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     The Coroners and Justice Act (2009) made significant changes to the defence of diminished responsibility in law. In this essay, I will discuss the changes made by the Coroners and Justice Act and evaluate wether these changes improved law in this area. This defence is often raised in criminal cases where the defendant argues their mental state was impaired at the time of the offence; so much so they should not be held fully accountable for their actions. The changed brought by the act aimed to clarify and simplify the law in this area, but also made some controversial amendments.
     The Homicide Act 1957 sets out the defence of diminished responsibility, which allows a defendant to avoid a murder conviction; if demonstrated that they were “suffering from an abnormality of mind” (online), that “substantially impaired their mental being at the time of the offence”. The act does not provide a specific definition of an “abnormality of mind”, but courts have established that it can include any state of mine that is significantly different from those of a reasonable and stable individual. The defendant must demonstrate that they were substantially impaired by an abnormality of the mind, whilst committing the actions. “”Abnormality of mind”” was wide enough to cover the mind’s activities in all its aspects” (R V Byrne, 1960). In the case of R v Dowds, the defendant appealed stating “the World Health Organisation lists acute intoxication in its International Classification of Disease.” Consequently, this was a medically recognised condition and satisfied the Homicide Act 1957, s.2(1)(a), as amended by the Coroners and Justice Act 2009.
     The Coroners and Justice Act 2009 was introduced to address long standing criticisms of the coronial system in the United Kingdom. The Act aimed to modernise the system in order to make it more effective in investigating deaths,  to improve the quality and consistency of coronial investigations. Prior to the Act, there were significant variations in the quality of investigations and the standards of service provided by coroners. “The Act introduced a set of national standards and guidelines to ensure investigations were conducted in a consistent and thorough manner.” Another reason for the change was to increase transparency and accountability; the Act established a new system of appeals against coronial decisions, allowing parties t challenge a decision in a court of law. This was intended to ensure that the process was more transparent and that decisions were more subject to scrutiny. The Act also introduced changes in the law relating to homicide, including abolition of provocation. The previous legislation was criticized for “not adequately addressing human rights concerns”.
Section 52 of the Coroners and Justice Act 2009 made several significant changes to the law in England and Wales. It abolished the offence of blasphemy, which had been in places for centuries but largely obsolete in society; this law was seen as outdated and replaced with the new offence of “stirring up religious hatred’ under the Racial and Religious Hatred Act 2006. Section 52, introduced new offences of “encouraging or assisting suicide” and ‘participating in” suicide, which replaces previous offence of aiding and abetting suicide. The offences make it illegal to aid someone in committing suicide. 
     As the changes to the act introduced several changes to the law related to criminal justice, coroners, and other areas. There are key advantages to these changes. 
The act introduced measures to improve the transparency and accountability of the coronial system, by amending requirements for public and open inquests; also new powers for Chief Coroners to review and monitor performance of individual coroners. The act also introduced new measures to improve support families who have lost loved ones. It established new national standards framework for bereavement care, whilst also creating  a new role of Bereavement Champion to advocate for the needs of bereaved families. The act also strengthened protection for vulnerable witnesses in criminal trials, including pre-recorded evidence. Courts have the power to withhold the name of a witness or other information about them, from the public. The individuals who have provided evidence against whom there is a substantial threat can be out into witness protection; “any person whose safety is reasonably believed to be at risk in view of criminal conduct or possible criminal conduct of another person” (cps 2005). Another advantage to changes in the act include tougher sentencing for serious offences; such as murder, manslaughter and rape. This has been seen as a positive step in ensuring that justice is served and that offenders are held accountable for their actions. Other advantages are that there has been a number of new criminal offenses introduced, including corporate manslaughter; where companies/organisations can be found guilty as a result of “serious management failures resulting in a gross breach of a duty of care”( hse 2022).
     Whilst some of the changes made to the Coroners and Justice Act were beneficial, there were also some disadvantages.
There were increased costs and delays; the new inquest system introduced has been accused for being “overly bureaucratic and time-consuming, resulting in delays and increased costs for families seeking justice” (The guardian, 2016). In particular, the requirement for pre-inquest interviews. 
According to a report by the House of Commons Justice Committee, "the introduction of the Chief Coroner role has the potential to compromise the independence of coroners by introducing a new layer of hierarchical control" (House of Commons Justice Committee, 2016). This concern is also echoed by some legal experts who argue that the chief coroner's powers could be used to limit the autonomy of local coroners and undermine their ability to conduct impartial and thorough investigations.
 There have been several recommendations for further reform within the coroner system in England and Wales following the implementation of the Coroners and Justice Act 2009. One of the main areas of concern has been the lack of consistency in the quality and standard of coroner investigations, with some cases receiving inadequate attention and scrutiny.
In 2016, the House of Commons Justice Committee published a report on the coroner service in England and Wales, which highlighted a number of areas for improvement. One of the key recommendations was the establishment of a national charter for the bereaved, which would set out the minimum standards for the treatment of families and loved ones during the coroner investigation process. The report also recommended the introduction of a system of inspections for coroner offices to ensure consistency and quality of service. 
In addition, the report recommended the introduction of a system of mandatory training and accreditation for coroners, to ensure that they have the necessary knowledge and skills to carry out their duties effectively. The report stated that "accreditation and revalidation would help ensure that all coroners have the knowledge and skills required to conduct investigations to a high standard" (House of Commons Justice Committee, 2016).
The recommendations for further reform within the coroner system aim to improve consistency, accountability and transparency, and ensure that families and loved ones receive the support and care they need during the investigation process.
In conclusion, the Coroners and Justice Act 2009 brought significant changes to the law in England and Wales related to criminal justice, coroners, and other areas. The Act aimed to modernize the system and make it more effective in investigating deaths, improving the quality and consistency of coronial investigations, and increasing transparency and accountability. The changes to the defense of diminished responsibility aimed to clarify and simplify the law, although controversial amendments were made. While some of the changes were beneficial, there were also disadvantages, such as increased costs and delays in the new inquest system and concerns over the independence of local coroners.
"The amendments to the Coroners and Justice Act 2009 have expanded the ability of coroners to investigate cases of domestic violence, human trafficking, and child abuse, among other things. This is an important development that reflects a growing recognition of the need to address these issues through the coronial system." (Gillespie, 2019, p. 84)
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