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Judicial races are a challenge for the media to cover and for the public to evaluate. A judicial 
candidate cannot tell you how he or she will rule on a particular issue or discuss a case that 
may be before the court. 

Many things that are appropriate to ask in a political race are inappropriate in a judicial election. 
Yet judges are on the ballot and the public is tasked with making an informed decision on a 
critical position. 

For voters it comes down to looking at the candidate’s professional background, how that 
person is viewed and respected within their profession and a gut feeling on who you’d rather 
see on the bench making a decision that could dramatically change the course of a person’s life. 

In regard to the first two criteria the candidates for the Kittitas County Superior Court judge 
position, Fran Chmelewski and Jim Denison are imminently qualified. In fact, it’s hard to think of 
a race in recent history where two people are any more qualified than Chmelewski and Denison 
are for the position they are seeking. 

If you spend any length of time talking to either person you will come away impressed by their 
intelligence, temperament, judgment and willingness to consider new ideas. Both are 
proponents of Drug Court and mediation as alternatives to traditional court proceedings. Both 
are cognizant of the cost of legal proceedings and the need to keep the legal process 
accessible to people of limited economic means. 

So, on one hand we could consider the job done. Whoever we elect will be qualified to fill the 
position of Superior Court judge. 

But there is still the issue of which one might be better qualified and what qualities would make 
one of two competent people the better choice. 

One factor we can rule out is political affiliation. It is irrelevant and inappropriate in a judicial 
race, which is why judges are non-partisan positions. Judges apply the law to the case at hand. 
That is the criteria for making a decision. 



The issue of Chmelewski’s appointment by Gov. Gregoire has been raised, implying that 
spectre of “political appointment.” The fact is the process the governor’s office followed was 
much more an extensive professional job search involving interviews with multiple attorney 
groups, reference letters and reference checks and ultimately an interview with the governor. 
The top two candidates in that search were Chmelewski and Denison, with Chmelewski getting 
the final nod. 

Our primary election process resulted in the same final two. We can be fairly confident we have 
the two best qualified people on the ballot. 

Much like the governor’s staff did, you need to check their references. Talk to people who 
encounter the legal process, whether in the courthouse or in private practice. Add their input to 
your impressions of the candidates. 

The Daily Record editorial board decided to not endorse in this race because both candidates 
are qualified. It is hard to make a choice in a judicial race but it is important decision to make. 
Take the time, ask some questions and when filling in that little circle ultimately ask yourself who 
would you want to see behind the bench if you were standing in the courtroom. 
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