Magistrates courts.

Magistrates are also known as (justices of the peace), magistrates are members who volunteer and some are trained to hear cases in communities locally, depending on the offense magistrates have the authority to impose a variety of penalties, including unlimited fines, prohibitions, community orders, and up to 12 months in jail.

In the past local courts were overseen by magistrate’s court committees, mainly composed of magistrates themselves but these committees were abolished in 2005, and the responsibility for court administration was transferred to a new Executive agency of the Ministry of Justice, HM Courts service. The agency later merged with the tribunals’ service to form the current HM courts and tribunal services. Unfortunately, the need for efficiency savings resulted in the closure of numerous local courthouses, leading to consolidation into fewer courts serving larger areas and the establishment of specialized courts for specific offenses. This has also led to a reduction in the number of magistrates’ benches. 

The coalition Government passed a law called the single justice procedure that allows certain cases to be handled by a single magistrate based on written evidence. In 2015, the transforming summary justice initiative was implemented to improve the efficiency of magistrate courts by reducing delays and making trials more effective. Under this initiative, cases, where a guilty plea is expected, are heard in GAP courts 14 days after the charge, and cases where a not-guilty plea is expected are heard in NGAP courts 28 days after the charge to allow for preparation and review before the first hearing.
The criminal justice system’s inefficiencies harm defendants, victims, and witnesses and waste public resources. The association of Lord-Lieutenants is optimistic about recent efforts to reduce delays in summary justice but less positive view of others including Richard Goold JP, “If you give your time to be a magistrate, you expect your time to be used doing what is expected of a magistrate, not sitting in a retiring room for 4 to 5 hours because cases are not effective.

The advantages of magistrates courts:
Magistrates possess familiarity with the area in which they operate, which enables them to comprehend and address local issues, this unique quality allows them to make better-informed decisions by leveraging theory familiarity with local news and events. Their ability to visualize specific situations becomes easier with their knowledge of the area, resulting in expedited court proceedings. This helps reduce the time spent on cases in court, thereby alleviating some of the burdens of the legal system.

It is cheaper, magistrates offer a cost-effective solution for the legal system in contrast to judges. Since they are all volunteers, there is no obligation to compensate a judge’s salary. The absence of magistrates would demand a greater number of judges to fulfil their responsibilities, leading to increased expenditure. Hence, allocating funds to another area in the legal system where they hold greater significance becomes feasible. Magistrates are not completely free, there are still certain costs associated with them however these costs are still lower than the cost of replacing all magistrates with judges.

The presence of 3 magistrates on a bench ensures that a variety of viewpoints are considered, resulting in a fairer trial for the defendant. If the magistrates have varied backgrounds and experiences, they can bring unique perspectives to the case and reach a just decision. Additionally, having multiple magistrates reduces the likelihood of them becoming biased, as one of them will likely have a fresh outlook.

Magistrates have the added benefit of being viewed as reliable and dependable by society. Due to their voluntary nature and diverse backgrounds, they are often perceived as more accessible and approachable than judges, which ultimately fosters trust in the legal system and promotes its efficient operation.

Disadvantages 

Magistrates have been known to exhibit inconsistency in their sentencing practices, likely due to their limited work schedule of only 26 half days.  This may cause them to forget the specific penalties they have imposed in the past, resulting in ambiguities in the legal system and disadvantaging those accused of crimes. 

Magistrates have been criticized for being an accurate reflection of the diverse society they serve, this is because they are predominately white, middle- age or older, and from professional backgrounds, which does not align with the demographics of the majority of defendants. As a result, this lack of representation can lead to biases and prejudices that may influence their decision-making and perception of the defendant resulting in an unfair outcome.

It is possible that magistrates may exhibit a part towards the account provided by the police, resulting in a preference for the prosecution. In situations where the defendant’s testimony conflicts with that of the police, the magistrates may be inclined to believe the latter, which can potentially cause individuals to lose faith in the judicial process.

Who can become a magistrate?
Magistrates are a diverse group, composed of individuals from various walks of life who possess both practical wisdom and the ability to render impartial judgments. Eligibility is limited to those between the ages of 18 and 70 who possess a clean criminal record.
A magistrate must demonstrate the following characteristics: 
· Understanding and communication
· Empathy
· Social awareness
· Good character
· Commitment
· Reliability
· Maturity and sound temperament
· Sound judgment

For the past 4 years, The HMCTS Reform program has been modernizing the justice system, by simplifying, enhancing accessibility, and optimizing its overall efficiency.
The program is designed to enhance the functionality of courts and tribunals, benefitting both the users and the workers involved. Their refined approach to reform and their contemporary services played a crucial role in responses to the pandemic, allowing them to maintain a commitment to granting access to justice to those who required it.
Reformed projects are making a big difference for those in need of justice and helping the most vulnerable in society. They have been widely adopted, with almost 2 million cases submitted digitally to these services:
· Divorce
· Immigration
· Probate
· Money claims 
· Government benefit
· Family
· Low-level criminal cases making use of the single justice procedure.

Since February 2023 The HMCTS Reform program has accomplished significant achievements, some of which are noteworthy:
· The common platform is now operational in 173 Crown and magistrate’s courts, which accounts for 76% of all criminal courts. This system has successfully managed more than 500,000 hearings in criminal courts so far.
· As of December 2022, the number of people using digital channels to apply for probate had risen significantly, with 80% of all applications being submitted online. Furthermore, an overwhelming 94% of personal applicants expressed satisfaction with the service, rating it as good or very good. This uptick in digital uptake demonstrates a positive trend toward more efficient and user-friendly processes for probate applications, with the majority of applicants now opting to use digital channels, it is clear that there is a growing demand for streamlined and accessible solutions that can be accessed from the comfort of one’s home. Overall, these findings suggest that the probate system is adapting to the changing needs of its users, and is successfully implementing measures to improve customer satisfaction and accessibility.
· There are 5 places where people can go to get help with important things like going to court. These places are called courts and tribunals service centres and they are all in one big building.
· From January 1st, 2022 to September 30th, 2022, more than 530,000 minor criminal cases were resolved utilizing the single justice procedure.
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