Devon Heartlands Community Forum Meeting 4th Feb 2009

Additional Notes of a Presentation by Mike Walker – Chair of the Central Devon Magistrates Bench
Mike explained the background to the Central Devon Bench as one of three covering Devon, the other two being South & North. The central bench absorbed rural benches such as Okehampton Magistrates Court. The Court is managed by HM Court Services.

They have a pool of 160 magistrates, who are volunteers receiving travel & expenses only. Anyone can apply to become a magistrate & the Bench is keen to achieve a broad cross-section of the community. It is obviously a satisfying position as turnover is just 10 per annum. This is largely due to the variety of the work & the wide range of interesting characters that one meets. The Magistrates receive a continuous training programme to keep them abreast of the new laws the current government has placed some 3,000 new laws & have a Sentencing Guideline Manual. 

The bench operates mainly from Heavitree, Exeter with four courts sitting:-

· Adult Criminal Court

· Youth Court

· Family Court

In a typical year they will hear approximately 35,000 cases, which is roughly 10% of the population covered by the central bench. Offences heard range from serious criminal cases (which get passed onto Crown Courts) to motoring offences. 

Note:-  A Speeding offence  gives you a criminal record.

Family Court considers cases concerning children protection, which can include graphic personal experiences, however contrary to popular belief, it is an open court & press can attend. The Court’s priority is the child & look at all family options, including the extended family, before placing in Care. Currently there are about 2,500 children in care throughout Devon.   

Youth Court has as its aim “to keep young people out of the criminal justice system” as experience shows that once in the system they tend to turn to crime. This is done through working in partnership with the relevant agencies & organisations. The Central Devon Youth Court is 4th best performing out of 300 in England, which proves the success of this partnership approach.

