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The Magistracy

Over 650 years ago, it was conceived that Magistracy is a vital part of the Judiciary of England and Wales. The legal decisions are not made by the Judges in most cases in England and Wales and there are people that volunteer in listening to the evidence and make a fair decision by following a concrete process of decision making that has been in practice and following previous case laws. These people are generally known as Magistrates. They also obtain advice from legal advisors when in need of it, to make a fair and appropriate decision.
 UK Parliament (2016) states that the House of Commons predicts by April 2016, there were 17,552 unpaid volunteers serving as magistrates and were called ‘Justice of the peace’ or ‘Lay Justices’. In general, magistrates deal with 90% of Criminal cases and considerable amount of non- criminal cases; they normally appear in 3 panels, one of the panels being experienced and the other two, assisted by legal advisors and are called wingers.
Reporter Ames (2019) reported in the Times that Lady Justice Macur is dispirited due to the shortage of magistrates and believes the magistracy is depleting, having only two members in the panel instead of three.
This illustrates clearly that Judges in the UK are desperate towards the need for magistrates in the judicial system.
Magistrates' association (2023) explains Magistrates cover up to 85% of Judiciary in the UK and they aged between 18 and 74; they are expected to have no past serious criminal convictions and need to possess the characteristics of social awareness, commitment, reliability and sound temperament.
This is because these characteristics in a person are believed to build a sense of responsibility and be able to make fair decisions.
Courts and Judiciary tribunals (2023) advise people are not expected to possess any legal educational qualification or training to become a Magistrate. However, when the role of magistrate comes under discussion, the statutes of ‘local justice’ and ‘Justice by one’s peers’ are said to promote the role of Magistrates.
Magistrates’ powers and responsibilities on civil jurisdiction include the following;
· Granting licenses to sell alcohol to restaurants, pubs, clubs and shops.
· Granting licenses to gaming and betting
· Managing cases of council tax summons
· Allowing warrants for bailiffs for Utility firms
· Allowing entertainment licenses

Magistrates play a significant role in the UK judicial system and their responsibilities and contributions make a great support to the judicial system in the UK. 
Metropolitan Police (2023), explain the main responsibilities of magistrate stating most criminal cases are first heard by magistrates in the magistrates’ court and they also deal with more serious offences like burglary and drug offences; magistrates handle both summary and either way offences.
Sentencing Council (2023) state the magistrates have a wider opportunity in the UK Judiciary in executing sentencing powers; they have powers to impose unlimited fines, community orders, bans and custodial sentencing up to 12 months which depends on the severity of the offence.
Evidence to this is the following news;
Reporter Mathews (2023) reported that at Cornwall magistrates’ court 43 people were sentenced for offences ranging from least to most serious, out of which a young woman was sent to prison for domestic rampage; the magistrates had given appropriate sentences.
The Journal Word Press (2021), states one of the main advantages of having Magistrates in UK Judiciary is that they have a wide knowledge locally which can be utilized in decision-making, whereas the Judges covering a broader area would not have. This in turn speeds up the duration of court proceedings, hence decreasing the load on Legal system in UK. 
Evidence to support this fact is the case of Paul v DPP (1989), wherein the Defendant was accused of kerb – crawling and the Magistrates knew the area and also were well aware that kerb-crawling on that area was a nuisance. 
The Journal also advises having Magistrates gains public trust and multiple views.
Author Hayward (2013) in his article advises having magistrate service in judiciary involves low cost as they are unpaid whereas Judges are highly paid, and this saves revenue to the nation. On the other hand, the author also discusses the disadvantage of having magistrate service, that as they are untrained, they may listen to the words of police and make unfair decisions. 
Evidence to support this fact is the case of R v Bingham ex parte Jovitt (1974) DC wherein the Defendant was given unfair trial by the magistrates believing the words of police.
Defence Solicitor London (2022), in one of its articles explains the advantage of having magistrates in the judicial system is that the magistrates have the power to inflict higher sentences to the accused for multiple crimes, thereby preventing the person from carrying out illegal activities in the future. 
However, the article also discusses the disadvantage of having magistrates in the judicial system, by advising that magistrate court mostly deals with complex cases which cannot be understood by regular people and hence this can be more time-consuming.
Evidence to support this fact is the case of R (Palmer, Forsey) v Northern Derbyshire Magistrates court (2021), wherein the administrator of an organization failed to notify the Secretary of state of collective redundancy of the employees whose residence were in Scotland however the proposal was made in England. Although the case was complicated, the Magistrates had appropriate knowledge and the administrator was found guilty.
Similarly, another remarkable disadvantage is that some magistrates that are emotionally not too strong commiserate with the person being accused and end up either granting unsuitable justice by reducing the penalty or help them out personally, thereby breaking the law.
Evidence to support this is the following news;
Reporter Mortimer (2015) reported that a senior magistrate was suspended as he paid an asylum seeker’s penalty fine out of his own pocket because the magistrate believed, the person being a refugee was too poor to pay the fine; though it was a kind act of humanity, still considered ‘magistrate broke the law’.
Author Sturge (2020), in the UK Parliament page, provided the statistics for the magistrate court closures between 2010 and 2020 as a reform program to reduce the necessity of physical attendance at certain kinds of hearings. This is as follows;
· Out of 320, 164 magistrates' courts closed in this period which constitutes about 51%.
· 151 constituencies carried a magistrates’ court which closed, with 13 constituencies carrying 2 courts which closed.
· There were 25 magistrates' courts closed in the south –east part of England, 21 magistrates’ courts closed in north-west, and 22 magistrates’ courts closed in Wales.
· The Sale of these court buildings rose about £223 million.

However, as an update there are further court closures planned by the Government in the future. 
The Law Society (2022) reports that the UK government has planned to close 77 more courts by 2025/2026 in accordance with a report submitted by the National Audit Office; however, in contradiction to this report, the Government had reported in 2019 that it would not close courts anymore unless the new reforms reduce the use of the buildings.
Career boss (2023) emphasizes five key attributes or characteristics that must be demonstrated by those applying for the position of Magistrate which are as follows;
· Making impartial decisions
· Recognizing and understanding different perspectives
· Communicating with respect
· Being broad-minded and open to learning
· Following professional ethics

Gov.UK (2013) stated that the Minister of State for Policing and Criminal Justice, Mr. Damian Green provided a speech on the role of Magistrates in the UK, recognizing and appreciating their volunteering attitude and commitment; the minister also stated that the magistrates must also be involved in framing the reform to improve the criminal justice system and their ideas would be considered as the heart of the reform policy. The Minister strongly remarks during this reform in the criminal justice system, they should ensure a discussion, or a debate is organized to make magistrates as the center of the criminal justice system and widen their powers, as this is believed to make the criminal justice system better.
Journalist Lomax (2021), in Guardian remarks that Bev Higgs, the National Chair of Magistrate’s Association has put forward his ideas to structure the reform, focusing majorly on mending the criminal justice system while the secret barrister’s assessment of the magistrates 'courts desire to increase their powers. 
Lomax also supports the idea of reform of Sir Robin Auld, which is;
· to introduce a new intermediate court with power to grant custody of up to two years imprisonment with the support of a professional Judge
· Appointing professionally trained evidence gatherers to record the statements of victims and witnesses.
· The witness's statements must be given a higher importance upon which any cross examination must be dismissed unless the judge considers it is required after observing the defence account.
· Not allowing the cases of female victims attacked by violent men, being dragged to court to be attacked again.
Journalist Cross (2022) commented that the Chief Executive of HMCT services, Nick Goodwin has declared that, as a part of the £1.3 bn reform program, a new Common platform IT system will be installed in 20 criminal court sites to replace the whole network of outdated systems in the courts; adding to this, a new combined court center will be operating in Fleet Street, London in 2026.

To sum up, magistrates can be considered as the most responsible citizens of the nation, for utilizing their experience and common sense into judicial system, devoting immense amount of valuable time in volunteering to be a magistrate, utilizing the expertise to deliver fair judgement and maintaining professionalism and commitment throughout the process. Their service act as a great support not just to the judicial system but also to the public authorities to finish long pending cases, to the public to be free from dangerous criminals and to the government to achieve a crime-free nation and therefore maintain a peaceful atmosphere in the nation.
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