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What is a magistrate?
Magistrates, who are also referred to as justices of the peace, are individuals who volunteer their services to preside over court proceedings and make decisions in both criminal and civil cases. The justice system heavily relies on magistrates who are responsible for adjudicating the majority of cases presented before the courts. The individuals in question are designated by the Lord Chancellor and carry out their responsibilities without remuneration (magistrates-association.org.uk, 2023).
Magistrates play a crucial role in the criminal justice system of the United Kingdom, with a nationwide presence of over 17,000 magistrates. Magistrates' courts are responsible for handling nearly 95% of criminal cases in England and Wales. Magistrates possess a variety of powers that enable them to effectively manage these cases (magistrates-association.org.uk, 2023). In contemporary times, apprehensions have arisen regarding the diminishing quantity of magistrates and the cessation of certain magistrates' tribunals.
What are their main responsibilities?
Magistrates are entrusted with a diverse array of duties, which encompass adjudicating on culpability or acquittal in criminal proceedings, imposing sentences within their jurisdiction, adjudicating on applications for bail and remands into custody, presiding over hearings in civil cases, such as those pertaining to small claims and family law matters, issuing warrants, summonses, and other court orders, and supervising the administration of justice in their respective localities (magistrates-association.org.uk, 2023).
Thesis
Magistrates are integral to the criminal justice system as they are responsible for ensuring that justice is administered in a manner that is equitable, expedient, and proficient. Nonetheless, the responsibilities and constraints associated with their position pose certain difficulties.
Court closures
In recent years, the closure of certain magistrates' courts has emerged as a significant challenge for magistrates. The closures of courts have elicited apprehensions regarding the availability of justice, especially in remote regions where the distance to courts may be considerable. The cessation of court operations has resulted in amplified strain on extant courts and prolonged case adjudication periods (magistrates-association.org.uk, 2023).
Characteristics
Magistrates are appointed from the surrounding community and are generally expected to possess a satisfactory level of education, life experience, and personal attributes such as integrity and impartiality. Although a considerable number of individuals in this field possess a legal background, it is not mandatory for them to have one (magistrates-association.org.uk, 2023). The Judicial College provides training and support to magistrates, while the Magistrates' Association oversees their work.
Advantages:
· Magistrates contribute a wide array of skills and expertise to the justice system, which mirrors the diversity of the communities they are responsible for serving.
Magistrates are appointed from the immediate community and are not mandated to possess a legal education. This implies that the justice system benefits from the varied skill sets and backgrounds of its personnel, thereby mirroring the heterogeneity of the populations it caters to. Cultural sensitivity can be of utmost significance in situations where it is deemed necessary. The House of Lords in the case of “R v Manningham-Buller” acknowledged the significant role of magistrates' courts in handling cases that involve cultural disparities. The Lords emphasised that the diversity of magistrates could facilitate the delivery of culturally sensitive justice.
· Magistrates are individuals who offer their services voluntarily, thereby contributing to cost-effectiveness and facilitating the dispensation of justice at a community level.
Magistrates are individuals who offer their services on a voluntary basis and do not receive any form of remuneration for their contributions. This practise aids in cost reduction and guarantees the dispensation of justice at a regional level. As per the report by the Ministry of Justice in 2019, the utilisation of magistrates resulted in an annual cost savings of approximately £97 million for the criminal justice system (magistrates-association.org.uk, 2023). In addition, the volunteer status of magistrates may indicate a heightened dedication to the dispensation of justice and the surrounding community.
· Magistrates' courts are characterised by a relatively informal atmosphere compared to other courts, which may contribute to a sense of comfort among litigants and facilitate the prompt and equitable adjudication of cases.
Magistrates' courts are characterised by a relatively informal atmosphere compared to other courts, which may contribute to a sense of ease among individuals and promote equitable and prompt case adjudication. This can be of particular significance for witnesses who are vulnerable or intimidated, as they may perceive the formal setting of a superior court as intimidating. The Court of Appeal, in the matter of R v Bermingham, observed that the relaxed ambiance of a magistrates' court may have a positive impact on ensuring that the defendant is accorded a just trial.
· Magistrates play a crucial role in offering a regional outlook on the execution of justice, guaranteeing its adaptability to the demands of the society.
Magistrates are appointed from the immediate community and are expected to possess a comprehensive comprehension of the local region and its requirements. Ensuring responsiveness to community needs can be crucial in delivering justice effectively. The Court of Appeal in the case of R v Lyons observed that magistrates possess the discretion to consider regional circumstances while determining the suitable penalty for a convict. To sum up, magistrates possess a varied set of competencies and expertise that contribute to the efficacy of the justice system. Their voluntary service helps to minimise expenses, while the less formal atmosphere of magistrates' courts can alleviate individuals' apprehensions. Additionally, magistrates' ability to offer a localised outlook on the administration of justice is noteworthy. The aforementioned attributes render magistrates' courts a crucial component of the justice system in the United Kingdom, as they guarantee the equitable, efficient, and proficient dispensation of justice at a regional level.
Disadvantages:
· The absence of remuneration for magistrates may potentially restrict the range of individuals who are capable of offering their services in this capacity.
Individuals who are self-employed or have limited financial resources may encounter a specific difficulty in taking time away from their employment. The absence of financial compensation for magistrates may potentially constrain the inclusivity of the judiciary, as individuals from specific socio-economic backgrounds may encounter difficulties in fulfilling this obligation. The report by the Magistrates Association highlights the concern of dwindling numbers of magistrates (magistrates-association.org.uk, 2023b). The report identifies the lack of financial compensation as a significant deterrent for potential volunteers.
· Magistrates' decision-making may be inconsistent due to their potential lack of legal expertise in comparison to professional judges.
Magistrates are not mandated to possess a legal background, thereby implying that their legal proficiency may not be equivalent to that of professional judges. Inconsistencies in decision-making may arise, particularly in instances where the law is intricate or ambiguous. The Court of Appeal in the matter of R v G observed that the absence of legal proficiency among magistrates could result in disparities in sentencing and emphasised the necessity for enhanced guidance and training to guarantee uniformity and equity in sentencing.
· Magistrates have the potential to be influenced by bias or prejudice, whether it is intentional or unintentional, which may impede their capacity to administer justice impartially.
Magistrates are susceptible to bias or prejudice, whether it be intentional or unintentional, given their human nature. The potential impact of this phenomenon on the impartial administration of justice is noteworthy, particularly in instances where the accused party is a member of a marginalised community. The House of Lords in the matter of “R v Bow Street Stipendiary Magistrate ex p Pinochet Ugarte (No 2)” emphasised the significance of the perception of bias in addition to actual bias. The judiciary's impartiality must instill confidence in the public.
· The limited sentencing powers of magistrates may impede their capacity to address intricate cases.
The jurisdiction of magistrates is restricted, thereby rendering them incapable of adjudicating intricate cases. The occurrence of such instances may result in procedural delays and inefficiencies within the justice system, necessitating the transfer of cases to superior courts. According to the report titled “Transforming Summary Justice” published by the Centre for Justice Innovation in 2016, the constrained sentencing authority of magistrates may impede progress in the justice system, and a more adaptable approach is necessary to empower magistrates to handle a broader spectrum of cases (Ward, 2016).
Reform
There has been a demand for the reformation of the magistrates' courts system, which entails augmenting the utilisation of technology to enhance efficiency and diminish waiting periods, as well as amplifying the jurisdiction of magistrates to handle more intricate cases. There has been a demand for increased diversity among magistrates to ensure that they more accurately represent the communities they serve.
Summary/Conclusion
The function of magistrates in the administration of justice in the United Kingdom holds considerable importance. The aforementioned professionals are responsible for managing a significant portion of both criminal and civil legal proceedings, while also offering a regional outlook on the execution of legal processes. Magistrates encounter a range of obstacles, such as the closure of courts, restricted sentencing authority, and the necessity for enhanced inclusivity. Notwithstanding the aforementioned difficulties, magistrates' courts continue to constitute a fundamental component of the justice system, guaranteeing the equitable, efficient, and efficacious administration of justice. The objective of any potential reforms to the system ought to be centred on fortifying the current system and guaranteeing that equitable access to justice is provided to all.
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