinions because, on average, 40% of magistrates are retracted, and the elderly have outdated viewpoints” (Foley, 2012). This shows that there is no range of viewpoints from magistrates at different age ranges or knowledge therefore that decision may be the incorrect decision to make due to modern times constantly changing. Lastly, “There is a sentence inconsistency here. This means that magistrates from other places will have varying opinions on the same issues, but the outcome will be different because of their varied perspectives, which will lead to an unjust case” (Foley, 2012). This shows that all depending on what area the magistrates are from can depend on what result there will be at the end of each hearing. 

In regards to the reform of the magistrates “In order to address the backlog of cases accrued during the pandemic, the government has declared its intention to enhance the maximum sentence that may be given by a magistrates' court for one offence from six months to twelve months” (UK Parliament , 2022).This shows that they are willing to increase the sentencing for magistrates in order to sentence correctly depending on the offence. Also, “The courts and tribunals reform plan were created in 2017 when Her Majesty's Court and Tribunals Service began an ambitious portfolio of reforms. It seeks to update the justice system by making it less difficult and giving individuals new avenues to participate” (National Audit Office , 2023). This shows that they are willing to try and change the way the magistrates operate to update the system to adapt with the changing modern times.

In conclusion, the magistrates’ courts is a great way to keep costs low as well as taking the pressure off of the crown courts. It also allows members of the community to have the satisfaction that offences that are happening in their community will not be tolerated and there will be a penalty to be paid if anyone is committing these crimes. It also gives members of the community the opportunity to help protect their community by giving them a chance to become a magistrate and have these skills in order to try and make a difference to their community. Lastly, it shows that they are trying to adapt the courts in order to keep it modernized and keep it up to date with the changing times. 
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