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The exercise of justice is an essential aspect of any functioning society. To ensure that justice is delivered effectively and efficiently, various types of courts and legal professionals exist. One such group of legal professionals is the magistrates, who play a vital role in the UK justice system (Law, 2022). The role of magistrates in the exercise of justice has been crucial, and they have been an integral part of the criminal justice system in the United Kingdom for centuries. Magistrates are responsible for administering justice at the grassroots level and have a significant impact on the criminal justice system. This essay will explore the advantages and disadvantages of magistrates in the exercise of justice, with a particular focus on the UK justice system. It will define the magistrate and illustrate its history, attributes, role, and responsibilities. Then it will try to find out possible reasons for magistrates’ courts closing and will distinguish the pros and cons of magistrates. Finally, it will explore some recommendations for reforming magistrates in the exercise of justice.

A magistrate is a volunteer appointed to work in a magistrate’s court in the United Kingdom. Magistrates, sometimes referred to as Justices of the Peace (JP), are crucial members of the UK's criminal justice system. Magistrates are "ordinary people from all walks of life who are trained to hear cases in a magistrates' court," according to the Ministry of Justice, and they do not need to hold formal legal credentials to perform this duty (Ministry of Justice, 2020). Magistrates are chosen by the Lord Chancellor for a five-year term because of nominations from regional advisory bodies (Ministry of Justice, 2020). According to the Courts and Tribunals Judiciary (2021), a candidate must meet the following requirements to be appointed: they must be over the age of 18 and under 74, be of high moral character, and have the qualifications needed to serve as a magistrate. They handle cases involving summary offences such as infractions of motor vehicle laws, petty assaults, and unpaid penalties. According to Professor John Rawls (2009), "magistrates are the backbone of our country's criminal justice system. 
The history of magistrates in the UK dates back to the 12th century, when the first Justices of the Peace were appointed to maintain peace in their local communities (J. Scott Harr et al., 2018). The role of magistrates has since evolved to encompass a broader range of legal matters, including criminal cases, civil cases, family law, and traffic violations. Thomas (2018) claims that the Magistrates' Courts Act of 1952, which changed the previous system of local courts, established the first magistrates' court of the modern era. Today, there are around 16,000 magistrates in England and Wales, serving in over 300 magistrates' courts across the country (Magistrates Association, 2019).

As magistrates play a vital role in the UK justice system, they are expected to possess certain characteristics and attributes that are necessary for the fair and impartial exercise of justice (Ministry of Justice, 2020). In accordance with Courts and Tribunals Judiciary (2021), magistrates must be able to weigh the evidence and make fair and informed decisions based on the law while remaining impartial and free from any personal beliefs or prejudices when hearing cases. Magistrates’ must have high standards of personal integrity and be able to command respect from those who come before them. Magistrates are expected to serve for at least five years and to attend training and court sessions regularly. Magistrates must be able to communicate effectively with other magistrates, court staff, defendants, witnesses, and lawyers. Magistrates must be sensitive to the needs of vulnerable or disadvantaged defendants and witnesses.

Magistrates in the UK are responsible for a wide range of cases in the criminal justice system, and their roles and responsibilities are diverse. Magistrates are the initial point of contact for most criminal cases and help deliver justice swiftly. According to the Ministry of Justice (2020), magistrates’ rule on criminal, civil, family, and traffic matters. They have authority over a wide range of matters, including summary offences and some triable either-way offences, and can inflict penalties. Magistrates can issue warrants and grant bail. They can also change bail terms or revoke bail. Magistrates hold hearings and make judgements based on evidence. They collaborate with expert judges in three-person panels. Criminal cases are sentenced by magistrates. They can also suggest community service and restitution. Victims and witnesses are handled properly and respectfully by magistrates. Magistrates are responsible for enforcing the law and providing fair and impartial justice. Magistrates' functions in UK justice are broad and crucial. They have a major impact on the criminal justice system and are essential to delivering justice.

UK magistrate courts have been closing owing to budget constraints and efficiency initiatives. Between 2010 and 2020, 264 magistrate courts in England and Wales closed (Bowcott and Duncan, 2019). This has sparked worries about how these closures would affect access to justice and the legal system. Magistrate courts have closed for economic reasons. According to the Office for National Statistics (2019), the Ministry of Justice had a £1.3 billion budget deficit in 2018–2019. Magistrates’ courts must close to cut costs and balance the budget. Due to low caseloads and the necessity to concentrate resources for justice system efficiency, certain courts have closed. The closing of magistrate courts has reduced access to justice for some community members, particularly those in rural locations or with restricted mobility. Legal experts and campaigners worry that closing these courts may produce a backlog in the remaining courts. The shutdown of courts might also impede justice by lengthening trial wait times (Adisa, 2022). Investing more in the judicial system may prevent magistrate courts from closing. The Law Society recommends that the government enhance the justice system's budget to ensure its proper operation. Legal experts also recommend combining courts, sharing buildings, or using technology to cut expenses instead of eliminating magistrate courts.

Magistrate-administered justice has pros and cons. Court closures and certain magistrates' lack of legal experience can delay justice, increase waiting times, and cause discrepancies.

Despite the proximity of magistrate courts in the United Kingdom, magistrates possess advantages. Since magistrates are volunteers, they can save money in the court system. The UK Ministry of Justice (2019) reported that magistrates saved £40 million in pay in 2018–19 compared to full-time district judges. Magistrates are generally selected from the local community to better understand the demands and difficulties of their constituents. This improves decision-making and trust in the justice system. 98% of magistrates in England and Wales reside within 15 miles of their courts, according to the Magistrates Association (Mori, 2013). Magistrates come from varied backgrounds and occupations, giving them a wide spectrum of decision-making perspectives. This can improve justice and comprehension in difficult instances. In 2018-19, 54% of England and Wales magistrates were female, while 13% were black, Asian, or minority ethnic. Magistrates can resolve cases faster than full-time judges. The UK's magistrates' courts hear 95% of criminal cases and take 45 days to finish (Courts and Tribunals Judiciary, 2021). Magistrates' courts in many localities make justice more accessible. The Magistrates Association (2019) reports around 150 magistrates' courts in England and Wales.

While magistrates possess several advantages, they also have a few disadvantages. Magistrates may make mistakes due to a lack of legal knowledge. The UK Ministry of Justice found 36,500 appeals against magistrates' court judgements in 2018–19, with a 36% success rate (Academy, 2022). Because magistrates are not lawyers, their decisions often vary, especially in complicated situations. The Magistrates Association found a "significant degree of variability" in magistrate decisions. Magistrates have less sentencing power than full-time judges, resulting in inconsistent and insufficient penalties. In 2018–19, 60% of magistrates' court penalties were under six months, according to the UK Ministry of Justice (2019). Magistrates' courts may be inaccessible to rural residents. This can make justice harder to reach and cause inequality. According to the Magistrates Association's 2019 report, magistrates' courts have decreased significantly, leaving certain localities without a local court. Despite attempts to diversify, magistrates may not entirely represent the populations they serve, particularly in terms of socioeconomic background. The Social Mobility Commission (2020) found that 14% of magistrates were from routine or manual occupations, compared to 31% of the population.

UK magistrates' courts need reforming. Some argue the system requires a comprehensive revamp; others suggest minor changes. This section discusses why reforms are needed and various alternatives. Magistrates' courts lack diversity. 14% of England and Wales are non-white, while only 13% of magistrates are (Ministry of Justice, 2019). This lack of diversity might impair the justice system's fairness as magistrates make decisions that affect a variety of people. Recruiting through ethnic minority media or with community organisations may increase diversity. Some magistrates may not be qualified to handle complex matters. Especially for non-lawyer lay magistrates. Magistrates can handle complex cases after training and development. Training and development can enhance magistrates' effectiveness and court justice, according to the HM Courts and Tribunals Service (2018). Another important problem is slow, inefficient, and error-prone court procedures. Court delays and backlogs may impede justice. Thus, court processes can be digitised for efficiency. Computerised case management may save paperwork, speed court procedures, and promote transparency. Digitalizing court proceedings may save expenses, improve efficiency, and enhance justice, according to the Office for National Statistics (2019). A further problem is magistrate workload. Over 80% of magistrates had to take time off or use annual leave to perform their duties, which can hurt their careers (Magistrates Association, 2019). This may make it difficult to hire and retain experienced magistrates, harming justice. The Magistrates Association suggests boosting legal advisers and enabling more cases to be considered by single magistrates rather than a panel of three to reduce judges' workload (Ministry of Justice, 2023). These improvements may enhance magistrates' justice delivery and broaden justice access. They demand tremendous time, effort, and resources. Thus, policymakers and stakeholders must work together to create and sustain these reforms.

In conclusion, magistrates play a vital role in the UK justice system. They provide a more accessible and local justice system, can deal with a wide range of cases quickly and efficiently, and are an integral part of the criminal justice system. However, there are also disadvantages to the use of magistrates, including the potential for inconsistencies in decision-making, court closures, and the need for reform. It is essential that the UK justice system continues to evaluate the role of magistrates to ensure that justice is delivered effectively and fairly to all members of society.
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