
[bookmark: _Int_uJxsBtaa]In England and Wales, a magistrate is what is called a lay-person and a lay-person is a volunteer. Magistrates are what are called trained volunteers and are selected from the local community and deal with a vast range of civil and criminal proceedings. In the criminal court the magistrates can decide on offences which carry a sentence of up to twelve months imprisonment or an unlimited fine. They are also known by the name Justices of the Peace. This means that contrary to widespread belief most decisions legally speaking are not made by judges, but by regular, ordinary people who work in all sorts of fields and have no previous connection to the law profession. They do need, however, a good sense of fairness and the ability to listen and make rational judgements based on the facts and evidence presented to them. Magistrates do not get paid as they are fully trained volunteers instead. They can, however, claim up to 134.96 pounds per day as loss of earnings. They also need to volunteer for at least 13 days, plus training per year for a minimum of five years. They will then hear a variety of cases throughout their time in court. Magistrates can choose whether to sit in a criminal court or a family court. The unique part of being a magistrate is that every single criminal case starts in a magistrates' court. This meaning as a magistrate you will be an important part of convicting a defendant if found guilty. There is however no jury in a magistrates’ court. (Savage, G., 1999).
There are many responsibilities when you are a magistrate. One of the main responsibilities is to sit and hear arguments from both the prosecution and the defence before then deciding the best course of action. The magistrate is not alone in this decision as they will have a legal advisor who will ensure that the correct guidelines and procedures are followed while they make their decision. In the court the magistrates sit in threes and one of the magistrates will be nominated as the lead magistrate. As magistrates only have the power to sentence offenders for short periods of imprisonment. If they believe the crime to be too severe then they can decide that it should be dealt with by the Crown court. The crown court can then in turn impose tougher sentences if the defendant is found guilty. There is an advantage however to becoming a magistrate and it is the fact you are doing your best for your local community as you will be making sure nobody does the incorrect or immoral thing. You become a better member of your individual community. (Ipsos, M.O.R.I., 2011).
Crawford, A. (2004) explains the importance of diversity of lay magistrates in England and Wales. It also shows the importance that people in their community are sentenced by other members of the community. This is because they say justice for the people must be made by the people. This is a major advantage for a magistrate as they must be from the same community as they are representing. When contrasting this to a higher court that is represented by a jury. You can see the difference as the jury are picked from the electoral register and may not necessarily be from the same community, so you lose that aspect of community engagement. A magistrate does not, as they will always have the best interest of the community on their mind as its their home and they are one of the people. (Robertshaw, P., Cox, S. and Van Hoen, N., 1992). When looking at advantages of being magistrate and working a magistrates’ court, there is great benefit in the magistrates’ wealth of knowledge over the local area they are working in. This leads to less appeals being made about the decisions made by the magistrates. This in turn saves the government and the courts a lot of money, as the cases are dealt with very easily. Instead of being appealed and sent to the higher courts such as the Crown court and the High court. Having the magistrates exercise justice in this way is a perfect balance of cost saving and making the community feel part of the law system and feel as though they will have a fair trial judged by a person on the same level as them. (Beattie, J.M., 2007).
However, there are disadvantages to having magistrates and a magistrates’ courts. This must be considered when evaluating the courts. There is a chance that as there is no qualifications to becoming a magistrate, that the magistrate may tend to stand and side with the police. This is called being prosecution biased. It is understandable as an untrained non-professional in law may have an accidental bias towards the police as they are the ones who keep them safe. This can cause problems as it would create an unfair trial that would need to be thrown out. (Vennard, J., 1982). This could be seen in R v Bow Street Magistrates ex parte Pinochet. Where Augusto Pinochet a former Chilean dictator was found to not be entitled immunity and should be extradited to Spain for his crimes. It was then found that one of the law lords had links to the intervenors of the case and caused and unfair bias. (Chinkin, C.M., 1999). Another disadvantage can be the fact that the magistrates only work a limited number of days per year so may be inconsistent or may forget the sentences to give to the defendants. This problem would be avoided in higher courts as the judges in those courts work law full time so would be very consistent with the severity of the sentences for each crime.
[bookmark: _Int_xRKUZIGZ]An issue currently facing the exercise of justice in a magistrates’ court is the fact that a lot of magistrates' courts have and continue to be closed. It is said that half of the magistrates' courts have closed since 2010 in England and Wales. This creates a major issue as all people associated with a case that need to sit in a magistrates' court are left with huge distances to cover to get to the court. Not only is this unfair as people should be able to sit locally but totally takes away the community aspect of the magistrates’ court. When invented the magistrate’ court was meant to be the people exercising justice on the people. But when you must travel miles out of your area this is no longer the case. As its now a different jurisdiction and a different community sentencing a defendant from a different community. This then destroys the whole ideology of the magistrate's court. A study conducted by Dr Olumide Adisa of the University of Suffolk has shown a direct correlation between the closing of courts and an increase in the number of people failing to attend hearings. This means that the more magistrates courts that close, the more people that do not turn up for hearings in a court that can be up to 50 miles away. This causes major stress on the courts higher up as failure to attend the magistrates will cause the defendant more issues and will mean the defendant will have to show up to a higher up court (Adisa, O., 2018). This again dismisses the fact that magistrates' courts save money. By closing the magistrates and directly causing these extra problems they are causing more money to be spent every year to hold hearings in higher up courts. ( McBarnet, D., 1981.)
However, the HM Courts and Tribunals Service have put in place plans for reform since the Covid-19 pandemic. This reform is partly the reason courts have been closed. Even though there is a massive backlog of cases to be seen. The move to digital through Covid-19 has helped as it has opened a whole new avenue for the courts to work.They have been selling the buildings to fund these new projects and are able to see more people online. The new reform also has ideas to help the effectiveness of the magistrates' court as said by Minister Damian Green that over four thousand cases are sent through to the crown court per year when they could have been dealt with by the magistrates' court. This reform will see the effectiveness of the Magistrates increased and an easier flowing court system will prevail because of it. (Robinson, G., 2019).
To conclude after evaluating the advantages and disadvantages of magistrates' and their exercise on justice. It can be seen as a particularly viable choice by the United Kingdom to reform the courts as a change was needed. A free-flowing justice system correlates with more convictions and the right choices being made. I also strongly agree with how magistrates operate as having normal ordinary people exercise justice for lower-level crimes is an excellent way of keeping the peace and being cost efficient to the United Kingdom
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