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In the UK, magistrates play a crucial role in the criminal justice system. They preside over the bulk of criminal cases, including infractions of a minor kind, as unpaid volunteers in their local courts. Magistrates are essential to protecting the rule of law and ensuring that justice is served. This essay will investigate the benefits and drawbacks of magistrates in the administration of justice in the United Kingdom by looking at their primary duties, traits, court closures, and reform.
[bookmark: _Toc133976938]Definition of Magistrate:
A magistrate is an unpaid volunteer who serves as a judge in a neighbourhood court. They reflect the neighbourhood and come from various walks of life. The Lord Chancellor, who is guided by a separate advisory group, appoints magistrates in England and Wales. A person must be at least 18 years old, of high moral character, sound intellect, and appropriate education to serve as a magistrate. Magistrates are not required to hold a formal legal degree, although they do undergo training in court procedure and law before they start working for the court.

[bookmark: _Toc133976939]Magistrates in UK:
Magistrates play a significant role in the UK's judicial system since they preside over criminal and civil matters in the nation's courts. In-depth information about magistrates in the UK, including their duties, benefits, and room for improvement, will be provided in this essay. In  UK, magistrates are considered lay judges, which means they are elected by members of the public rather than professionals with legal training. Magistrates are chosen for their moral integrity, good judgement, and dedication to serve their society. (HM Courts & Tribunals Service n.d.). They are typically appointed for a term of five years and are expected to work around 26 half-days per year. 
In the UK's legal system, magistrates are responsible for a variety of tasks. They rule over the vast majority of criminal proceedings in the nation, including certain less serious indictable offences and summary offences. Additionally, they have the authority to conduct committal hearings, grant bail, and issue search warrants. In civil proceedings, magistrates have the authority to hear disagreements involving family, employment, and housing (Roebuck & Barker, 2015). Involvement of the local population in the legal system is one benefit of magistrates in the UK. The communities they serve are represented by them as lay judges, and their decisions reflect the ideals and principles of those communities (Davies & Tarbuck, 2018). This may result in the courts making decisions that are more varied and well-informed. 
However, there are drawbacks to the magistrate-based justice system in the UK. A common complaint is that magistrates lack the legal knowledge and education that professional judges possess. Due to the magistrates' potential ignorance of the complexity of the law, this may result in contradictory judgements (Jenkins, 2018). The use of lay judges, according to some, can impede the professionalization of the judiciary and can cause people to have a low regard for the courts (McGlynn & Westmarland, 2017). The closure of several magistrates' courts in recent years is another drawback for magistrates in the UK. As a result of the closing of these courts, witnesses and defendants now have farther to travel, which also affects local access to justice. Due to the recent closure of numerous courthouses, this has had a disproportionately negative impact on rural communities. Despite these drawbacks, calls have been made for justice system reforms in the UK that would increase the use of magistrates. Giving magistrates more discretion in sentencing so they can impose harsher sentences in some circumstances is one solution that has been suggested (Hunter, 2015). As it would give them more discretion in sentencing, this would address the criticism that magistrates lack the legal expertise of professional judges.
  In conclusion, magistrates play a crucial role in the UK's justice system, preside over the vast majority of criminal cases in the nation's courts. The use of lay judges has benefits, such as increased community involvement in the legal system, but there are also drawbacks, such as a lack of legal experience and the closing of many magistrates' courts. Some of these problems could be resolved with the aid of justice system reforms, such as granting magistrates more discretion in sentencing. To design a just, effective, and efficient judicial system, legislators must take into account both the benefits and drawbacks of magistrates.

[bookmark: _Toc133976940]Responsibilities:
· Conducting hearings: Magistrates are in charge of holding hearings in various civil and criminal cases. They consider the facts, reach a verdict about guilt or innocence, and choose the proper penalty (Hunter, 2015).

· Terms: Magistrates have the authority to impose fines, community service requirements, and jail terms for a variety of criminal offences (Jenkins, 2018).


· Warrant issuing: For the arrest of suspects, the search of a location, and the seizure of property, magistrates may issue warrants (HM Courts & Tribunals Service, n.d.).

· Magistrates have the authority to either grant or deny defendants bail as well as place restrictions on their release.

· Magistrates have the authority to try various crimes that can be prosecuted in either a magistrates' court or a Crown Court as well as summary offences, which are less serious criminal offences. In some civil cases, such as family law, they also have jurisdiction (McGlynn & Westmarland, 2017).


[bookmark: _Toc133976941]Advantages and disadvantages of magistrates:

Advantages:
· Magistrates are representatives of the neighbourhood: Magistrates come from many facets of society and serve the neighbourhood. This guarantees that the legal system is neutral, fair, and representative of local values. Additionally, magistrates are therefore more likely to be sensitive to regional problems and issues.

· Cost-effective: Since magistrates are unpaid volunteers, they provide justice at a reasonable price. Additionally, because they do not face the same demands as judges who are paid, they have more time to carefully consider each case.

· Diversity: The bench is varied and reflective of society since magistrates come from a variety of backgrounds and professions. Due to their diversity, magistrates bring a variety of knowledge and expertise to the bench, which can help them better comprehend and handle a variety of issues.

· Knowledge: Before starting their responsibilities, magistrates receive instruction on the law and court procedures. This indicates that they are capable of making judgements because of their level of experience in criminal law and procedure.

Disadvantages:
· Court Closures: Due to a considerable number of recent court closures, several magistrates had to travel a great distance to be in court. As a result, there are fewer magistrates now, which may affect the diversity of the bench.

· Magistrates come from all backgrounds, thus they might not have the same level of experience or knowledge as judges who are paid for their positions. Decisions made in the absence of experience may be flawed or inconsistent.

· Limited sentencing authority: Magistrates are unable to administer the harshest sentences since they lack the same level of authority as professional judges. This may reduce their ability to handle more severe criminal charges.

· Potential for bias: Since judges are chosen from the neighbourhood, they can be familiar with some of the parties to the cases they hear. This may result in prejudice or the appearance of bias, which could erode public confidence in the legal system.



[bookmark: _Toc133976942]Reforms:
Numerous reforms have been made to magistrates' courts over the years with the hopes of increasing effectiveness, lowering expenses, and guaranteeing that they continue to serve the needs of society. Below are some of the major changes:
· When the Criminal Procedure Rules were first implemented: To establish a framework for the conduct of criminal proceedings in magistrates' courts, the Criminal Procedure Rules were created in 2005. The Rules are intended to guarantee that matters are handled properly and expeditiously and to encourage consistency in judgement.
· The Single Justice Procedure (SJP) was established in 2015 and is used for low-level summary offences like traffic violations and minor public order infractions. A single magistrate may handle a matter under the SJP on the papers without holding a hearing. As a result, the magistrates' courts are now more efficient and have lower costs (Ministry of Justice, 2015).
· Magistrate courts closing: Over the past ten years, a number of magistrate courts have shut down in an effort to cut costs. The Ministry of Justice has said that the closures are important to make sure that resources are used properly and efficiently, despite the fact that this has raised some questions regarding access to justice (Mason, 2016).
· Enhancing diversity: To ensure that magistrates more accurately represent the communities they serve, there has been an emphasis on increasing the diversity of magistrates in recent years. In order to encourage diversity throughout the court, the Judicial Diversity Forum was founded in 2009. Since its inception, it has been effective in raising the proportion of women, BAME (Black, Asian, and Minority Ethnic) and disabled magistrates.
· Professionalization: There has been some discussion regarding whether or not magistrates should become more qualified and consistent in their decision-making. Others counter that this might result in the loss of the special attributes that lay magistrates bring to the legal system (Jenkins, 2018).

[bookmark: _Toc133976943]Conclusion:
In the UK, magistrates are essential to the functioning of the criminal judicial system. They represent the neighbourhood and provide the bench a range of knowledge and experience. However, using magistrates has disadvantages as well, such as the potential for bias and their limited power to impose punishment. Overall, magistrates are more helpful than harmful to the process of administering justice. Monitoring and evaluating magistrates' performance in the system is essential to ensuring that they continue to deliver justice effectively and efficiently.
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