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Magistrates are an essential part of the legal system in the United Kingdom, providing a crucial service in dispensing justice at the local level. In this paper, we will be discussing the advantages and disadvantages that magistrates bring to the United Kingdom's system of justice and some credible facts that are supporting those. It will also be discussed their main roles and responsibilities, and how their service can become more effective, all summing up into a conclusion about the impact they have on the United Kingdom’s legal system.

Magistrates have been enforcing the law since 1361, when the Justices of the Peace Act was passed, allowing them the authority to maintain peace and order. (Lambert, 2011) 
Magistrates in the UK are judicial officers who run over local courts and play a crucial role in the justice system. In England and Wales, magistrates are appointed by the Lord Chancellor and the Lord Chief Justice and sit in both criminal and civil cases. They are volunteers who receive minimal expenses for their work. Magistrates' courts deal with a wide range of cases, including minor criminal offences, traffic offences, and family law matters. Magistrates also have the power to issue search warrants, arrest warrants, and other legal orders, although some powers are reserved for higher courts. (Donoghue (a), 2014) 
The magistracy and magistrates’ courts are an essential part of the justice system in England and Wales, as they handle nearly 95% of all criminal cases. They are vital for delivering justice and reducing crime and anti-social behaviour. (DCA(a), 2005). While magistrates bring a diverse range of perspectives and local knowledge to their role, there are concerns about their representativeness and the sufficiency of their training and support. As such, it is important to critically evaluate the role of magistrates in the UK justice system to ensure that justice is served fairly and impartially.

Magistrates are playing a very important role in the criminal justice system in the United Kingdom and have both advantages and disadvantages.
One of the main advantages of magistrates is their cost-effectiveness. Magistrates are volunteers and do not receive a salary, “98.3% of sessions presided over by magistrates cost less than equivalent sessions presided over by District Judges”. This helps keep the justice system's costs down. (Gipps,2014). They are also able to deal with cases more quickly and efficiently than judges, as they do not require the same level of legal training and experience. (Herbert, 2002) This means that cases can be heard and resolved more quickly, reducing the backlog in the courts, and ensuring that justice is delivered in a timely manner.

Another advantage of magistrates is their diversity. Magistrates are drawn from the local community, and as such, they are representative of the communities they serve. This means that they can bring a range of different perspectives and experiences to the justice system, which can help to ensure that decisions are fair and just. In addition, magistrates can use their local knowledge to inform their decision-making, which can be particularly helpful in cases where community issues are involved. They are also responsible for managing community sentences, which can be more effective than custodial sentences. Community sentences are designed to rehabilitate offenders and address the root causes of their offending behaviour, rather than simply punishing them. This can be a more effective way of reducing reoffending and improving public safety, as offenders are given the support, they need to turn their lives around.

There are also some disadvantages to the use of magistrates in the justice system. One of the main concerns is the lack of legal training that magistrates receive. Magistrates are not required to have a legal background, which means that they may lack the expertise needed to make informed decisions in complex cases as it happened in the R v Bingham ex parte Jowitt case where the magistrate sided with the police. (Hayward, 2013) This can lead to inconsistent decision-making and undermine confidence in the justice system. 

In addition, magistrates have limited sentencing powers, which can also be a disadvantage. Magistrates are only able to impose certain types of sentences, such as fines, community orders, and short custodial sentences. This means that they may not be able to impose the most appropriate sentence in some cases, which can lead to perceived injustices and dissatisfaction with the justice system.

Efforts have been made to address these concerns through a range of reforms, which were designed to ensure magistrates’ courts are better connected to their community, ensure magistrates courts are respected and valued, ensure courts are more effective in dealing with cases and improve the recruitment and retention of magistrates. (DCA(b), 2005) 
One of the reforms is the new training program from 2011 which was introduced for magistrates in England and Wales, which includes a mix of online learning, self-study, and face-to-face training sessions. (GOV, 2013) This training aims to improve the knowledge and skills of magistrates and ensure that they can make informed and fair decisions. Also, in recent years, there has been a focus on improving the diversity of magistrates in the UK. This has included campaigns to encourage people from a wider range of backgrounds to apply for the role, as well as the introduction of unconscious bias training for magistrates.
In 2019, new sentencing guidelines were introduced in England and Wales, which aim to provide consistency in sentencing and ensure that sentences are proportionate to the seriousness of the offence. These guidelines are designed to help magistrates make informed decisions about sentencing. 
In the meanwhile, the UK government is currently working on a digitalization program for the court system, which includes plans to introduce online plea systems, digital case files, and video conferencing for hearings. The use of technology has also been key in making the justice system more accessible and efficient. For example, digital access to court proceedings has made it easier for people to participate in hearings remotely, reducing the need for physical attendance in court. 
These changes are intended to make the court system more efficient and accessible and to improve the experience of magistrates and court users alike. This has helped to ensure that justice is delivered in a timely and efficient manner, while also reducing the burden on the courts.

Despite all the reforms and adjustments, the closure of magistrate courts in the UK has been a topic of debate in recent years. Some argue that court closures are necessary to improve efficiency and reduce costs, while others argue that they will negatively impact access to justice and local communities.
The closure of magistrate courts in the UK is a complex issue with potential benefits and drawbacks. Proponents argue that court closures are necessary to improve efficiency and reduce costs, while opponents argue that they will negatively impact access to justice and local communities. It is important to consider the potential impact of court closures on local communities and access to justice before making any decisions. Between 2010 and 2020 out of 320, 164 magistrate’s courts were closed. The sale of court buildings raised at least £223 million to the public purse. (Sturge, 2020) This will benefit society and the United Kingdom's system of justice development however, The Law Society president, Christina Blacklaws, has expressed concern about the closure of local courts in England and Wales, which is resulting in people having to travel for hours and increased costs for police and prison services. This is having a negative impact on criminal hearings, with defendants failing to show up and wasting court time. (Bowcott,Duncan 2019) 
Proposals to reform the role of magistrates in summary justice are necessary, but not enough. To ensure their future viability, additional measures must be taken to reaffirm the status of lay justices and reverse the trend of prioritizing administrative efficiency over lay justice, which has been accompanied by declining magistrate numbers and court closures. (Donoghue (b), 2014)

In conclusion, despite the advantages, there are some issues associated with the use of magistrates such as the lack of legal qualifications, the risk of bias and the limited sentencing powers. However, these issues are outweighed by the advantages, making magistrates a key component in the UK’s justice system. 
The government has taken steps to modernise the justice system and ensure that access to justice is not hindered by the closure of magistrate courts. To this end, virtual hearings have been introduced to facilitate the hearing of cases and ensure that court proceedings can still take place, even when courts are closed. In addition, the government has provided funding to support the creation of new court centres and the refurbishment of existing ones. This will ensure that access to justice is not compromised by the closure of these courts.
Magistrate courts are an important part of the justice system and will continue to play a valuable role in delivering justice to communities across the United Kingdom. With the necessary support and development, they will still be able to ensure that the justice system is fair and effective for all.
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