ACTIVITY 6

Courts with criminal jurisdiction (allow 30 minutes)

Please now look at the direct.gov website to find out some information about criminal courts.
Open the following page:

www.direct.gov.uk/en/crimejusticeandthelaw/goingtocourt
Please then answer the following questions:
1 What are the two different types of criminal court called?
2 How are criminal offences classified? Hint: what sort of offences would be tried in
which court?
COMMENT

1 There are two main criminal trial courts. These are the magistrates’ court, which deals
with the majority of criminal offences, and the Crown Court.

A magistrates’ court will be made up of three magistrates who are not legally qualified, or
one district judge (previously known as a stipendiary magistrate) who is legally qualified.
In the Crown Court you will usually find one judge sitting with a jury (see paragraph 5.4,
below).



2 Criminal offences are classified in three ways:

(a) First, those that are seen as being relatively minor offences; these are called ‘summary
offences’. These offences can only be tried in the magistrates’ court. Examples are
some public order offences and many of the driving offences, such as speeding.

(b) Secondly, there are those offences that are seen as always serious and are known as
‘indictable offences’. They can only be tried in the Crown Court and are decided by a
jury. There are 77 Crown Court centres across England and Wales. These would
include such serious offences as murder and robbery.

(c) In between, there are offences that are known as being ‘triable either way’. They can
be heard either in the magistrates’ court or in the Crown Court. The magistrates first
decide whether the case is too serious for them to hear. If they decide that it is too
serious, the case will go to the Crown Court. If the decision is that it is not too serious,
the defendant will be given the choice of whether he or she wants the case heard in
the magistrates’ court or Crown Court. Theft is an either way offence because it can
be a minor offence (e.g. shoplifting of goods to a low value) or a major offence (e.g.
stealing large sums of money from an employer).
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