The Magistracy

Introduction
The role of magistrates in the judicial system is crucial for delivering justice. For years there has been an ongoing debate about the effectiveness of magistrates in the court system. This evaluation will examine the role of magistrates in the court system, assessing their advantages and disadvantages. 
What is a magistrate?
Magistrates are volunteers in the United Kingdom that administer the law within their jurisdiction. They usually have little legal training, which is why they will deal with minor criminal cases and civil disputes. Cases will usually be heard by 3 magistrates in the family and magistrates' court.
Become a magistrate (2015)
To become a magistrate, you can get a look into the work of a magistrate's court by arranging to visit one in your local area. You should contact the court before you go, so that staff can direct you to the most appropriate court open to the public.
If you're appointed by a local advisory committee, you'll be given training before you sit in court, which usually includes a prison visit and meeting with the probation service. You'll also be assigned a mentor, who will support you during your first 12 months. You'll continue to receive professional development training and have regular in-court assessments of your work.
Magistrate (no date)
A discussion about magistrates in the United Kingdom.
[bookmark: _Int_mlVIkjUb]In this article Agnes, who is a magistrate discusses the positives of being a magistrate and encourages more diversity in the role.  She states while they're legally entitled to time off work to fulfil the role, how much time, and whether it's paid, is often down to the employer's discretion. But Agnes argues it benefits everyone. As it gives the worker much experience and knowledge that they can use to help in their current job and in the future. Agnes also says she think there's been an increase in women and different ethnicities, which is positive as magistrates are meant to represent and understand the community, they've got to be representative in more than one sense.
Rees, J. (2019)




What are their main responsibilities?
Magistrates are responsible for presiding over court proceedings, making judgments, and issuing court orders. They also have the authority to issue arrest warrants and search warrants, and may hear cases related to traffic violations, minor criminal offenses, and civil disputes.
What does a magistrate do (2020)
Presiding over criminal and civil cases. Magistrates can hear both criminal and civil cases, depending on their jurisdiction. In criminal cases, they have the power to determine the guilt or innocence of a defendant and impose sentences if necessary. In civil cases, they may make decisions on matters such as disputes between parties or breaches of contract. This is an advantage of having magistrates as it allows them to cover more cases on both sides of the law, which quickens the pace at which people must wait to be seen in court.
About magistrates' courts (2022)
Court closures
Over half of the courts in England and Wales were closed between 2010 to 2019. These court closures have had a very negative impact on magistrates and court users. With the closure of many physical courts, magistrates have had to adapt to new ways of working, such as virtual hearings and online communication, which can be challenging for those who are used to traditional methods of operation and are not educated on how to use modern technology.
Furthermore, court closures have also resulted in increased travel times for magistrates and court users who are required to attend hearings at different locations. This can be particularly challenging for those who work part-time, have disabilities or have commitments such as caring responsibilities and business owners.
Court closures (2022)
The closure of courts has also resulted in a massive backlog of cases. In 2019 there were 39,000 cases not seen yet due to the closure of the courts meaning a lower number of cases were being seen daily. This backlog has added pressure on magistrates. This backlog has resulted in delays in the justice system, which can be frustrating for all parties involved, including the accused, victims, witnesses, and magistrates themselves.
Murray-Ragg, N (2021) 






Characteristics 
Magistrates are expected to possess a range of characteristics that enable them to perform their duties effectively and fairly. 
These include having good judgement as magistrates must be able to make sound decisions based on the evidence presented to them and make the correct choice. Magistrates must have good communication skills by being able to communicate effectively with all parties involved in a case, including defendants, witnesses, and legal professionals.
About Magistrates (no date) 
Magistrates must demonstrate high levels of honesty and integrity in their work. This helps ensure that the public has trust in the legal system as they will feel respected by magistrates and have respect back for them. This will allow for cases to have a fair and honest outcome. Magistrates must remain impartial, unbiased and should not have any personal interest in the case by being committed to upholding justice and ensuring that all parties are treated fairly under the law.
The magistrate's selection process guiding principles (no date) 
Advantages and Disadvantages.
Some advantages of having magistrates in court cases are that they are very cost-effective due to them being significantly less expensive than paying judges as magistrates are volunteers and do not require the same degree of legal training that a qualified judge would be required.
Gibbs, P (2023)
[bookmark: _Int_la4tN3ut]Because Magistrates are volunteers from the local community of the court, they are more likely to have knowledge of the community and have a better and closer understand of the issues that affect the area due to them potentially being affected by it. Judges from a completely different area will not be able to relate to this. This speeds up cases as the magistrates will have an idea of the area where the incident happened and have more understanding.
Advantages of Magistrates in England and Wales (2021)
Because magistrates are freely volunteering out of purely wanting to do the role of being a magistrate, they are enthusiastic and passionate about the role and will want to perform the job to the best of their ability. They will most likely promote the work of the magistracy and the volunteering opportunity to others.  
Ali, S. (2022)



The disadvantages of having magistrates are that they have a lack of legal training in comparison to judges. Without proper legal training, magistrates may not have the necessary knowledge or skills to make informed decisions that are consistent with the law. This can result in incorrect interpretations of the law, incorrect decisions, and improper justice. This is why it's important that magistrates have a thorough understanding of legal principles and procedures to properly apply the law and safeguard the rights of individuals before the court.
Hayward, D (2013) 
Because magistrates are usually white, middle-aged or older and from a professional background this results in a lack of diversity in the magistrates which can cause them to have bias towards other people, as they do not represent the entire of society and might not understand certain issues which can lead to unfair outcomes. Because of this they can make decisions that are not based on the facts of the case or the law, but rather on their personal beliefs or prejudices. This can lead to unfair treatment of individuals and undermine public confidence in the judicial system. These biases can result in individuals from certain groups being treated unfairly or receiving harsher sentences than others who commit the same offenses.  Magistrates being biased can also result in inconsistent outcomes and a lack of predictability in the judicial process.
Disadvantages of magistrates in England and Wales (2021)
The cases dealt with by magistrates might prove to be too difficult for them as the case given might be too complex for them to understand fully and come to a unanimous decision due to them being regular people and having a lack of experience and legal education.
Magistrates' Court in UK (2022) 
Reform 
To help decrease the amount of backlog cases the government is hoping to recruit over 1,000 judges in 2023. The statutory mandatory retirement age will be raised to 75, which the ministry predicts will retain an extra 400 judges and 2,000 magistrates per year. These will help increase the number of cases being seen throughout the year and reduce the amount of pressure on the courts, this is a positive and much needed change.
Fouzder, M (2022) 
Conclusion
In conclusion I believe that despite some criticisms, magistrates are an important component of the judicial system. They provide a quicker and more efficient process for resolving less complex cases that would take away from severe cases if judges had to see them all. The streamlined procedures and flexible scheduling help to reduce court backlogs. Magistrates also provide a valuable community service, as they are often members of the local community and can bring a unique perspective to the judicial process. Overall, magistrates are an important part of the judicial system, and their role should be valued and supported. However, ongoing efforts should be made to ensure that magistrates receive adequate training and support to make informed decisions and that their sentencing powers are appropriate to ensure that justice is administered fairly and impartially.
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