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Magistrates are a group of unpaid and unqualified volunteers who sit in the lower courts of the UK's criminal justice system. In the UK, magistrates are given several responsibilities that are meant to ensure the unbiased and fair administration of justice in the local community. They play an important part and act as an essential connection between the general public and the legal system. They include an enormous part of the tribunal in England and Wales and handle around 95% of all criminal cases. Baker, M.& Warren.S. (2015). According to the Magistrates Association (n.d.), magistrates are volunteers who are prepared and endorsed to perform their judicial responsibilities. They are selected by the Lord Chancellor and are selected from members of the local society who have no legal credentials but possess good character, sound judgment, and a sense of justice.
According to Ashworth (2019), the function of magistrates is to ensure justice is done and to uphold the rule of law. Magistrates are not lawyers or judges, but they receive vast training to get ready for their position. They are mandated to have a wide range of skills and qualities, including good judgement, neutrality, and the capacity to correspond effectively. They work in panels of three, which are called a bench, and they hear evidence, specify guilt or innocence, and impose sentences under the Sentencing Guidelines issued by the Sentencing Council (Sentencing Council, 2021)
The Magistrates' Courts Act 1980 established the role and functions of magistrates' courts in England and Wales, including their power to impose fines and other non-custodial sentences, such as community service requirements. The Criminal Justice Act 2003, for example, established the Sentencing Guidelines Council, which provides guidance on sentencing for judges and magistrates in England and Wales. It also introduced new sentencing powers, such as the imposition of community sentences and the power to recall criminals to prison if they breach their licences situations. It also sets out the qualifications and appointment criteria for magistrates, as well as their training requirements.
The training and appointment procedure for magistrates in the UK is a vital part of ensuring that cases are dealt with efficiently and effectively in the magistrates' courts. The adversarial system used in magistrates' courts ensures that opinions from both the prosecution and the defence are listened to before a verdict is made. This ensures that cases are resolved fairly and that justice is served.
However, higher courts like the Crown Court can hear appeals of magistrate courts' rulings. This ensures that the decisions made by magistrates are subject to review and that any errors or miscarriages of justice can be corrected. This appeals process is an essential safeguard against potential abuses of power and ensures that the justice system remains fair and impartial.
The UK has undergone a significant number of magistrate court closures in current years, which has raised worries about access to justice. According to The Law Society Gazette (2020), 86 courts were closed across England and Wales between 2016 and 2020, including 37 magistrates' courts. The closures were part of a modernization program aimed at decreasing costs and increasing efficiency.
The closure of magistrates' courts has raised concerns about access to justice, especially in rural areas, where journey times to the closest court could be significant. A report by the House of Commons Justice Committee (2018) stated that the closure of magistrates' courts could lead to a loss of local justice, with the public having to travel long distances to attend court, which could be a substantial burden for the vulnerable. The closures have also resulted in fewer magistrates being available to hear cases, which has contributed to the backlog of cases in the criminal justice system. The backlog of criminal cases in England and Wales reached a historic high of 59,532 in the first quarter of 2021, with some cases taking over two years to be heard. (Guardian (2021))
In response to these concerns, some courts have been replaced with virtual courts, which authorize people to attend hearings remotely via video link. The Magistrates Association (n.d.) notes that virtual courts can benefit to reduce costs and increase access to justice. However, critics argue that virtual courts may not be convenient for all cases and could result in a loss of translucency and public scrutiny.
One of the fundamental legal strategies used by magistrates is reasoning from precedent. This involves looking at previous cases with similar facts and implementing the same legal principles to the current case. This strategy helps to ensure consistency in decision-making and ensures that the law is impartially and fairly. Another important legal strategy used by magistrates is interpreting statutes. This involves interpreting the meaning of laws and applying them to the facts of the case. 
Magistrates have several advantages in the exercise of justice. They are cost-effective compared to full-time judges Magistrates do not receive a salary and only receive a small allowance for their time and help to reduce the backlog of cases. In addition, Magistrates are often drawn from the local community and may have a better understanding of local issues than professional judges. (HM Courts & Tribunals Service, n.d.)
Magistrates' courts are less formal than Crown Courts, making it easier for victims, witnesses, and defendants to participate in the legal process.
 Magistrates' courts are designed to handle cases quickly, which means that cases can be resolved more rapidly than in higher courts. magistrates' courts in the UK resolved cases more quickly than the Crown Court, with the average case taking 39 days from the first hearing to the conclusion. (Ministry of Justice, 2017)
The usage of magistrates does have certain disadvantages, though. Magistrates lack legal qualifications, thus they might not be familiar with complex legal processes or procedures. The fact that magistrates are often unpaid volunteers, means they may have insufficient legal knowledge. In complex cases, this may lead to inconsistent or inaccurate decisions. ( House of Commons Library 2019) Additionally, there can be potential bias in favour of defendants from comparable social origins, which could result in biased judgements. (Justice Committee of the House of Commons, 2018)
Magistrates frequently have to rely on their judgement, which might produce unpredictable results. For individuals who seek stability and predictability in the legal system, this may be considered a disadvantage.
Finally, magistrates' authority is constrained in comparison to that of full-time judges, and they are not permitted to hear cases involving rape or murder. There is the worry that magistrates would be partial to defendants from their own social and economic backgrounds. Another disadvantage is that, in contrast to full-time judges, magistrates have less authority and are not permitted to hear certain criminal cases, such as murder or rape, or to inflict sentences of more than 12 months in jail.
Many nations have been debating the reform of magistrates' courts; some have called for modifications to increase their efficacy, accessibility, and efficiency (Allen, 2020). The following are some of the major areas where change has been suggested:
 Some people have suggested that magistrates should be obliged to hold legal degrees. Many countries, including the UK, do not now require magistrates to have legal backgrounds. The fact that requiring legal qualifications will strengthen legal expertise. (Albon 2020)
The term "digitalisation," which refers to the use of digital technology to simplify court procedures, save costs, and increase accessibility for litigants, is a key component of reforming magistrates' courts. The usage of virtual hearings is one of the most important innovations brought about by digitalisation. Virtual hearings can reduce costs and time while also enhancing access to justice. Online document filing is another way that digitalisation is being employed in magistrates' courts. This decreases the need for paper-based documentation and increases the speed. By avoiding delays and ensuring that court procedures are performed in a timely and efficient way, electronic case management systems can aid in tracking and management. (HM Courts & Tribunals Service, 2019).
Numerous suggestions for modifications are being made to increase the efficacy and accessibility of magistrates' courts. It is crucial to take into account these suggestions in light of the drawbacks and benefits of magistrates' courts as well as the enormous purposes of the legal system. This might entail improved communication between various court offices. Magistrates' courts could gain from better community outreach and education initiatives to increase public understanding of the justice system and promote participation in the legal system (Nuffield Foundation, 2018).






Conclusion 
In conclusion, magistrates' courts play a crucial role in the UK's justice system, processing many criminal and civil cases. While there are advantages and disadvantages to using magistrates, their affordability, local expertise, and ability to deliver swift justice make them an integral part of the justice system. The recent court closures have highlighted some of the challenges faced by magistrates' courts, including delays in case resolution and potential reductions in diversity and expertise. Reforms are being considered to address these challenges, such as using digital technology, increasing legal training, and engaging with local communities to advance diversity and public trust. Any reform of the system must balance the strengths of the current system with addressing its limitations, ensuring that magistrates' courts remain an essential part of the UK's justice system.
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