


Explain the advantages and disadvantages of Magistrates in the exercise of justice.
This essay discusses the magistrates, the courts, the advantages and disadvantages, and any reforms.
A magistrate is someone who volunteers to hear cases in courts within their communities. Magistrates are also known as a lay person. They attend criminal, family and youth courts to listen to cases, and each case they attend is heard by three magistrates, including a magistrate trained to act as a chairperson. This magistrate is also known as the Presiding Justice. The three magistrates work together as a team to listen carefully to all of the evidence provided in the different courts, and they all contribute equally when it comes to decision-making. To do this, they must follow a structured decision-making process, such as sentencing guidelines in criminal cases and case laws, to reach a fair decision. Legal advisors also sit in the courtrooms and advises the magistrates on the points of law. The magistrate, known as the Presiding Justice, will always speak on the other magistrate's behalf in the different courts. Magistrates make up eighty-five per cent of the judiciary and they must work at least twenty-six half-day sittings, which consist of thirteen days a year. Because this is a volunteer role, it is unpaid. However, magistrates can claim travel expenses. For a magistrate to carry out their role in a courtroom, it is a legal requirement of their employer to allow this. However, it is up to them if they pay their employee as paid or unpaid leave (GOV.UK, 2023) and (Magistrates Association, 2023).
A magistrate's role within family courts is to deal with family disputes which involve children, and it is their responsibility to deal with these cases that affect the families. Trained magistrates deal with these cases (Courts and Tribunals Judiciary, 2023).
As a magistrate within family courts, it is their responsibility to make a best-interest decision that affects any vulnerable child or children. They must help and support the parents who have separated to make arrangements for their child or children, and they have to enforce maintenance orders. It is also their responsibility to help prevent any domestic abuse from occurring. A magistrate's role within a family court is very important because they significantly impact children’s lives, welfare and a family’s future (Judiciary.UK, 2023).
The role of a magistrate within youth courts is to deal with a range of cases, such as anti-social behaviour, drug offences, knife crimes, theft and burglary. Their responsibilities are to engage with the children and young people to ensure they understand what is happening and what is going on.
The above cases are heard by youth magistrates. These magistrates are trained and can sit in the courtrooms and work with children and young people aged between ten and seventeen (Magistrates Association, 2023).
A magistrates court deals with summary only offences such as criminal assaults with no significant injuries, minor criminal damage and motoring offences. They also deal with some more serious offences, which are known as either way offences. These cases can be heard and dealt with, within magistrate courts and crown courts. The either way offences are burglary and drug offences. The magistrate's role within criminal courts is to listen carefully to all the evidence provided. It is then their responsibility to decide if the defendant should be granted bail or not, if someone is innocent or guilty, decides the appropriate sentence when the defendants plead guilty or are found guilty and decides if the cases should be sent to the crown court for sentencing or not (Magistrates Association, 2023).
Anyone can become a magistrate but must have common sense and be able to make fair decisions. Magistrates can come from various backgrounds and must be between eighteen and seventy years old. They must have the following characteristics, they are to be of good character, be committed to the role, reliable within the community that they live in, have good social awareness skills, have good judgement skills, have good understanding and communication skills, to be mature and have sound temperaments. They do not need any qualifications to become a magistrate, as all training will be provided. Also, a legal advisor will be present in the courtrooms to advise the magistrates on the law and support them if needed. Although anyone can become a magistrate, specific jobs may prevent you from becoming a magistrate due to having a conflict of interest, such as police and prison officers cannot sit in criminal courts (Magistrates Association, 2023). 
If you work within the following job roles, such as private detectives, educational welfare officers, police and crime commissioners, prison services and prison escort services, you cannot become a magistrate within the family court. Also, those applying to become a magistrate must not have any serious past criminal convictions, etc. When applying to become a magistrate, you will be asked several questions, including why you are applying and how you will show commitment, etc (GOV.UK, 2023).
Since 2010, more than half of the Magistrates courts have been closed down, most of which were sold in England and Wales. This meant on most occasions, the defendants, witnesses, police officers, lawyers and the justices of the peace had to travel more than fifty miles to access local justices. Due to the high number of courts closed, the HM Courts and Tribunals Service are considering whether or not to pay taxis to pick up the defendants and witnesses from remote areas within the country to the hearings. The HM Courts and Tribunals Service established the distance model, and the vast majority of people can travel to court from their homes via public transport (The Guardian, 2023).
The HM Courts and Tribunals Service hope to improve the court system. To do this, they hope to fund the improvements, such as new digital services, by selling the under-used court buildings. However, according to a report from the National Audit Office, the government plans to close more courts by 2025 and 2026 (The Law Society, 2023).
The magistrates have many advantages and some disadvantages. Some benefits include dedication, knowledge and enthusiasm. They deal with ninety per cent of criminal cases, ranging from traffic offences to remand courts, and they can sit in all family, youth and criminal courts. During the pandemic, they continued to volunteer to help reduce the number of backlogs of cases. They promote their role and the opportunities available within the magistracy to others. Magistrates know their local communities and can make decisions that benefit their communities with the support of their training and legal advisors. They are still in the process of improving the diversity of the magistracy. Magistrates are essential to delivering justice in England and Wales (Magistrates Association, 2023). Compared with judges, a higher proportion of magistrates are women or are from an ethnic minority background. Statistics show on the 1st of April 2022, there was fifty-seven per cent of women sitting in the magistrates, fourteen per cent of the women were from an ethnic minority background, and seventy-nine per cent of the women were aged fifty years old and above (Ministry of Justice, 2022). There are several other advantages written throughout this essay. 
Some disadvantages of the magistrates include not being representing. For example, the magistrates are mainly middle-aged men and are middle class. Because of this, the diverse communities are not being served as they should be within the courtrooms (INDEPENDENT, 2016). Also, those who volunteer as a magistrate may find the cases they deal with complicated to understand easily due to their lack of knowledge and skills about the law and the justice system. This can be time-consuming (Defence Solicitors London, 2022).
The magistrates still need reform as part of the wider Criminal Justice System. For the magistrate's thoughts and ideas to be the main priority of the policy, they must continue to be involved in shaping the reforms. Although the government has already made changes to the Criminal and Justice System, by bringing in the Police and Crime Commissioners, transforming the way they rehabilitate offenders, reforming legal aid and have made improvements to support the victims, there is more to improve to ensure the system continues to serve the public in the best possible way that it can. A Strategy and Action Plan was established and launched in June 2013, and a range of changes were made and streamlined to digitalise how they worked and made the system more accountable and transparent for the victims and the public (GOV.UK, 2023).
Since 2016, the justice system has been modernised to make it accessible and efficient. The court and tribunals were improved within their programme for those who use and work in them. During the pandemic in 2020, the vision for reform and modernised services was critical and essential to their response. This enabled them to continue to provide access to justice to those who needed it. They have achieved a lot in recent years, and since February 2023, some of their biggest achievements have been delivered through the HM Courts and Tribunals Service Reform Programme. These include immigration and asylums, divorce, probate, money claims, low-level criminal cases using the Single Justice Procedure, government benefit appeals and family public law cases (GOV.UK, 2023).
The reform process is improving with the support of the Lord Chancellor, the Lord Chief Justice and the Senior President of Tribunals in making these adjustments. They continue to develop and extend projects such as the Common Platform, the Single Justice System, and more. Throughout the reform programme, updates and engagements with their stakeholders were made with professional and public groups. They continue to work with them to gather information and feedback from those they represent (GOV.UK, 2023).
In conclusion, this essay has discussed throughout about the magistrates, the courts and its advantages and disadvantages.
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