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1 Executive Summary 
In November 2025, the UK Justice Secretary announced plans to introduce jury-less courts 
for most cases currently heard in the Crown Court. While no final decision has been made, 
the Free Speech Union is concerned that the introduction of jury-less courts risks 
undermining fundamental protections for free expression in the UK. Juries have historically 
served as a vital safeguard against overreach in cases involving speech. 
 
Our analysis of Ministry of Justice data (2017–2025) reveals significant differences in 
acquittal rates between courts with and without juries: 
 

• Overall Acquittal Rates: Crown Court cases (with juries) show an average acquittal 
rate of 21.6%, nearly double that of Magistrates’ courts (11.4%). In the last three 
years, this gap has widened to 25.8% vs. 10.1%. 

• Speech-Related Offences: Acquittal rates are higher for offences involving speech or 
expression. Crown Court cases average 27.6%, compared to 15.9% in Magistrates’ 
courts. Recent years show an even sharper contrast (32.1% vs. 14.1%). 

• Impact of Plea: For Crown Court cases where defendants pleaded “Not Guilty,” 
acquittal rates rise dramatically—62.1% overall, and 71.4% for speech offences. 

 
While case mix differences between courts remain a limitation, the aggregate data suggests 
that jury trials are associated with substantially higher acquittal rates, particularly for 
speech-related offences. This finding has significant implications for policy decisions on jury-
less courts. Removing juries from most Crown Court cases could significantly alter acquittal 
rates, particularly for offences involving speech or expression.  
 

2 Methodology & Key Findings 
The Ministry of Justice provides criminal justice statistics, including conviction rates for both 
Magistrates’ Courts and Crown Courts. Crown Court data also includes information on 
defendant pleas, enabling a more detailed analysis of acquittal rates. In addition, we have 
identified a subset of HO Offence Codes1 that are likely to involve a significant element of 
speech or expression. These are listed in the table below: 

 
1 An HO (Home Office) offence code is a unique identifier used in England and Wales to classify specific 
criminal offences for statistical and recording purposes. 

https://www.gov.uk/government/statistics/criminal-justice-system-statistics-quarterly-june-2025
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Based on the Free Speech Union’s casework of more than 5,000 incidents since February 
2020, we have observed that laws concerning “harassment, alarm, or distress” are 
increasingly being applied by UK authorities in ways that affect freedom of expression. 
 

 
 
The “Plea at Crown Court” data field included four possible values: Guilty, Not Guilty, Not 
Known, and N/A. Acquittal rates for Not Guilty pleas were significantly higher than the 
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overall average—rising from 21.6% to 62.1%. For speech-related offences, the increase was 
even more pronounced, jumping from 27.6% to 71.4%. 
 
A key limitation of this analysis is the likely difference in case mix between Crown Courts 
and Magistrates’ Courts. To explore this further, we examined speech-related offences at 
the level of Home Office (HO) Offence Codes. This revealed notable variations by offence 
type. For example: 

• Offence Code 00855: Crown Court acquittal rate of 37.3%, compared to 11.8% in 
Magistrates’ Court. 

• Offence Code 12509: Crown Court acquittal rate of 4.1%, compared to 21.2% in 
Magistrates’ Court. 

 
These disparities suggest that differences in offence composition may influence overall 
acquittal rates by court. Nevertheless, at an aggregate level—across several thousand 
cases—there remains a clear and marked difference in acquittal rates depending on 
whether a jury is present. 
 

 

 
3 Data Weaknesses 
As noted in the footnote to the main results table, some data fields—such as the 
defendant’s plea—were incomplete. Where necessary, we excluded any data points that 
could not be confidently assigned to a specific category. 
 
The Ministry of Justice also identifies several important data limitations, qualifications, and 
explanatory notes in its published tables. For completeness, these are reproduced in full 
below. 
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Crown Court Data Tool 
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Magistrates’ Court Data Tool 
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Magistrates’ Court Data Tool (Continued) 
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