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The United Kingdoms court system is set out into many different categories of courts. The lowest courts in the UK are Tribunals, Magistrates court and county courts. These courts don’t have many sentencing rights and for larger cases must pass the cases on higher up to give the correct sentence. The next tier up is High court and crown court. These courts have the ability to give out bigger sentences and are normally the average court for most cases. The next tier up is the court of appeal. This court is used to reverse the decision of the lower power court houses if they feel that the decision is unfair. If they believe that the decision is fair, and the people involved still aren’t happy with the outcome then the case can be passed all the way up to the supreme court. This is the highest court in the United Kingdom. The UK have only quite recently introduced the supreme court, with the court being founded in 2009. The aim of implementing the supreme court into the United Kingdoms judiciary system was to complete a separation between senior judges and the upper members of the houses of parliament. 

Magistrates are required in all cases in the criminal or family court. Magistrates are volunteers that are required to oversee proceedings in the court. Usually each case has three magistrates, one magistrate will be trained to be a chairperson for the group. A member of the court that has a large understanding of the law will help the magistrates to follow correct procedure (GOV UK). Magistrates deal with minor offences such as minor assaults, motoring offences, theft, handling stolen goods and tv licence evasion. Magistrates cannot hand out the harsher punishments in the legal system they can only give out punishments such as fines, unpaid work in the community and a prison sentence with the maximum of six months per crime committed. In family cases magistrates can take more severe action while giving out punishments, for example they can give out punishments such as putting a child up for adoption/ put into care, help parents who have separated to come to an agreement on how they are going to take care of the child. They can also enforce child maintenance orders in place to ensure the safety of the child. Finally, the magistrates can make court orders to prevent domestic abuse. If the magistrates feel that a harsher punishment is needed, then they have to push the case upwards to high court or crown court depending on the type of case. These courts are given the authority to hand out much larger punishments. 

The supreme court is the final court of appeal for England, Wales and Northern Ireland for civil cases and criminal cases. The supreme court hears cases passed up from the Court of appeal, civil division. The court of Appeal, Criminal division. And in some cases, the high court. These are all only for England and Wales. In Scotland the Supreme court can hear from the court of Session. Finally in Northern Ireland they can hear from the court of appeal of Northern Ireland and in some limited cases the high court (Supreme Court).
The supreme court is made up from 12 judges, 10 of these being male and 2 being female. From the 12 members all of these are white. 

To be appointed as a supreme court judge as stated in the Tribunals and enforcement Act of 2007 you must have certain qualifications. These being at least two years’ experience in a high judicial office (High court in England, Wales or Northern Ireland). Failing this the applicant must have a minimum of fifteen years of being a qualifying practitioner (Supreme Court). After interviews and a round of consultation by senior politicians and judges the lord chancellor can accept the recommendation then the name is sent to the prime minister, and they must send the name to the queen for formal approval. Once accepted by the queen then the prime minister can make a formal announcement on the decision. 

A study in 2018 has claimed that judges may be just as biased in deciding the outcomes of court cases where traditional gender roles re challenged. The study has claimed that judges sometimes make a biased decision when it comes to the case just based on if the defendant is a man or a woman. The study used over 500 un-identified judges 68% being men 30% being female and 2% unidentified. They also employed more than 500 lay people to make the study fair. The outcome of the study found that “cultural ideas about gender bias may shape judge’s decision making as much as the rest of us”. This study has shown that there is a need for a more diverse range of ethnic and as equal as possible gender split to try to ensure there is as little bias as possible in the legal system. 

Another study was done by Cheryl Thomas in 2010 and was published by the ministry of justice, the study was focused on if juries are fair. The study tried to look into if all white juries discriminate against cases involving Black or minority ethnic groups just based on race. The study went on to say that they set up a scenario where an identical question was asked to an all-white jury but the ethnicities were changed in each case. The findings of this experiment were that the cases all came to the same outcome no matter what ethnicity was put Infront of the jury meaning that from these findings there should be no imbalance between an all-white or a multi ethnic jury. It was also found in this study that white judges didn’t discriminate against people from minority backgrounds. This suggests that that local population dynamics may play a role in the jury making decision (Ministry of Justice 2010).

An article written by Oxford Royale has asked the question that are jury trains fair and is it time to scrap them. The article goes on to say that juries should be equal and your case shouldn’t be decided by twelve random people that have less understanding of the law. This point does backing from members of the public and even a judge threw out the jury’s findings in 1971 and stated that “I find it impossible to believe that an unbiased jury could be selected without superhuman efforts.” This was after the case of Bobby Seale and Ericka Huggins had been going on four months (Oxford Royale).

Diversity in the judiciary system has been a controversial topic with split opinions on its importance. Some of the main points that are being argued are that people from ethnic minority backgrounds aren’t represented by judges making some trails unfair due to the lack of understanding of the culture. The ministry of justice recently published their statistics of diversity in the judiciary. From their figures it’s clear that a large majority of judges come from middle class white backgrounds. Statistics taken from the UK Government website state that in 2019 92.6% of judges were white and only 7.4% of judges coming from Asian, Black or other ethnic groups (GOV 2019). 

Calls to make a more diverse judiciary system date back to the 1990s where the new labour government called for an investigation into the diversity of the judiciary. Reports stated that early into their administration they called for a diverse magistracy. In the early 2000s a recruitment programme was set up to help underrepresented minorities get into the workplace (Howard League 2014).

Following on with this point the Ministry of Justice posted diversity statistics in 2020. From their findings there’s a clear split when it comes to diversity in the UK judiciary system. The Ministry of Justice found that only 14% of barristers were part of the BAME community (Black, Asian and other ethnic minorities). They also went on to state that only 12% of solicitors and 3% of Legal Executives were part of the BAME community (Ministry of Defence 2020).

An article posted by Judiciary UK has stated plans to be implemented to increase diversity in the UK court system over the next five years. The main aims of the plan is to help better represent minority groups in the legal system. The main four points of the plan are to create a more diverse environment that brings greater responsibility for reporting the process on diversity and inclusion. Furthermore, supporting and building an inclusive and respectful culture while working in the judiciary. Next supporting and developing careers of potential existing judges. Finally supporting greater understanding of judicial roles and achieving greater diversity in the pool of applicants for judicial roles (Judiciary UK 2020).
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