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A magistrate is an individual who volunteers to hear cases in courts in their community. There is a variety of cases they can hear, either in the criminal court, the family court, or both. Every case is heard by three magistrates and one of them is trained to act as a chairperson, in order to ensure that the right procedures are being followed a legal adviser liaises with them in court (GOV UK,n.d). 
Magistrates possess sentencing powers such as fines, order for community work, and up to 12 months imprisonment for one crime, however, they are only hearing less serious crimes, and in case of more serious crimes they can only decide if the defendant should be held in custody or on what conditions they should be released while the case is being transferred to the Crown Court; in the Family Court, magistrates usually deal with cases about children and can take various actions, for instance, whether a child should be taken into care or given towards adoption, they can create court orders to prevent domestic abuse, they also can enforce child maintenance orders and help separated parents make arrangements in order to benefit their children (GOV UK,n.d).
GOV UK(n.d) states that in order to become a magistrate there is no need for any qualifications or legal training, full training for the role will be provided, and on legal matters, a legal advisor is appointed to help with any unclarities, however, there are some eligibility requirements that need to be met such as age, being a minimum of 18 years and a maximum of 74 years old, an applicant should be able to show a multitude of personal qualities, such as social awareness and maturity, also, candidates are expected to show a good character during the course of the interviewing process.
Over time the efficiency of the Magistrates Court has been questioned a number of times, Magistrates are expected to help the defendant in court with the procedure and help him cross-examine, with this expectation the lack of legal representation in lower courts gets justified McBarnet(1981). 
It has been speculated that the overwhelming majority of guilty pleads in Magistrate Court is due to mainly two factors: first being the defendant not being professionally represented in court, therefore not being able to understand options being presented to him, and second being the constant silencing imposed during the court hearing, not knowing when to speak, or what to say. With this in mind, making it easier for citizens to plead guilty as the other options are not usually as straightforward McBarnet(1981).
Generally, Magistrates play a very important role in the English Legal system because of the sheer amount of workload they go through reducing the number of cases that go to trial in the Crown Court, thus helping the police and the other local authorities in combating anti-social behavior, violence and protecting the vulnerable from abuse. Doing the work out of their own will, being volunteers aiming to better their communities Green(2013).
One of the biggest advantages of having a Magistrates Court is the fact that they situate themselves at the very entrance of the Criminal Justice System, reducing backlogs of cases in all courts, reducing the need for judges and solicitors to intervene in minor offense cases Magistrate Association(2022).
The local knowledge consists in a massive advantage the Magistrates Courts have, their familiarity with the local area and new makes it easier for them to recreate a certain event in an area local to them, in consequence, speeding up court proceedings Carmine Proofreading(2021).
Because every case in Magistrates court is heard by 3 magistrates means that each of them can bring their individual perspective into the case and provide a much fairer judgment for the defendant, and given the fact that they mostly come from different backgrounds and possess different life experiences it means that they should be able to see a case from different angles and reach to a just outcome Carmine Proofreading(2021).
Another advantage of magistrates is the fact that they are often seen more approachable than judges, because they are sourced from the local communities, the public’s view of them is more trustworthy Carmine Proofreading(2021).
As well as the having advantages, Magistrates Court presents itself with many disadvantages, one of them being that they’re not representative of the community as they tend to be white, middle-aged men from professional backgrounds, most of the times very different from the defendants they hear in court and that poses the risk of the decision being influenced Carmine Proofreading(2021).
Because magistrates hear a lot of cases, there is a risk in a situation where they hear a lot of similar cases, they will start judging them in the same manner, potentially ignoring unique elements of the case that leading to a potential unfair conviction, in the long run affecting people’s trust in their abilities Carmine Proofreading(2021).
There are also risks in magistrates being inconsistent with their sentencing, given the fact that they only need to work 26 half days a year, there is a possibility they can forget what penalties where applied before, as well as the risk of magistrates being biased towards prosecution, simply put, magistrates will become more familiar with the authorities in their local area, making it more likely to tend to trust what the police has to say rather than what the defendant’s side of the story Carmine Proofreading(2021).
Back in 2014 a series of changes into what the role of a magistrate entitles have been explored, under the proposals around 800.000 regulatory cases such as TV license evasion and minor driving offenses were due to be dealt with by one magistrate rather than a bench of three, this option has been considered due to the need of cutting costs to reduce spending in the criminal justice system as well as a consequence of the erosion of local justice through court closures Donoghue(2014).
While this proposed reform it’s very common sense based, especially in the case of TV license evasion, where a bench of three is really unnecessary, the bench would be very important as the main reason for having three people is to ensure that the decisions are as fair as they can be, especially in the case of driving offenses, when a court decision can have massive effects on the defendant’s livelihood, if the case is judged wrong, added to the above-mentioned issue of court closures, the magistrate might not be local to the area he hears cases in and thus not be as aware of how roads are in the vicinity, therefore not being capable of getting a better picture of the events Donoghue(2014).
Another reform comes in 2022, where magistrates sentencing powers have increased from a maximum of 6 months to 12 months imprisonment, as well as gradually being able to hear serious cases such as fraud, theft, or assault Ministry of Justice(2022).
In conclusion, magistrates make up a very important part of the English Legal system ensuring the system has a structure to deal with less serious crimes, reducing the need and saving the cost of a judge Courts and Tribunals Judiciary(n.d).
They constitute an asset for the criminal system as they are of different ages and come from various backgrounds, they provide a better view of certain events, also given the knowledge of the local area they serve, and because every case is being heard by three magistrates, all the conditions for a fair judgment are met and justice can take it’s course without any complications Courts and Tribunals Judiciary(n.d).
Even though they are set to start hearing more serious cases as time passes, they are the first instance in the criminal justice system, they’re sentencing powers have grown over time, currently being able to give up to 12 months of prison sentencing, fines, bans or community sentences or a combination of them. Being the first line of conviction, in more serious offenses, they can decide whether the defendant needs to be help in custody or on what grounds they can be released until they can appear in Crown Court GOV UK(n.d).
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