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THE MAGISTRATES’ COURT 
 

In England and Wales over 95% of criminal cases are heard in the Magistrates’ Courts.  

You will find a Magistrates’ Court in a town near where you live.  When someone has been 

arrested and accused of breaking the law, the case will be heard in a Magistrates’ Court. 
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Magistrates’ Courts are held Mondays to Fridays and are open on Saturday mornings 

ready to deal with anyone who was arrested on Friday night or the early hours of Saturday 

morning.  A Magistrates’ Court is usually presided over by 3 Magistrates who are called 

Justices of the Peace.  The panel of Judges is called ‘the Bench’.  Magistrates are not paid, 

but they can claim for expenses and loss of earnings.  There are roughly 30,000 

Magistrates currently working in England and Wales. 

 

The type of cases a Magistrate deals with are: 

 

CRIMINAL OFFENCES 

 

• Summary offences – including driving offences and disorderly conduct. 

• Triable either way offences – including serious assault and theft.  More serious 

cases can be heard at the Crown Court. 

• Indictable offences – including rape and murder.  All these type of cases can be tried 

at Crown Court.  The Magistrates’ Court will decide if bail will be allowed before 

the case is heard in the Crown Court. 

 

CIVIL OFFENCES 
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• Cases concerning the welfare of children. 

• Granting alcohol licences. 

• Granting gambling and betting licences. 

• Family law including maintenance orders. (incorrect indent) 

• Dealing with people who do not pay their council tax. 

 



Defendants appearing in court may be in police custody, on bail or summoned to attend 

court.  The case will be heard in front of the Bench. The Clerk to the Court is legally 

qualified and advises the Bench on legal matters and points of law.  Cases are brought by 

the Crown Prosecution Service (CPS).  The Defendant can use the duty Solicitor if they do 

not have their own in court.  For some minor cases, such as motoring offences, the 

Defendant will represent themselves.  A representative from the Probation Office will also sit 

in court as they may have to give a report to the court on behalf of one of the Defendants.  

Visitors can sit in the public gallery and listen to cases.  This is also where the family of 

Defendants watch the proceedings. 

 

If the Defendant pleads guilty, then punishment will be given by the Judge after discussion 

with the other Judges on the Bench and, as long as the offence does not warrant more 

than 6 months’ sentence, or a fine of £5,000, sentence will be passed.  The Defendant will 

either go to prison, pay a fine or do community service.   If the punishment deserves more 

or the Defendant pleads not guilty, then the case is referred to the Crown Court. 

 

Magistrates’ Courts also issue warrants that have been requested by their local police force 

and also handle cases in the Youth Court where offenders are aged between 10 and 17.  

The Magistrates that preside over Youth Courts have specialised training in dealing with 

young offenders.  Magistrates can impose a custodial sentence known as a Detention and 

Training Order for up to 2 years. 
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