



In the UK, we have a legal system that includes Magistrates. Magistrates are fundamental in the UK as they help determine the outcome of suspects of crime and help the victims of crime get the best outcome. Magistrates are volunteers that sit within a magistrate's court and hears cases within their local community (GOV.UK, 2023). There needs to be three magistrates present when a case is presented in court. Magistrates only deal with summary only offences as they are not experts in law. Having magistrates be volunteers allows the government to someone official to make decisions on minor offences without paying, them which allows them to keep the money for more serious criminal offences. In order to become a magistrate, you must have certain qualities, these include making fair, impartial and transparent decisions. Understanding different perspectives, communicating with respect, showing self-awareness and working with people professionally (Courts and Tribunal Judiciary, 2023). It is crucial that everybody who sits as a magistrate is impartial and not biased. This is because you are making life changing decisions on someone else life and you need to take all the facts into consideration and not be fuelled by bias. The office of magistrate dates back since the Middle Ages (Skyrme, T, 1983). This suggests that magistrates are vital within the UK legal system. Henry VIII first introduced justices of peace in Wales in 1536. Justices of Peace are now known as magistrates. Due to this long history of magistrates, it can be hard for any form of reform to take place. For example, if you remove magistrates from the legal system within the UK you would be removing a major benefit and major part of history.
According to Machura, S, (2021) the role of a magistrate is to ensure there is local justice: “Although the office has evolved significantly, the core principle that justice is participatory with the community it serves, rather than something which is simply done to the community, is as immutable as it is enduring.” This suggests that justice need to be provided to the community whilst solutions that are necessary to progress further are also considered.  It also suggests that the office needs to make sure that justice is not given to the community for the sake of it. Within a Magistrates court sits over 30,000 Lay Magistrates who are volunteers and there are 281 paid legal advisors. According to Smith, B, (2004) Each year over one million defendants are charged with criminal offences within a magistrate’s court. This shows how important magistrates are as every criminal case starts within a magistrate court. Magistrates court deals with summary only and either way offences. This allows for a higher court such as Crown Court to focus on Indictable offences only. This allows the legal system to have judges within Crown Court as well as a Jury and have magistrates within a magistrate's court. Magistrates Court do not have a Jury. 
One of the biggest issues facing magistrate's court within the UK is that there are a significant number of magistrates courts that are closing each year in England and Wales. According to the UK Parliament (2020) between 2010 and 2020 out of 320 magistrates' courts 164 have closed. So over 50% of courts have closed within the last decade. This is a disadvantage as it means that summary only offences would have to be decided civilly or in a crown court. This then fills the crown court with summary only offences when its primary purpose is indictable offences. Lack of finance is the main reason as to why magistrates court are closing. The government are not providing enough money to maintain the magistrate courts. This means that less summary only offences go to court 0r if they do go to court, their either go to crown court or the defendant has to travel miles to court as there may not be a magistrate's court anywhere nearby.  There is heavy criticism that court reporting is not accurate in magistrate courts and journalist frequently report on this. According to Chamberlain, P., Keppel-Palmer, M., Reardon, S et al (2021) In high profile and unusual cases crime reporting and court reporting are often focused on by media. This suggests that only high-profile cases really see the light of day with magistrate's court because it attracts more media attention. This then influences every other case that needs to be seen in a magistrate's court as even though magistrates need to be unbiased it can be hard when you have media scrutiny on you.
[bookmark: _Int_LrYQc7Mb] Magistrates aren't law experts; however, they are still able to do their job effectively as they have some understanding of the law, they also have legal advisors that provide them with all the legal knowledge necessary (Gibson, B, 2009). This books also implies that Legal Advisors must have been a barrister or solicitors for a least 5 years. This is an advantage within the UK legal system as it shows that magistrates have the support they need to make correct decisions, based on the current law.  Another Positive of magistrates within the UK is that compared to district judges and paid legal advisors' magistrates are seen as more impartial and fairer (Ministry of Justice, 2013). This is an advantage because if the public believe this, then they are more likely to respect the decision of the magistrates, which ultimately helps improve the overall relationship between the public and the Justice System.
A disadvantage of a Magistrates court right now is that there was an argument about who should have control of the court. “Before 2003, magistrates’ courts were run by committees of local magistrates – magistrates’ courts committees (MCCs). Each committee managed all the courts in its area with the help of a chief executive and of a justices’ clerk, who advised on legal matters.” (Gibbs, B, 2015). This book also suggests that this system was ineffective. The government then began centralising the administration of the courts. This helped with tribunals after a while as well. Some people have stated that this new system has caused unnecessary court closures. Some people argue that “magistrates' courts give insufficient opportunity for a full examination of the case.” (Herbert, A, 2002). This suggests that the general public generally do not trust the way magistrates court operate in comparison to crown court. This suggests that having lay volunteers gives the public less confidence, as they do not have a legal mind. Magistrates do have a legal advisor, but it is still down to the magistrate to make all the important decisions.  According to Gibbs, P, Kirby, A, (2014) from March 31, 2013, there are a total of 23,401 magistrates in the UK, this has dropped drastically from previous years. Previously there was 29,841. This drop in number is due to reduced amount of court work.
One of the major talking points about magistrates' is should there be a need for reform. There are currently proposals in place, suggested by the government to change certain roles and responsibilities of magistrates. These include having new magisterial responsibilities which strengthen their overall function. They do this by having a greater involvement with the local community (Donoghue, 2014). This report also outlines the government's intention to create a systematic approach to engaging with the local community. They aim to do this by having local initiatives. This includes situations such as a neighbourhood justice panel. The ultimate aim of the governments reform is to help increase the efficiency of magistrates in the UK. Magistrates at this time are worried that their job and what they do is under threat. This is why the government are trying to implement the reform, so that magistrate feel worthy and feel that they are needed. The idea of reform is backed by Justice Minister Damian Green. Green, D (2013) suggested that magistrates would better understand their role if new roles were explored for magistrates in cutting crimes in local areas. An example of this would be examining the effect of the police’s out of court disposals. He also said that you can unclog magistrates' courts with crimes that are not necessary for them to deal with. The book discusses if a reform is necessary for magistrates. Reforming magistrates is an enormous task, and they need to ensure that they do it in the correct manner. 
The question posed in this assignment, asks are magistrates' court/magistrates, good or bad in the UK. Based on the findings, Magistrates are fundamental in the UK, as they help determine the outcome of suspects of crime and help the victims of crime to achieve the best outcome. As previously mentioned, magistrates and magistrates court have many aspects. This includes powers, procedures, criminal cases and sentencing. (Gibson, B, 1991). In this assignment the reform of magistrates was also discussed as well as the advantages and disadvantages of magistrates and magistrates' courts in the UK. After assessing many views, the census of opinion is that magistrates court are fundamental to the way the UK legal system works, but it needs some reform to ensure that the number of Magistrates stop declining.
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