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Magistrates - an introduction 
Magistrates are local people with a strong sense of their community and 
an understanding of local living and working conditions, as well as the 
issues that concern residents.  

You may also hear them referred to as a ‘Justice of the Peace’ or ‘JP’.  

They are local men and women with sound judgement and personal 
integrity who come from a wide range of backgrounds and bring a lot of 
different skills and experiences to the work.  

You do not need any formal training or qualifications to apply to be a 
magistrate – just the qualities outlined above.

Magistrates are not paid for their role.  They can claim expenses as well 
as access training and mentoring to prepare and build the knowledge 
and skills needed to carry out the post.

The Role...
Three magistrates sit on a ‘Bench’ at the front of the court room along 
with a Legal Advisor to hear criminal cases.  After hearing the arguments 
both for and against the prosecution, they have to reach a verdict.  

If the defendant is found guilty, a sentence has to be agreed which will 
take into account mitigating circumstances as well as the law.

Magistrates also hear applications for bail in between court 
appearances.  They can grant both conditional & unconditional bail.

Senior magistrates may be placed on a named list with the police to 
consider applications at home for search/entry warrants.  They may 
also be contacted by the Lambeth Noise Team and asked to hear 
applications which allow them to act on various issues, for example, 
excessively loud parties; or ringing building alarms with owners that 
cannot be contacted. 
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What cases do magistrates hear? 
Magistrates deal with three kinds of cases:

Summary offences: These are less serious cases, such as 
motoring offences and minor assaults, where the defendant is not 
entitled to trial by jury. 

Either-way offences: As the name implies, these can be dealt 
with either by the magistrates or before a judge and jury at the 
Crown Court. Such offences include theft and handling stolen 
goods. A suspect can insist on their right to trial in the Crown 
Court. Similarly, magistrates can decide that a case is sufficiently 
serious that it should be dealt with in the Crown Court - which can 
impose tougher punishments.

Indictable-only offences: such as murder, manslaughter, rape 
and robbery. These initially go to the Magistrates Court but must 
then be heard at a Crown court by a Judge and a Jury.

Have you got what it takes 
to be a magistrate?
• Understanding and empathetic
• Good communication skills 
• Social awareness 
• Sound judgement
• Ages 18 - 65 years 
• Mature and with a sound temperament 
• Good character 
• Committed and reliable
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How do magistrates fit into 
the legal system?
Over 95% of all cases are dealt with in Magistrates’ Courts.  They are the 
first level court in the legal system and there is no jury.
Within this level of the legal system there are:
• The Adult Court - for criminal cases involving people over 18
• The Youth Court - for cases involving people aged 10-17 years
• Family Proceedings Court - where family issues are dealt with
• The Civil Court - for civil cases and other matters such as 

enforcing council tax

The Adult Court is the first port of call for all new magistrates for the 
period of one year.  After this, they have the option to specialise in one of 
the other areas, depending upon their interest.

New lay magistrates are initially appointed to the Adult Court and may 
choose to specialise in another area after one year, depending upon 
their area of interest.

There are three magistrates on the Bench for each case, one of whom 
is a specifically trained ‘Presiding Justice’ who can manage court 
proceedings.  Should magistrates feel their power is insufficient to 
punish a crime, they are able to forward cases on to a more powerful 
court – usually a Crown Court for trial by jury.  Any appeals against 
decisions made in a Magistrates Court are also held in the Crown Court.

Who cannot be a magistrate?
You cannot become a Magistrate if:

• You have a criminal record (minor motoring offences do count 
within this but it is always checking)

• You are a member of the Police Service
• You are a member or have been selected as a prospective 

candidate to any Parliament or Assembly
• You are bankrupt
• There are many other occupations that could pose a conflict of 

interest – if in doubt contact LVAC’s Active Citizens Hub!
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How do I apply?
The selection process can take between 6-18 months and involves two 
interviews.  You can call 0800 003 007; write to 

The Magistrates Appointment Team
Ministry of Justice
Magistrates Recruitment and Appointments Branch
Judicial Services Directorate
Room 2.20, 2nd Floor
Selborne House, 54 Victoria Street
London, SW1E 6QW; 

Visit www.magistrates.gov.uk for an online/downloadable application 
pack; or email mnrsteam@justice.gsi.gov.uk 

What to do before applying
Visit local courts to see how it all happens and watch serving 
magistrates in action!  There is not a magistrates court situated in 
Lambeth, however Camberwell Green Magistrates Court is only a short 
distance from the borough:

15 D’Eynsford Road
Camberwell Green
London
England 
SE5 7UP

Information can be found on www.hmcourts-service.gov.uk. 

Ensure that you can make the required time commitment.  You will have 
to sit for a half-day (around 10am-1.30pm) on 26 occasions throughout 
the year.  If you are currently employed, you must have your employers’ 
support and make sure that you are allowed to take the appropriate time 
off work.
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Why did you 
become a magistrate?
I had been thinking about looking for local volunteering opportunities 
for a while, but since I have a full time job, I really didn’t think I would 
be able to find anything suitable. At work I was researching fare evasion 
and went along with some colleagues as part of my fieldwork to see how 
they are prosecuted. It was only once I sat in the public gallery there, 
that I realised the magistrates hearing the case were ordinary people, 
volunteering their time for the community. It immediately appealed to 
me, so I looked on the internet to find out more details. There I learned 
that I would sit during the working week and was entitled to the time off 
from my employer, so I applied.

What does being a magistrate 
mean to you?
Being a magistrate is amazingly enjoyable and challenging experience. 
Every day, and every case is different, and it is a real privilege to sit on 
the bench and hear about people’s lives. I have learned an enormous 
amount about my local community and the issues faced by people 
working in the police, social services and probation in Lambeth every 
day. It is also a serious responsibility to sit in judgement and make 
decisions which can have such impacts on people’s lives and those of 
their family.
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What would you list as your greatest 
achievement since becoming a 
magistrate?
As a magistrate you make important decisions and sitting as a group of 
three you sometimes have to argue your point of view to your colleagues. 
I have learnt how best to put my points across and have gained the 
confidence to stand by my judgements. But at the same time, I have 
also learned to take on other points of view and gained a deeper 
understanding of the lives of others which, I hope, has also made me 
more tolerant. It really is the most important thing that I do in my life 
outside of my family.
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