


The criminal justice system in England and Wales operates through a network of courts designed to ensure fair, accountable, and efficient legal proceedings (Joyce, 2006). This system combines various levels of courts, from Magistrates' Courts, which deals with less serious offenses, to Crown Courts, which deals with more complex cases (Hostettler, 2009). The utilization of lay people, both in the form of lay magistrates and juries, adds an essential community perspective to legal decisions (Gibbs and Kirby, 2014). Moreover, the system's cost-effectiveness, speed of case disposition, and the role of legislation like the Juries Act 1974 contribute to its functionality (Stirk, 2022). However, apart from its strengths, there are areas that need to adapt to the changing legal, social, and technological landscapes (Stirk, 2022). Therefore, this essay explores of the structure and dynamics of the criminal courts in England and Wales, including the significance of lay participation, cost considerations, case efficiency, the role of the Crown Court, the Juries Act, and potential reform suggestions.
The English and Welsh justice system, also known as the criminal justice system, combines a series of institutions, processes, and laws designed to uphold the rule of law, maintain social order, and ensure fair treatment and processes for individuals accused of crimes (Jones and Jones, 2023). It is a complex system that involves various stages, from investigation to trial and potential punishment (Jones and Jones, 2023). The English and Welsh justice system is structured in a specific way in order to ensure the fair treatment of individuals involved in criminal proceedings (James, 2010). Starting with the investigation stage, law enforcement agencies carefully gather evidence and conduct interviews to build cases against suspects (James, 2010). Based on suspicion, arrests are made, followed by charging decisions often made by the independent Crown Prosecution Service, which evaluates the evidence provided by the police (Kautt and Tankebe, 2011). For less serious offenses, cases are heard in Magistrates' Courts, presided over by lay magistrates or a district judge, while more serious cases proceed to Crown Courts, where judges and juries deliberate over trials (Kautt and Tankebe, 2011). Verdicts determine whether the accused is guilty or innocent, leading to sentencing, which takes into consideration the nature of the crime, the circumstances of the crime, and the offender's background (Shoolbred, 2016). However, appeals can be made if there are concerns about legal errors or unfair procedures (Shoolbred, 2016). Non-custodial sentences involve probation officers supervising rehabilitation efforts (Shoolbred, 2016). For those imprisoned, the corrections system look for both punitive measures and the rehabilitation of offenders, which then can potentially lead to parole and release with conditions (Shoolbred, 2016). The system's complexity demands a continuous evolution of legal provisions and procedural adaptations to ensure a just and equitable process for all parties involved (Shoolbred, 2016).
The criminal courts in England and Wales represent an important component of the justice system, created to administer fair and effective legal proceedings (Warbrick, McGoldrick and Cryer, 2002). Starting with Magistrates' Courts, these handle a wide range of less serious criminal cases, managed by either lay magistrates or district judges (Warbrick, McGoldrick and Cryer, 2002). These courts serve as initial entry points to the justice process, deciding on guilt, innocence, and suitable sentencing for minor offenses (Warbrick, McGoldrick and Cryer, 2002). For more serious cases, the Crown Court takes over, operating with a judge and jury to conduct trials involving complex and serious crimes (Warbrick, McGoldrick and Cryer, 2002). Verdicts decided by the jury determine the outcome, guiding subsequent sentencing, which considers the gravity of the crime, the circumstances surrounding it, and the defendant's history (Warbrick, McGoldrick and Cryer, 2002). This system ensures an appropriate balance between accountability, rehabilitation, and punishment (Warbrick, McGoldrick and Cryer, 2002). The connection between Magistrates' Courts and the Crown Court reflects a hierarchical structure that ensures that cases are heard at the appropriate level of severity, while constant adaptations to legal procedures maintain the system's integrity and equity (Davies, Croall and Tyrer, 2015).
Magistrates' Courts play a crucial role in the criminal justice system of England and Wales, often handling less serious offenses (Welsh, 2022). These courts employ lay magistrates, also known as justices of the peace, who are non-professional volunteers from the local community (Welsh, 2022). Their involvement ensures that legal decisions are made by individuals who possess local knowledge and a broad understanding of community values (Ivković et al., 2021). The inclusion of lay magistrates is intended to promote a diverse and representative judiciary, while also enhancing public confidence in the justice system (Ivković et al., 2021). The use of Magistrates' Courts and lay magistrates contributes to the cost-effectiveness of the justice system (Ivković et al., 2021). Lay magistrates do not receive salaries and serve voluntarily, reducing the financial responsibility of the state (Ivković et al., 2021). Additionally, the Magistrates' Court process is generally less resource-intensive compared to the Crown Court, making it an economical option for handling minor cases efficiently (Newman and Dehaghani, 2023). Magistrates' Courts are known for their relatively fast handling of cases (Newman and Dehaghani, 2023). This efficiency is attributed to factors such as the efficient process, the involvement of lay magistrates who are available more frequently, and the court's focus on dealing with less complex matters (Newman and Dehaghani, 2023). This speed helps reduce case backlogs and ensures that justice is delivered promptly (Newman and Dehaghani, 2023).
In contrast to Magistrates' Courts, Crown Courts deal with more serious offenses and are managed by professional judges (Jacobson, Hunter, and Kirby, 2016). However, even in the Crown Court, the use of lay people is evident through juries (Jacobson, Hunter, and Kirby, 2016). Juries, composed of ordinary citizens, play a significant role in ensuring that verdicts are reached based on collective perspectives and community standards (Jacobson, Hunter, and Kirby, 2016). This involvement reinforces the principle of ‘jury of peers’ and protects against arbitrary legal decisions (Jacobson, Hunter, and Kirby, 2016).
The Juries Act 1974 in England and Wales highlights the requirements for the selection, eligibility, and responsibilities of jurors (Lloyd-Bostock and Thomas, 1999). It established a random selection process for jury duty, ensuring that various sectors of society is represented (Lloyd-Bostock and Thomas, 1999). Jurors are called upon to listen to evidence, assess credibility, and ultimately deliver a verdict in criminal trials, adding a layer of community participation and oversight to the judicial process (Lloyd-Bostock and Thomas, 1999).
Several areas within the English and Welsh justice system have been identified for potential reform (Franklin, 2023). Reforming the criminal justice system in England and Wales is imperative to address the world’s challenges and improve the effectiveness of the system (Franklin, 2023). A key area that needs reform is the issue of case backlogs and efficiency, which has led to delayed trials and prolonged uncertainty (Godfrey, Richardson and Walklate, 2022). To address this, investment in digital technology for simplified case management, electronic evidence submission, and remote hearings could significantly reduce the backlog (Godfrey, Richardson and Walklate, 2022). On the other hand, ensuring equal access to legal representation is another critical aspect (Dehaghani and Newman, 2021). The reform could focus on reviewing and improving the availability and affordability of legal aid, particularly for individuals who might not afford private representation (Dehaghani and Newman, 2021). Additionally, by looking at community engagement, increasing diversity within lay magistrates and juries are essential to better reflect the communities they serve (Franklin, 2023). At the same time, clearer and more consistent sentencing guidelines should also be explored to ensure fairness and transparency in the justice process (Ward and Spence, 2023). For this, the integration of alternative dispute resolution methods and restorative justice programs could provide quicker and more effective resolutions for certain cases (Ward and Spence, 2023). While technology can speed up proceedings, its use must be carefully combined with principles of fairness and accessibility (Godfrey, Richardson and Walklate, 2022). 
In conclusion, the essay explored how the justice system in England and Wales operates. Different courts were explained, such as Magistrates' Courts and Crown Courts. The Juries Act 1974 was also mentioned, which allows ordinary people to be part of the jury and help decide if someone is guilty or not. Ideas for improving the system were also presented, like solving the issue of long waiting times for cases, providing legal assistance, and using technology. As the world evolves, it is important to create the right balance between fairness, speed, and respect for everyone's rights, so that the justice system remains powerful and fair for all. Therefore, making changes to the criminal justice system in England and Wales is really important to fix its problems and make it work more efficiently. 
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