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A Magistrate is a volunteer judge who sits in a magistrates' court and assists and administers justice in criminal cases. (Greenhill, 2002). Magistrates are appointed by the Lord Chancellor and are drawn from a variety of backgrounds and life experience (nationalcareers.service.gov.uk, n.d.), some of which with no legal qualifications. However, upon application you will need to demonstrate certain qualities such as being an understanding person, deemed to be mature with a sound temperament and have an awareness of social issues. Furthermore, the individual would need to be committed to serving the community and have good character (Magistrates Association, 2019). 
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Specifically, in the United Kingdom a Magistrate is a volunteer who sits in a local Magistrates’ Court and helps to make decisions about Criminal and civil cases. Magistrates are also known as ‘justices of the peace’ or ‘JPs’ (Riddle and Zara, 2019). The role of a Magistrate is to listen to evidence presented in court and decide about the sentence of those who are found guilty. In some cases, Magistrates can refer cases to a higher court for sentencing (Government Digital Service, 2011). 

In the UK, anyone over the age of 18 with no criminal record can apply to become a Magistrate. They do not need any legal qualifications or experience, although they will receive the relevant training before they begin their duties (Magistrates-association.org.uk, 2019).  
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British Magistrates have jurisdiction over a wide range of criminal and civil cases, including minor offenses, such as traffic violations, but can also hear cases in family and juvenile courts. They pass judgements, distribute short sentences and hand out fines (Greenhill, 2002). Magistrates sit in panels of three and make decisions by a simple majority vote. 

Magistrates are trained to understand the law, and they work in a panel of three known as “the bench” to make decisions on cases such as minor criminal offences, licensing issues, and anti-social behaviour orders. Magistrates are an important part of the criminal justice system in the UK and play a vital role in helping to ensure that justice is served fairly and efficiently. (Greenhill, 2002).   
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In the UK, magistrates are volunteers and do not receive any financial compensation for their work compared to that of a higher court judge, thus meaning that a larger number of cases can be heard without adding significant costs to the justice system. This is especially important in times of budget constraints and when the caseload is high (Scott and Booth, 1982).

Accessibility is a huge advantage. Magistrate courts are in local areas, making them more accessible to the public than higher courts. This means that people can easily access justice without having to travel long distances, which is especially important for those with limited resources, such as low-income individuals or those without access to transportation (Centre, 2022).

Magistrates can handle fewer complex cases more quickly than higher court judges. This means that justice can be delivered more efficiently, reducing the backlog of cases in the system. Additionally, because magistrates have a better understanding of the local community and its needs, they can deliver justice that is more closely tailored to the needs of the community (Magistrates Association, n.d.).

Magistrates are typically drawn from the local community, and they have a better understanding of local issues and customs. This allows them to make better-informed decisions that are more closely tailored to the needs of the community. Magistrates are also more likely to reflect the demographics and values of the local community, leading to greater trust in the justice system (Magistrates Association, n.d.).

While there are several advantages of having Magistrates in the exercise of justice, there are some significant disadvantages associated with their service. Magistrates often have limited sentencing powers compared to those of professional judges. This can result in inconsistent sentences, as Magistrates may be unable to impose the appropriate penalties (carmineproofreading, 2021). One of the primary disadvantages of magistrates is that they lack the same level of legal expertise and experience as higher court judges. This can lead to inconsistent decisions or decisions that are based on incomplete information. Magistrates are typically not lawyers, and they may not have the same level of training or experience in legal matters as higher court judges. 

Lack of Diversity is an element of which could be improved upon. Traditionally Magistrates have been viewed as “Middle classed, Middle-aged, and Middle- minded” (Grant, 2016), which is not a true representation of society. Magistrates are often drawn from the local community, which can lead to a lack of diversity in the judiciary. This may result in biased or unfair decisions, particularly in cases involving minorities or disadvantaged groups. 

Professional bias is a common feature as police officers are regularly called upon as witnesses thus become well known to the members of the Magistrates. It is alleged that this results in an almost automatic tendency to believe the police which then leads to a lower acquittal rate trial in the Crown Court (Wheatcroft, J & Ellison, L. 2012). 

Similarly, Magistrates may not be looked at as respected legal bodies compared to that of a professional judge which may result in professional bias and dismissal of legal decisions because of this.

There is also a noticeable high turnover and limited availability within the Magistrates. This is due to the simple fact that Magistrates are usually selected or appointed for short terms, which in turn results in high turn overs. This can coincide with a lack of continuity and consistency within the judicial system. Magistrates are often part-time judges who may not be available to hear cases on a full-time basis. This can lead to delays and backlogs in the court system (Wheatcroft, J & Ellison, L. 2012).
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A huge component incorporated to the exercise of justice are whether courts are fit to stand trial in. The term "court closures" generally refers to the shutdown or suspension of court proceedings and/or physical closure of a court building or facility. This may occur due to a variety of reasons such as emergencies, natural disasters, pandemics, or other unexpected events that make it unsafe or impossible to conduct court proceedings in the usual manner. 
Court closures can have significant impacts on the administration of justice and the rights of individuals involved in legal proceedings. They may result in delays, backlogs, and rescheduling of hearings and trials, which can cause frustration and uncertainty for those involved. However, court closures may also be necessary to protect the health and safety of court personnel, litigants, and the public, especially during times of crisis. (www.lawsociety.org.uk, n.d.). Constituency data: Magistrates’ court closures. (2020). 
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In conclusion, despite the criticisms, magistrates have proven to be an indispensable part of the judicial system in many countries. The use of magistrates has been a subject of debate for decades, with proponents arguing that they provide an essential link between the judicial system and the community (Home Office, 2013), while critics argue that their qualifications and training are inadequate to perform the duties entrusted to them. (LawAspect.com, 2020). 

They offer several advantages over judges, such as being more accessible to the public, handling a wider range of cases, and being less expensive to maintain. Magistrates are often more attuned to the needs and challenges faced by their communities, which enables them to make informed decisions that reflect the values and priorities of the people they serve.

The role of magistrates within the justice system has also evolved over time. In some jurisdictions, magistrates have been given expanded powers, such as the ability to impose more severe sentences and handle more complex cases. Additionally, many countries have developed specialized magistrates to handle specific types of cases, such as traffic violations, family law, and drug offenses (GOV.UK, 2022). 

Moreover, the use of magistrates in the exercise of justice has been a successful and effective approach in many countries worldwide. While there are valid concerns about their qualifications and training, the benefits they provide to the judicial system and the community far outweigh the negatives. As the justice system continues to evolve, magistrates will undoubtedly continue to play a vital role in ensuring that justice is served in a fair and timely manner. 
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