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Discussion on the criminal courts in England and Wales and the extent to which they are in need of reform, particularly the Magistrates and Crown court
When it comes to enforcing the law, the criminal courts in England and Wales are essential. They hear criminal cases, make sure everyone is treated fairly, and give down penalties. However, there have always been discussions regarding how these courts could be improved. Most of the cases starts in the Magistrates' Courts which is also considered as the lower courts. The court deals with a wide range of crimes from petty thievery to public disturbances. The Crown Court deals with heinous crimes like Murder, rape and drug trafficking (Partington, 2021).
The judicial system in England and Wales is the foundation of the nation's legal structure. The system is firmly established within the framework of constitutional and legislative requirements, and is also informed by common law principles, statutes, and conventions. Mainly, the system is a common law justice system. It was created through case laws. it has a goal to promote legal equality and guarantee that everyone is treated fairly in court. It tries to balance individual rights with social goals while providing means for resolving disputes and penalising misconduct. It is rooted in a rich historical and legal legacy (Howard, 2021). 
The legal system in England and Wales has a hierarchical structure. It has different levels of courts and organisations which possess different levels of authority (Shave, 2017). The highest position is given to the Supreme Court. It hears appeals from lower courts in both civil and criminal matters. The Court of Appeal is the tier of courts below the Supreme Court, and it has both civil and criminal branches. This court checks the work of lower courts to make that the law was followed, and that wrongdoing was remedied. The High Court is the second-highest court and hears important civil and criminal cases as well as challenges from lower courts. Some of its lower courts, Crown Court, Youth Court, and Magistrates court, focus on specific areas of law.
In England and Wales, there are two main levels of criminal courts. Those are the Magistrates' Courts and the Crown Court. As mentioned before, Magistrates' Courts deal with minor crimes, preliminary trials and the first decisions about bail (Robertson and Broadhurst, 2019). They are made up of lay magistrates who do not have official law training but are trained to do their jobs well. In making choices, they often must decide if someone is guilty or innocent and how to punish people for small crimes. The Crown Court, on the other hand, deals with more serious crimes and more complicated cases. Sessions are presided over by trained judges, and in some situations, a jury hears the evidence. The latter represents the historic jury system, which stands for trial by peers and yields a collective verdict on guilt or innocence.
The English and Welsh Magistrates' Courts are representative of a specific style of law because they feature so heavily the participation of lay magistrates in the administration of justice. Lay magistrates who are also known as justices of the peace, are the members of a community who are selected randomly and do not have any professional legal training. They were chosen for the high standards of integrity and fairness in the system. The concepts origins can be found from medieval times when local people used to participate in resolving dispute (Rose, 2017). The training that lay magistrates go through is meant to acquaint them with basic legal concepts and court processes. There has been some discussion about their lack of legal training, but their participation adds vital insights based on ordinary experiences and communal sensibilities.
The criminal justice system in England and Wales considers the cost effectiveness of the system seriously. Trials in the crown court cost £3,400 a day compared with £900 for those tried in magistrates' courts. Magistrates' Courts is regularly praised for its efficiency and cost-effectiveness. Lay magistrates help keep administrative costs down and because they are often drawn from the local community, they reduce the burden of travel on defendants and witnesses. They can save up to £30 to £40 million. This effectiveness is vital in wisely allocating resources and making sure that small offences are dealt with promptly (Rab, 2021). There must be a careful balance between reducing expenses and ensuring fairness in the administration of justice. Reform initiatives can look to take use of technology developments to further improve cost-effectiveness without jeopardising the integrity of the judicial process as debates continue how to optimise resource allocation.
A responsive and efficient judicial system is one in which issues are resolved quickly. Because of its focus on speedy justice, Magistrates' Courts are particularly well-suited to handling cases involving relatively minor offences (Vickers, 2016). Cases are often resolved more quickly in these courts because to the system's design, which incorporates lay magistrates and streamlines procedures. On the other hand, the Crown Court periodically faces case backlogs, which can cause delays that obstruct justice. Improved case management techniques, digitisation and procedural improvements that speed up procedures are common foci of reform projects. The system can preserve the ideal of timeliness while providing due process by finding a balance between rigorous legal consideration and the quick delivery of justice.
The Crown Court, which hears more severe and complicated criminal matters, has a unique role for laypeople as jurors. They are selected at random from the general population to maximise variety and minimise prejudice. However, the complexities of some cases might be difficult for jurors to understand without prior legal training. This highlights the need for judges to provide clear, succinct instructions and ongoing education to help jurors analyse evidence objectively. While involving laypeople improves openness and accountability, conversations about reform could focus on how to better prepare and support jurors to ensure that their findings are reliable (Franklin, 2023).
In England and Wales, the process of selecting and calling jurors is governed by the Juries Act of 1974. It specifies who may and cannot serve on juries, as well as any exceptions that might apply. By requiring jurors to reflect the diversity and represent the community they serve, the Act seeks to strike a balance between impartiality, inclusivity, and practicality. Reform talks often concentrate on making small adjustments to the Act to account for changing socioeconomic circumstances. Possible solutions include removing barriers to participation, expanding access, and reviewing the causes for exclusion (Harker and Ryan, 2022). The Juries Act maintains the importance of jury trials by safeguarding the values of fairness and impartiality.
Magistrates' Courts lacks diversity. There is always a chance that the volunteers are not the true representatives of the general people. This creates an issue where people can show biasness and do not have proper understanding about some of the cultural or social problems. Magistrates' Courts have limited power to give sentences, which is another problem. They can only give certain kinds of sentences, like fines or community service, and they cannot give more than a certain number of days in jail (Ward, 2016). This restriction might not appropriately address the gravity of some offences and may lead to uneven sentencing results. Many minor criminal matters are heard by lay magistrates who work in Magistrates' Courts. There are questions regarding their ability to handle complex legal cases, even though their presence highlights community participation. Better training and assistance for magistrates might be a focus of reforms aimed at improving their ability to make well-informed judgements (Rose, 2017). Additionally, the areas they serve require a more diverse group of magistrates. This would increase public trust in the judicial system and add new views to policymaking. Magistrates' courts might use more digitisation to improve efficiency in areas such as administration, case management and communication. There would be less downtime and more productive work as a result.
The Crown Court often faces significant case backlogs it has led to delays in trial dates and even to wrong decisions. Reforms could focus on making case management systems better, using different ways to settle disputes, and maybe even setting up specialised courts to handle certain kinds of cases. Crown Court backlogs could be reduced, and case processing times shortened with the implementation of better case management tools. Also, juries are an important part of the justice system. That is why they are also present in the Crown Court trials. But some of the cases could be beyond their understanding. Better jury training and more specific directions from judges could be part of reforms (Howard, 2021). Using new technology could speed up things like letting witnesses speak from a distance or putting proof in a way that is easier to understand. More digitalisation in the judicial system would help with efficiency, accessibility, and minimising delays. But careful thought is needed to make sure that it is fair and safe. Additionally, a fair judicial system requires that everyone, regardless of their financial situation, have access to qualified legal representation.
The criminal courts in England and Wales are essential institutions for maintaining law and order and administering justice. The involvement of laypeople in decision-making and the effectiveness of Magistrates' Courts are two examples of the system's strengths; nevertheless, digitisation, case management and legal assistance are also areas in which the system could be further strengthened. The criminal justice system needs updating and modernising to make it more effective and equitable without compromising its core values.
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