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Explain the advantages and disadvantages of Magistrates in the exercise of justice 
Many legal decisions in England and Wales are not made by judges. They are made by regular people who work in a variety of areas and have no prior connections to the legal industry. They do, however, have a strong sense of justice and serve well in their communities. These people are known as Magistrates or justices of the peace (JPs), (Courts and Tribunals Judiciary, 2023). Magistrates are unpaid volunteers who preside over cases in local courts. They have the authority to hear matters in both the family and criminal courts, and each case is typically heard by three magistrates, one of whom has training to serve as chairperson, (GOV.UK, 2023).
According to the UK Parliament (2023), magistrates have faced increasing criticism since the early twentieth century, with magistrates being chastised for being inexperienced and unfit to the duty of dispensing justice. While magistrates are a controversial part of the legal system, there are both advantages and disadvantages to their use. This essay will explore these issues and provide a balanced analysis of their impact.
In the United Kingdom all criminal cases start at the magistrate’s court and over 95% of cases are tried in the magistrate’s court. However, if they believe that the likely sentencing will be above their sentencing powers they send the case to the Crown Court, (Kessling, 2023). Magistrates use a systematic decision-making process and pay close attention to all the information presented in court to ensure they make an impartial conclusion. In order to be appointed as a magistrate, you must be between the ages of 18 and 70 and have no major criminal convictions, however, some occupations, such as police officers, prohibit you from becoming a magistrate due to a conflict of interest, (Magistrates Association, 2023). No prior education or legal experience is necessary, as a legal advisor provides guidance on the law and ensures that the magistrates follow the proper protocol, (GOV.UK, 2023). However, in order to be suitable for the position, a magistrate must exhibit the following traits: good character, maturity and sound temperament, understanding and communication, sound judgement, commitment and reliability, and social awareness, (Gillespie and Weare, 2021).

According to the House of Commons Library (2020), the courts estate in England and Wales has undergone significant change since 2010 as a result of a reform effort launched by the judicial system to reduce the need for human attendance at certain sorts of proceedings. As part of the reform, a few courthouses were closed and sold, requiring other services to be relocated. According to the data, 164 (51%) of the 320 magistrate courts were closed between 2010 and 2020. The sale of the courthouses generated at least £223 million in revenue for the public coffers. The Law Society (2022) also notes that the government intends to shut down 77 more courts by 2025–2026 in order to raise more money for court system upgrades such new digital services.

Magistrates have several advantages, for example they have the ability to settle small legal problems in a more timely and cost-effective manner. According to HM Courts and Tribunals Service's annual report (2017), the average cost of a case heard in the magistrates' court was £1,385, compared to £3,764 for a case heard in the crown court. This is because the magistrates court deals with simpler matters, whilst the crown court deals with more complicated issues. Because the magistrates court hears simpler cases, they can be heard more quickly and with fewer resources, (CPS, 2022). 
Being a part of the neighbourhood community gives magistrates another benefit by enabling them to make better informed decisions during cases, such as an appropriate sentence. According to the Ministry of justice (2013), magistrates have a greater understanding of the case's cultural or social background and are more educated about the specific rules or regulations that apply to their town, both of which may help them to make more thoughtful decisions in cases involving local issues or concerns. This is demonstrated in the case Paul v Luton Justices [1989], The defendant was accused of kerb-crawling, and evidence provided showed him pulling up close to a known prostitute, who then entered the car. There was no evidence that anyone had caused a nuisance, but the justices relied on their local knowledge, specifically that the location was frequently visited by prostitutes, had a steady flow of vehicles passing through it at night, and was a densely populated residential neighbourhood. This demonstrates how a magistrate's local expertise might result in a conviction. 
Another advantage of magistrates is that they can serve to lighten the load on higher courts. According to a study by Lord Justice Auld (2001, p. 110-113), the number of cases that need the attention of higher courts has decreased as a result of magistrates' courts' ability to handle a variety of issues, from small traffic offences to more serious criminal charges. For example, the Ministry of Justice (2022), reported that the crown court had a considerable case backlog following COVID-19, therefore magistrates were given extra sentencing authority to resolve the backlog. Their maximum jail terms were raised from six to twelve months, freeing up an additional 2,000 days of crown court time each year, allowing severe offences heard by magistrates, such as fraud, theft, and violence, to be punished by them as well. They also launched a cloud video platform capable of hosting 13,600 hearings every week. Since July 2020, when it peaked, the number of open cases in the Magistrates' Court has decreased by around 70,000, while the number of cases in the Crown Court is beginning to fall.

However, there are also many disadvantages to magistrates, for example, many believe that because they lack formal legal training, magistrates are more likely to be influenced by personal bias or make errors in judgement in comparison to judges. According to the Parliamentary Office of Science and Technology (2015, p. 1), cognitive biases are more likely to be present when people make decisions in uncertain situations. Probabilities must be estimated with limited data in order to identify suspects and examine evidence, allegations, and alibis. As a result, cognitive biases have a direct impact on the criminal justice system. This is demonstrated in the case R v Bingham [1974], where the chairperson stated that “my principle such cases has always been to believe the police officer…”, this was said in a case where the evidence was substantial at best. This demonstrates how a magistrate's bias can take over in the absence of a clear judgement and lead to an unjust conviction.
Another issue is that magistrates' sentences are inconsistent. According to Tarling (2006), recent government assessments revealed disparities in the sentencing of identical cases from various courts, which lead to the establishment of  the Sentencing Guidelines Council under the Criminal Justice Act 2003. Sunderland, for example, has one of the most lenient criminal courts in the country; magistrates dismissed 36.4% of cases there, compared to 12.7% in Leeds and just 9.2% in Birmingham, (Swinford and Baird, 2006). There might be a number of reasons for these discrepancies, for example magistrates must attend court on at least 13 full days and 26 half days annually, which can make it difficult for them to remember all the details of every case they hear. This limited amount of court time could contribute to inconsistencies in sentencing, (GOV.UK, 2023).
Another disadvantage is that some people feel that magistrates do not fully represent their communities. Crawford (2006) underlines the need of magistrates correctly reflecting the communities they serve in order to earn the public's trust. However, a review of the Criminal Courts in England and Wales by Lord Justice Auld (2001), criticised the lack of diversity, stating that, "the magistracy is not a true reflection of the population nationally or of communities locally". In fact, a report by Gibbs and Kirby (2014, p. 9-10), found that the magistracy is lacking in diversity, with 55.5% of magistrates being 60 and above, 91.7% are white and 4.3% are from BAME groups. 

In conclusion, magistrates play a vital role in the criminal justice system, and their work is essential in maintaining law and order in society. However, as highlighted in this essay, there are both advantages and disadvantages to the use of magistrates in the UK. The advantages include the cost-effectiveness, the ability to bring local knowledge and expertise to the decision-making process, and the opportunity for members of the public to get involved in the justice system. The disadvantages include the potential for inconsistency in sentencing, the lack of diversity among magistrates, and the limitations on their training and experience. Overall, while magistrates are an important part of the UK’s justice system, it is important to continue to evaluate their effectiveness and address any concerns about their role and function.
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