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Magistrates play an incredibly significant part in the exercise of justice in England and Wales, dating back since the Justices of Peace Act 1361 was introduced, when residents locally were granted authority to deal with local criminals and was responsible for the business of the local government until the 19th century. Only a handful of the powers are presently in existence still. Magistrates are often referred to as been the backbone of the justice system that keep it running effectively, while administering law based on both fact and law, binded precedents mostly created by the judge's decisions in previous cases heard in the higher courts. This is the fundamental basis of our justice law system and applies in most cases. This assignment will explain the advantages and disadvantages of magistrates in the exercise of justice.
There are a few diverse types of magistrates such as a lay magistrate, district judge, a justice clerk and legal adviser. Lay magistrates are ordinary, unqualified people who volunteer to be civil officers. They are also referred to as lay judges or justices of peace and their role in the exercise of justice is to hear less serious cases or preliminary ones of more serious cases, and family cases in their local communities at a Magistrates’ Court.
Magistrates’ Court is the starting point for all criminal cases and over 90 percent of the cases will be dealt with and completed there too. They will do a plea before venue hearing and hand the more serious offences like rape and murder to the Crown Courts for trial as these are more complex and indictable offences that have a much lengthy imprisonment period. Most of the cases heard in the magistrates' courts will be summary only and triable either way offences. (Slorach, S. et al, 2015, p63). Magistrates’ also deal with bail applications and issues of warrants for arrest or search as well as summonses a person to court. The youth courts for defendants aged 10 to 18 are also based here. Civil, local government matters such as recovery of debts, family court proceedings regarding children's care and matrimonial issues like domestic violence are also dealt with at the magistrates’ court. (Fafinski, S. & Finch,E. 2007, p45).
To become a magistrate those interested in the position of ensuring a change to their local communities must be aged 18 to 65 and live or work in the area they will represent. They need to ensure their current job does not make them a conflict of interest to the court that they are applying to represent such as a police officer for a criminal court and an education welfare officer for the family court. Next, they will be expected to visit the criminal court at least twice within the 12-month period before applying and be expected to research how family courts work as the cases heard are private and cannot be accessed by the public to give them a general idea of what the role entails. 
These volunteers are unpaid and receive training in preparation to sit in the Court room and hear cases. They usually sit in a panel of three judges, and one will be legally qualified and act as chairperson whose role is to give legal advice and ensure the correct procedures are being followed This legal clerk will have had at least five years of an audience in the magistrates' courts. This helps to ensure that the case will be heard and decided based on carefully listening to all evidence presented to them, follow a structured decision-making process like the criminal cases sentencing guidelines and case law that the sentence will be fair and fitting to the offence committed.
They will need to satisfy the local committee advisory that they possess six qualities. These qualities are good character, social awareness of the issues in their local area, to be committed and reliable, have a fair judgement, demonstrate a sound judgement, be of sound and mature temperament and be good at understanding and communicating. They will be interviewed by the Local committee advisory, and ensuring that they exhibit competences such as meeting a checklist of knowledge requirements and their behaviour been observed, demonstrate common sense and able to make fair unbiased decisions and have no previous serious convictions they will then be recommended to the Lord Chief justice who will then appoint them on behalf of the crown. (Wild, C. & Weinstein, S. 2013, P58). They will then embark on 3 days training specifically for their new role before sitting and continue to receive it throughout their time in service. 
 District Judges however are full time judges who sit in certain areas of the country that is appointed to them by the Lord Chancellor. They are also known as stipendiary judges. Compared to lay magistrates these are qualified solicitors and barristers who are paid a full salary above £110,000 annually. There is approximately 140 of them serving due to the reforms made by the Access to Justices Act 1999 whilst over 23,500 lay magistrates. The role of district judges is to deal with the same cases as lay magistrates but also more complex ones which are much lengthier. These are appointed by the crown on the advice of the Lord chancellor.
 In 2000, research was conducted by Rod Morgan and Neil Russell called “the judiciary in the magistrates courts”, regarding the balance of lay and district judges. This considered numerous factors such as the background, age, political views, race and gender of lay magistrates and district judges. Aswell as the costs of having both in our legal system.
While conducting this research they demonstrated there were many advantages of having lay magistrates. Some of these was due to the fact they were unpaid which saved a lot of funding and unqualified which made the position more available in comparison to district judges. They had a much broader understanding of the areas social issues that they were appointed in, and cases were dealt with a lot faster and ensure justice is done. The local community had more confidence in them, and a fair balance of genders was acknowledged. On the other hand, some of the disadvantages that was acknowledged was that majority were from the white background, of middle class with middle mindedness and were employed in professional or management positions and were over 60 as demonstrated in research carried out by Sutton trust in 2016.  ( Allbon, E. & Dua S.K. 2020 p211).  A huge portion of them were conservative political party supporters. It was touched upon that there was very few from the disability background, that they could be prosecution biased and take the side of the police and make judge defendants on previous cases, since they needed advising on points of law by clerks. 
In 2013 Justice minister Green stated that over 4000 defendants are sent to crown court when their cases could be heard in the magistrates' court and is a huge strain financially. This demonstrates how much lay magistrates save the public purse when dealing with cases and that they have an extremely valuable role in delivering justice to local areas. He emphasised how they are good citizen role models in society and how proud and lucky the justice system is to have such assets who volunteer their skills, expertise and time for the benefit of others for free. 
Numerous small local magistrate courts have closed and been replaced since 2010 by more contemporary, multi-jurisdictional complexes that provide more amenities to larger communities. These are much more comfortable to work in, have better accessibility for people with disabilities and separate waiting areas for victims, witnesses, and defendants. However, these can put a financial strain on defendants and their families who rely heavily on public transport or unable to travel to other locations otherwise. These closures were opposed by the law society, and they reported how a ticket to Milton Keynes from one of the closed courts cost £71 and entailed a five hour round trip. This would result in many people failing to attend court due to the hardship they would occur. Not only creating a budgetary impact, but these closures also create less faith in the justice system as the magistrate will have less significant knowledge of the local social issues that they previously had as multiple areas will be expected to attend these new complexes. 
In 2016 HMCTS court reform program was announced due to the previous committee's inquiry and outlined an aim to improve England and Wales courts and tribunal services while retaining a just, proportionate, and accessible system. This proposed a technology focused transformation programme which outlined a creation of a single online system for the purposes of initiating and managing criminal, civil, family and tribunal cases. This would replace the robust paper filing system and enable some cases to be attended and heard online via telephone and video links in flow with the ever-changing developments of 21st century technology. 
Weighing up all the advantages and disadvantages of lay magistrates highlighted, it is without doubt that they are a great asset to our justice system and benefit it in several ways, that would not be achievable if all had to be legally qualified and paid. The saving of the public purse on salaries ensures that the funds used to combat other areas of issues needed.
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