Explain the advantages and disadvantages of Magistrates in the exercise of justice

This essay will explain what a magistrate is and how their job functions. It will go through what it takes to become a magistrate as well as the talents required. Further on throughout the essay, it will be mentioned that there is a disadvantage to magistrates and why it had decreased significantly over the last decade. it will then go on to discuss court closures and their benefits and disadvantages for this. Finally, the essay will come to an end with a conclusion and discuss whether the advantages way out the disadvantages.
In England and Wales, judges don’t have much control over many legal decisions. These decisions are made by common individuals who work in a variety of areas and have no prior ties to the legal industry. These common individuals who have no prior ties to the legal industry have a fair sense of justice. They can listen, form reasoned opinions and stand up for their communities with pride. Magistrates are who these individuals are. (Courts and Tribunals Judiciary, 2023). 
Anyone over the age of 18 and younger than 65 can seek to be a magistrate. An individual must exhibit six essential traits in order to get appointed in becoming a magistrate. These six components are: having moral character; social awareness; maturity and temperament; knowledge and communication skills; sound judgment; commitment and dependability and knowledge and communication skills. However, it takes tremendous commitment to become a magistrate. Before applying, the applicant should carefully consider their qualifications, whether anything would preclude them from being considered and whether they can devote enough time to the position (Judiciary of England and Wales, 2015).
A magistrate has the authority to hear cases in either the family or criminal court. A magistrate who has received special training to serve as chairperson is often one of three magistrates who hear each case. However, in the court, a legal advisor provides guidance on the law and ensures the magistrates follow the proper protocol. They make decisions and impose brief sentences, fines and other penalties (GOV.UK, 2023). 
The magistrates sit on three-person benches with two wingers. The presiding justice is the person who sits in the middle and has acquired training to serve as chair. Even though the Presiding Justice speaks for the three magistrates in court, they all equally contribute to the decision-making process. To make judgements, magistrates carefully consider all the evidence presented in court and adhere to case law. They sit in court with a legal advisor who counsels them on legal issues (Magistrates Association, 2023). 
On a negative note, the number of magistrates has considerably decreased over the past decade; there are currently 17,552 as opposed to around 30,000 in 2006. The numbers show that 86% of currently employed magistrates are 50 years of age or older, with only 1% being under 30 years old and 4% under 30. Many young people may not be in the best place in their lives to think about making the commitment to become magistrates, especially if they are attempting to advance their professions, it has been argued (House of Commons Justice Committee, 2016). 
However, John Bache who is a National Chair of the Magistrates Association said that all backgrounds must be represented when hiring magistrates. The communities it serves should be reflected in the magistracy. However, there is still work to be done, especially in terms of inspiring more youth and people from all backgrounds (Magistrates Association, 2020).
Due to poor government planning, there are not enough magistrates to provide local justice in England and Wales. It is reiterating its request for the government to create and approve a comprehensive plan to recruit and train enough magistrates and appropriately fund the system. 
The UK Parliament released a news article mentioning that the committee realised a prior report in October 2016, that found there were significant concerns with recruiting and training for magistrates as well as unsolved issues with their job and workload. As a result, the committee then demanded that the creation of a national strategy be given top priority (UK Parliament, 2019). 
But why has the number of magistrates fallen so drastically? The declining workloads in magistrates’ courts and natural depletion brought on by steady annual levels of retirement are two of the primary causes. Resignations are yet another. Sometimes this is brought on by worries about the effects of court closures and the working environment. This has further decreased the population, and the system has not been able to appropriately or rapidly replace departing employees (ICLR, 2021).
Over the past few years, courts have been closing. Nevertheless, as transportation became more convenient, this made sense. On the other hand, Numerous court closures have occurred without considering how long it would take someone to travel to a different building. As part of its objective to enhance the economic efficiency of its estates, the Ministry of Justice has shuttered over 90 regional courts in the UK over the last 8 years. As a result, two of Suffolk's three courts were shut down. However, numerous participants in the criminal justice system in the legal community have expressed concern that access to justice may be hampered by the county's single magistrate’s court (Adisa, O. 2016).                                                                    Since 2010, there have been two significant court closure initiatives: The court Estate reform programme which is between 2010-2014 and the Estates Reform Project which is from 2015- present. 54 county courts and 103 magistrates’ courts were designated for closure as a result of the Court Estate Reform Programme. The ERP has resulted in the planned closure of 86 court and tribunal facilities. The most recent closure is part of Her Majesty’s Court and Tribunal Service’s reform programme (UK Parliament, 2016). Modernising the court and tribunal property and utilising technology more effectively, seeks to enhance access to justice. 
The Her Majesty’s courts and tribunal service intends to raise money for court system upgrades like new digital services by selling vacant courthouses. Before courts are closed, it is thought that any technology used to substitute hearings must be tried out and proven to operate. 
Concern exists that the closing of the courts may negatively affect individuals who use it, especially those who: come from families with poor incomes, mobility problems or a disability, with parental or caregiving obligations, individuals without a car or are from a remote area. Business owners should be aware that increased travel distance may result in additional expenses such as staff overtime compensation. Another negative effect would be, individuals who rely on an interpreter might be less willing to attend court because they are not compensated for their travel time (The Law Society, 2022).
According to Shailesh Vara, Parliamentary Under-secretary of State for Justice, minister for the courts and legal aid, “97% of citizens would be able to reach their nearest court within an hour by car.” However, this will undoubtedly result in fewer persons filing family law applications because of the additional travel required and the resulting escalation in travel expenses.  This will be extremely difficult for members of the public who do not have access to a car, or who cannot afford to travel (Kirwans Solicitors, 2016).
Fortunately, there are benefits to court closures. Closing the courts discussed in the consultation would result in an annual operating cost saving of almost £15.3 million. In addition, these courts have maintenance backlogs with about £21.5 million, expenses that can be saved if the closure proceeds. The 2010 round of closures had the stated goal of creating a “better, more efficient and more modern justice system”. The government stated that by closing antiquated, older courts, it would be free to concentrate on enhancing and modernising current courts. The courts would operate more effectively if more technology was used, such as video links for hearing testimony from Police Officers at police stations (Sturge, 2019). 
However, it will not only be a positive for Police Officers, but it will also be a great benefit for members of the public too. This means that fewer individuals will need to physically attend court. However, this could be a problem and a disadvantage that people could argue against. Attending court virtually would be held via Zoom or other technology. For those who reside in rural or regional areas a weak internet connection could be an issue. Another example could be that individuals might require assistance with things like literacy, language or accessibility (Justice Connect, 2020). This could be a huge downfall for the elderly or people who don’t have access to technology. 

In conclusion, there are unquestionably advantages and disadvantages to each side of court closures. The closure of courts has overall saved millions of pounds by closing 164 magistrates court out of 320 between 2010 and 2020 as the justice system underwent a programme of reform intended to lessen the requirement for physical attendance at certain hearings (UK Parliament, 2020).
Although it prevents some people to be able to attend a court near them or they will have to travel further, overall, it helps the majority of the public because as the years pass, technology only continues to advance. Although, if an individual is called to appear in court physically as a witness, they may be able to recover the expense of the journey there depending on the way the individual has travelled and if they have a mobility or disability issue.  Here the benefits obviously outweigh the negatives. 
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