                Module: Legal Process
Module code: BMPL4005, BMLW4006
               Lecturer: Zita Draper and Sian Turvey
              Assignment Title: The Magistracy 
             Student Name : Elena Diana Balan 
             Student  ID      : 2132762



Table of Contents
Introduction	2
Magistrates in the United Kingdom	2
Main Responsibilities of Magistrates	3
Advantages of Magistrates in the Exercise of Justice	4
Local Knowledge:	4
Speed:	4
Diversity:	4
Disadvantages of Magistrates in the Exercise of Justice	4
Limited Legal Training:	4
Limited Powers:	4
Inconsistency:	4
Lack of Diversity:	4
Court Closures	5
Characteristics of Magistrates	6
Diversity:	6
Impartiality:	6
Local knowledge:	6
Communication skills:	6
Critical thinking:	6
Commitment:	6
Reform	6
Conclusion	7
Reference	8

[bookmark: _Toc130418882]
Introduction
The role of magistrates in the criminal justice system of the United Kingdom is crucial in maintaining a fair and impartial administration of justice. As lay individuals appointed to the Magistrates' Court, magistrates deal with over 90% of all criminal cases and are expected to ensure that justice is carried out fairly and impartially (Campbell, 2020). However, despite their important role, there are advantages and disadvantages associated with their exercise of justice. This essay will discuss the advantages and disadvantages of magistrates in the exercise of justice, including their main responsibilities, court closures, and characteristics. The thesis of this essay is that while there are both advantages and disadvantages to the use of magistrates in the criminal justice system, they play a critical role in ensuring that justice is carried out fairly and impartially. 
[bookmark: _Toc130418883]Magistrates in the United Kingdom
Magistrates in the United Kingdom are lay individuals who are appointed to the Magistrates' Court to assist with the administration of justice. Magistrates are unpaid volunteers who come from all walks of life and are expected to serve for a minimum of three years. They are appointed by the Lord Chancellor and serve as justices of the peace. The role of a magistrate is to ensure that justice is carried out fairly and impartially and that the rights of the accused and the victim are protected. Magistrates are drawn from the local community and therefore have a better understanding of local issues and concerns. This can help to ensure that justice is carried out fairly and that local people have confidence in the criminal justice system. However, magistrates are not legal professionals and may not have a full understanding of the law, which can lead to errors in judgment and could result in the wrongful conviction of innocent individuals or the acquittal of guilty individuals. According to the latest available statistics, there were 17,757 magistrates in England and Wales as of 31 March 2020. The vast majority of magistrates are white (94%), and the proportion of women has been steadily increasing over the past decade, reaching 54% in 2020. The percentage of women in all legal professions is noticeably lower for those with 20+ years of expertise.
[image: https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/image_data/file/126581/01_pqe_charts-1.png]
[bookmark: _Hlk130417597]Figure 1: PQE band's representation of women in the legal profession, April 2021 (GOV.UK, 2022).

[bookmark: _Toc130418884]Main Responsibilities of Magistrates
Magistrates have a number of responsibilities, including:
· To hear and determine criminal cases - Magistrates can hear a wide range of criminal cases, including minor offenses such as traffic violations and more serious offenses such as assault and theft. They can also hear cases where the defendant is accused of a crime and is pleading not guilty, and determine whether the case should be sent to the Crown Court for trial.
· To hear and determine civil cases - Magistrates can also hear civil cases, such as disputes over money or property.
· To issue warrants and grant bail - Magistrates can issue warrants for the arrest of individuals who are accused of a crime and can also grant bail to individuals who have been arrested and are awaiting trial.
[bookmark: _Toc130418885]Advantages of Magistrates in the Exercise of Justice
Cost-Effective: One of the main advantages of using magistrates is that they are not paid a salary. As a result, they are significantly cheaper than judges or other legal professionals. This makes the justice system more accessible to those who cannot afford to pay for legal representation.
[bookmark: _Toc130418886]Local Knowledge: Magistrates are usually appointed from the local community, which means they have a better understanding of local issues and problems. This allows them to make more informed decisions about cases that come before them.
[bookmark: _Toc130418887]Speed: Magistrates are able to deal with cases quickly and efficiently, which helps to reduce the backlog of cases in the court system. This means that justice can be delivered more quickly, which is important for both victims and defendants.
[bookmark: _Toc130418888]Diversity: Magistrates come from a wide range of backgrounds and professions, which means they bring different skills and perspectives to the justice system. This helps to ensure that justice is fair and impartial, and that the needs of different communities are taken into account.
[bookmark: _Toc130418889]Disadvantages of Magistrates in the Exercise of Justice
[bookmark: _Toc130418890]Limited Legal Training: Magistrates receive training, but it is limited compared to that of judges or legal professionals. This can lead to mistakes being made, or decisions that are not based on the law.
[bookmark: _Toc130418891]Limited Powers: Magistrates can only deal with certain types of cases, such as minor criminal offenses and some civil cases. This means that more serious cases have to be heard in higher courts, which can lead to delays and increased costs.
[bookmark: _Toc130418892]Inconsistency: Because magistrates are volunteers and come from a range of backgrounds, there can be inconsistency in the way cases are dealt with. This can lead to a lack of confidence in the justice system.
[bookmark: _Toc130418893]Lack of Diversity: While magistrates do bring a range of perspectives to the justice system, they are not always representative of the wider community. For example, there are fewer magistrates from minority ethnic backgrounds, which can lead to a lack of understanding of the issues faced by these communities. According to the latest available statistics, the representation of Black, Asian, and minority ethnic individuals was higher among new entrants and in post than leavers.
[image: https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/image_data/file/126604/20_in_and_out_charts-1.png]
Figure 2: representation of Black, Asian, and minority ethnic judges departing the judiciary and joining it between 1 April 2020 and 31 March 2021 (GOV.UK, 2021).
[bookmark: _Toc130418894]Court Closures
Over the last decade, there has been a significant reduction in the number of Magistrates' Courts in the United Kingdom. This is due to court closures, which have been driven by budget cuts and a move towards a more centralized court system. The closures have been controversial, with many arguing that they have had a negative impact on access to justice, particularly for those living in rural areas. Individuals may now have to travel further to attend court, which can be costly and time-consuming. In addition, court closures have led to increased pressure on the remaining courts, which can result in delays in cases being heard and a backlog of cases. This can have a negative impact on both defendants and victims of crime, who may have to wait longer for justice to be served. In 2019, there were 150 court closures in England and Wales, including 77 magistrates' courts (Gee, 2021).
[bookmark: _Toc130418895]Characteristics of Magistrates
Magistrates are drawn from the local community and have a range of different characteristics, which can include:
[bookmark: _Toc130418896]Diversity: Magistrates are drawn from a range of different backgrounds and professions, which helps to ensure that the court reflects the diversity of the community it serves.
[bookmark: _Toc130418897]Impartiality: Magistrates are required to be impartial and must make judgments based solely on the evidence presented in court.
[bookmark: _Toc130418898]Local knowledge: Magistrates are drawn from the local community and therefore have a good understanding of local issues and concerns.
[bookmark: _Toc130418899]Communication skills: Magistrates must have good communication skills and be able to communicate effectively with other members of the court, as well as with defendants and witnesses.
[bookmark: _Toc130418900]Critical thinking: Magistrates must have good critical thinking skills and be able to evaluate evidence objectively.
[bookmark: _Toc130418901]Commitment: Magistrates are unpaid volunteers and must be committed to serving the community and upholding the principles of justice.
These characteristics are important for ensuring that magistrates are able to carry out their roles effectively and help to ensure that justice is carried out fairly and impartially. However, some have argued that magistrates may lack the legal knowledge and experience required to make judgments in complex cases, which can lead to errors in judgment. To address this, magistrates receive training and support from the Judicial College, which helps to ensure that they have the necessary skills and knowledge to carry out their roles effectively (Garrett et al., 2021).
[bookmark: _Toc130418902]Reform
There have been calls for reform of the Magistrates' Court system in the UK. Some have argued that magistrates should receive more training and support to improve their legal expertise and decision-making skills. Others have suggested that the use of technology, such as video conferencing, could be used to make it easier for magistrates to hear cases and reduce the need for court closures.
[bookmark: _Toc130418903]Conclusion
The use of magistrates in the criminal justice system has advantages and disadvantages. Magistrates bring a local perspective and diverse range of experiences to the court but may lack the legal knowledge and experience of legal professionals. Court closures have also affected access to justice for some individuals. Despite these challenges, magistrates remain a critical component of the criminal justice system, and their role in ensuring that justice is carried out fairly and impartially is vital. It is therefore important to continue to provide training and support for magistrates to ensure that they have the necessary skills and knowledge to carry out their role effectively.
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