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to voters in Ellis County.

Thank you to all the candidates for
their time in providing responses.

Don’t forget to vote August 4th!
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Blake
Bittel 
Republican

I am Blake Bittel and was 
born in 1971, grew up on a 
farm in Trego County with 
three siblings, and graduated 
from Ellis High School.
I gradu-ated with a BS from 
FHSU in 1994 and received a 
Juris Doctorate from 
Oklahoma City University 
School of Law in 1997.  After a 
successful practice with the 
firm Abowitz, Timberlake, and 
Dahnke, I decided to return to 
my roots and develop and 
expand my practice to cater 
to the needs of those in 
Western Kansas.  In August 
2016, I was appointed by the 
Governor to serve as your 
District Judge for the 23rd 
Judicial District and have 
enjoyed the challenge of the 
position since that time.   

My values I attribute to my 
parents, Stan and Kerry Bittel, 
who currently live on our 3rd 
gen-eration farm in Ellis 
County.  My wife, Rayna, and I 
share five children and two 
grandchildren.

Thomas 
Drees 
Republican

Kerry 
Wasinger 

Republican

I was born in Ellis County to 
fourth-generation Kansans.
I am a fifth generation Ellis 
Countian on my father’s side. 
I’ve lived and worked here 
most of my life. I graduated 
from Thomas More 
Prep-Marian High School 
(1982), Fort Hays State 
University (FHSU) (1986), and 
the University of Kansas 
School of Law (1989). I have 
been married to Patricia 
Penka Drees for nearly 33 
years, and have raised two 
children, Anne and John. 
Patricia is a professor of 
nursing at FHSU. Anne 
teaches English at Great Bend 
High School, and John is 
newly hired to teach junior 
high in Ottawa, Kansas.

I have volunteered locally on 
the Board of Directors for High 
Plains Mental Health Center 
(2006-Present), Ellis County 
Historical Society (2004-Present).
I have served as a BSA Troop 
101 Assistant Scoutmaster 
(2009-Present), Immaculate 
Heart of Mary Confirmation 
Catechist (2005-Present) and 
on Parish Counsel (3 terms – 
totaling 17 years).

I have lived in Ellis County 
since 1999 and am married 
with 2 children. As a farm kid, 
Ellis County is a perfect place 
to raise our family. I moved to 
Ellis County to work for 
Kansas Legal Services after 
graduation from law school in 
area where I could get court 
time and represent farmers 
and ranchers. I have an 
undergraduate degree in 
Agricultural Economics and 
then obtained my law degree 
from Washburn University.
I have worked in the public 
and private legal sector – 
Kansas Legal Service, Child 
Support Enforcement, private 
practice, FHSU (adjunct 
faculty and general counsel) 
and Department for Children 
and Families.

I am running for re-election as 
your 23rd Judicial District 
Judge; the position I am 
passionate about and have 
held for the past four and 
one-half years.  Since 
becoming District Judge, my 
broad past experience in 
multiple areas of the law has 
given me the tools to perform 
my responsibilities as your 
judge in an educated, 
experienced, and successful 
manner.  Encouragement 
from litigants, jurors, 
attorneys, court clerks, staff, 
and the public;  balanced by 
the regard for my 
qualifications, my ability to 
make reasonable, lawful 
decisions, and my application 
of the law as it relates to the 
issues before me strengthens 
my belief that I am the best 
person for this position!
I want to ensure that the 
citizens of the 23rd District 
can continue to rely on my 
experience and reputation for 
having honest and unbiased 
decisions as accounted
by law.

For nearly 31 years, I have had 
the honor and privilege of 
serving the public as a lawyer 
and prosecuting attorney. 
Now, with your consent, I will 
continue to serve the public 
as District Judge of the 23rd 
Judicial District.

I want to use my 31 years of 
legal experience - and life 
experience - to assist litigants, 
witnesses, and others who 
appear in my courtroom as 
we strive to obtain justice. I 
want to ensure that all who 
appear before me have a 
judge with integrity, who is 
independent, impartial, and 
neutral at all times, and who 
is able to fairly assess the 
merits of the case without 
prejudice or bias, with the 
ultimate goal of achieving 
justice.

With my 30+ years of 
courtroom experience, 
including scores of jury trials,
I am prepared to use my 
experience to make tough 
and fair-minded decisions as 
your District Judge.

I chose to run for 23rd Judicial 
District Judge as I truly 
believe my legal and 
non-legal experience would 
be a great asset to the 
position and hence a service 
to a community that I truly 
love belonging to. This is more 
than a move within the legal 
field for me. As my past 
shows, I have always felt a 
need to serve the community. 
My broad experience in the 
legal field as well as my 
experience as a mediator and 
case manager has taught me 
that an open mind, respect 
for all individuals and their 
views as well as respect for 
the judicial system is 
necessary for a Judge and I 
want to provide that to the 
residents of Ellis, Gove, Trego 
and Rooks Counties.

Along with my BS and Juris 
Doctorate degrees, I was 
1995-97 Staff Editor for the 
Oklahoma City University Law 
Review and recipient of the 
CALI Award for Pretrial 
Litigation. The next 14 years 
I represented business and 
individual clients in complex 
litigation in state and federal 
courts.   Returning to Kansas 
in 2007, I continued with civil 
practice and expanded into 
family and criminal law. 

In 2016 I received a great 
opportunity to apply my 
substantial experience as your 
District Judge.  During this 
time I have handled a 
multitude of cases and trials, 
including:  complex medical 
and personal injury actions; 
issues regarding farm, land 
and property rights; contract 
disputes; domestic custody 
and child support; disputed 
probate and trust issues; 
insurance disputes; general 
issues regarding citizen 
complaints and high-level 
criminal cases.  

I also have extensive training 
with the National Judicial 
College and the National 
Forensics Institute.

After law school, I was in 
private practice and Assistant 
Ellis County Attorney for 
seven years. I was elected Ellis 
and Trego County Attorney in 
1996. I have served as an 
elected prosecutor (Ellis 
County 6 terms and Trego 
County 1 term) for nearly 24 
years. Under my leadership, 
Ellis County sentenced 3,371 
felons –  1,081 to prison, in 
fiscal years 1998-2019.

During my professional 
career, I have served as the 
governor’s appointed 
prosecutor to the Kansas 
Sentencing Commission 
(2007-2012); appointed 
prosecutor to the Kansas 
Recodification Commission – 
the redrafting of the Kansas 
Criminal Code (2009-2010); 
and am currently serving the 
Kansas Attorney General as an 
appointed prosecutor to the 
Kansas Sexual Violent 
Predator Commitment 
Review Committee 
(2011-Present), and as an 
appointed prosecutor on the 
Kansas Supreme Court 
Pretrial Justice Committee 
(2018-Present). Locally, I’ve 
served as the prosecutor on 
the Northwest Kansas 
Community Corrections and 
Juvenile Justice Board
since 1996.

I have 20 plus years of 
experience in a wide range of 
legal arenas. District Judges 
in our Judicial District hear all 
types of cases and must make 
fair and impartial decisions for 
each of these cases. My broad 
experience has given me the 
background to approach each 
of these cases with an open 
mind and enough base 
knowledge in each area to 
look for and seek out the 
answers to the necessary 
questions to make the ruling 
based upon the law and the 
facts presented.

1. My top issue is adherence  
 to guidelines, ethics, and  
 law that is required by each  
 case to be applied in an   
 unbiased, rational manner.   
2. Secondly, I will continue to  
 build on my current policy  
 that the court and myself  
 be accessible to litigants.   
 All should feel comfortable  
 knowing they have a voice  
 and will receive due    
 process without bias.  
3. Next, I do and have    
 encouraged the new   
 Access to Justice Program.   
 The number of litigants   
 that cannot afford legal   
 representation is    
 increasing!  While I am not  
 allowed to give legal    
 advice, my staff and I will  
 direct them to resources  
 available that provide   
 information to guide them  
 through the court system.  
4. Finally, I believe the lack of  
 knowledge regarding the  
 court system needs    
 addressing.  I have been   
 working on a plan to   
 provide the public with   
 some learning     
 opportunities with the   
 freedom to ask questions  
 in an open
 environment setting.

1. As a District Judge, I will   
 strive to assist litigants,   
 witnesses, and others who  
 appear in my courtroom to  
 obtain justice. I will ensure  
 that all who appear before  
 me have a judge with   
 integrity, who is     
 independent, impartial,   
 and neutral at all times,   
 and who is able to fairly   
 assess the merits of the   
 case without prejudice or  
 bias, with the ultimate goal  
 of achieving justice.
2. I will work diligently and   
 meticulously to assist   
 litigants and court staff to  
 set hearings in a
 timelier fashion.
3. I will openly communicate  
 with the parties and    
 properly prepare for each  
 hearing and issue that will  
 come before me, to know  
 the relevant issues, statutes  
 and case law necessary to  
 decide the matter.
4. I will timely issue opinions  
 to the litigants to ensure  
 justice is not delayed.
 I will dedicate my full time  
 and attention to     
 accomplishing the judicial  
 tasks entrusted to me.

1. The most pressing problem  
 is balancing providing   
 access to justice for the   
 community while    
 maintaining guidelines for  
 social distancing during   
 the current pandemic.
2. Transparency in the court  
 system as allowed with   
 confidentiality of
 certain cases
3. Timeliness of court’s    
 decisions
4. Use of non-court room   
 solutions to resolve cases  
 such as mediation, case   
 management, etc.

My general judicial 
philosophy is to continue to 
provide an environment in 
the courtroom and 
courthouse that feels 
comfortable and accessible to 
all who need the court system 
to assist them. The days when 
a District Judge appears 
daunting, unapproachable, or 
draconian should be over.
I have applied this philosophy 
in my career as your District 
Judge and, without asking, 
have received great feedback 
from litigants, attorneys, 
jurors and others in respect to 
the warm and sheltered 
environment of my court.  
People feel comfortable 
bringing their claims, 
presenting their disputes, and 
generally feel they have been 
treated fairly and impartially 
while receiving their due 
process as entitled under
the law.

This philosophy demands that 
all people and entities that 
come before me will receive 
equal respect; no matter what 
their background or issues 
encompass.   One example is 
that after a jury trial I always 
meet with the jurors and ask 
them about the experience 
and if they have any feedback 
regarding how my staff or I 
could have made the process 
better for them in some way. 
  
I will strive to continue to 
build on this philosophy in
the future and continue to 
provide equal access to the 
court and provide an 
environment where the 
litigants feel they are 
genuinely heard and know 
they will have a voice!

The role of the court, and 
therefore the judge, in our 
society is to provide a fair and 
public forum in which the 
applicable laws pertaining to 
that particular controversy are 
used to resolve the issue and 
obtain justice for the litigants. 
The ultimate goal of the court, 
and therefore the judge is to 
assist the litigants in each 
hearing to achieve justice.
The judge must be 
knowledgeable about the law 
and courtroom procedures 
and must extend courtesy to 
all litigants and participants 
before the court. Ultimately, 
the judge must apply the 
appropriate law to the 
particular facts at issue and 
make a fair and just decision. 
As a judge, I will be 
thoroughly prepared on each 
case and each issue brought 
before me. I will use my 31 
years of legal experience, and 
life experience, to assist the 
litigants, witnesses, and 
others who appear in my 
courtroom to obtain justice.

Every litigant that appears 
before a court has a right to 
expect their judge to be 
neutral, independent, 
impartial, whose integrity 
cannot be questioned. Proper 
court procedure requires a 
fair, open and timely hearing 
before a qualified and 
independent judge who has 
the ability to fairly assess the 
merits of the case without 
prejudice or bias. I believe my 
years of experience in the law 
– and in life – will allow me to 
be such a judge. If elected 
judge, I will faithfully and 
diligently perform my duties 
to efficiently handle the cases 
and controversies that come 
before me. I will explore 
innovative ways to help move 
litigants’ cases forward 
expeditiously, without 
jeopardizing their right to a 
fair trial and a timely decision.

My judicial philosophy, 
especially as a district judge, 
is my job is not to make the 
law but to apply the law to 
the fact presented. 

Many of those who have not 
been convicted of a felony or 
gone through sentencing 
may be unaware of the 
process and how it works.  
The process which leads to 
the ultimate sentence starts 
with either a plea agreement, 
entered into between the 
county attorney and the 
defendant, or a conviction by 
a jury of 12 persons.
If it is a plea; there are also 
agreements and 
recommendations regarding 
sentencing.   Before 
sentencing a Presentence 
Investigation Report is 
prepared which reveals a 
criminal history of the 
defendant from the worst 
being an “A” to an “I” meaning 
no criminal history.
The legislature then provides 
a grid where the felony is 
ranked from 1 (worst) to  9 
(least) levels for non-drug and 
1 (worst) to 5 (least) drug.   
That reveals three sentencing 
possibilities of the number of 
months in prison and also 
whether the defendant’s 
sentence is presumed prison 
or probation.  The three 
possibilities are a standard 
(mid-range), aggravated 
(high-range) or mitigated 
(low-range).  

With rare exception, the 
Judge is required by law to 
follow the PSI 
recommendations but can 
impose a sentence within the 
3 ranges.  There are also laws 
that direct the judge as to 
what factors to consider if the 
sentence will be aggravated 
or mitigated within that 
range.  The judge is required 
to follow those factors, 
including taking into 
consideration arguments of 
the attorneys.   

Considerations that affect my 
final imposition of sentence 
are the nature of the crime, 
resulting injury of the victim, 
the risk of citizens’ safety, 
history of the criminal 
committing the crime, and 
statements of the victim; if 
made in writing or by 
appearance at the sentencing.  
In the past I have only veered 
from the recommen-dations 
of the plea agreement if I 
believe the sentence agreed 
to was not in alignment with 
the crime.

A candidate for judicial office 
cannot make any statements 
that could affect the outcome, 
or impair the fairness, of a 
matter pending or impending 
before a court. Further, 
judicial candidates cannot 
make pledges, promises or 
commitments that are 
inconsistent with the 
impartial performance of the 
adjudicative duties of the 
judicial office. (Kansas 
Supreme Court Rule on 
Judicial Conduct #4.1(a)(5) 
and (6)).

Accordingly, I cannot 
prejudge any issue, or 
promise how I would rule on 
an issue that may come 
before me, and sentencing 
will come before me, if 
elected. However, I can speak 
generally about departure 
sentences. Kansas sentencing 
laws are codified in chapter 21 
sections 6600 – 6800 (Kansas 
Statutes Annotated 2019 
Supplement (pages 589-660). 
This question asks about 
departure sentences, a 
sentence that is either more 
or less severe than the 
standard sentence pursuant 
to the Kansas Sentencing 
Guidelines. Specifically, 
departure sentences are 
codified at K.S.A. 2019 
Supplement 21-6815 through 
21-6818. Kansas Sen-tencing 
Guidelines require the judge 
to impose the presumed 
sentence, unless the judge 
finds substantial and 
compelling reasons to impose 
a departure sentence.

Unless an upward departure 
(more severe) sentence is 
agreed to by the parties in 
their plea agreement, the 
matter must be submitted to 
the trier of fact, jury or judge 
(if a jury trial is waived).
A downward departure 
sentence (less severe) is 
decided by the sentencing 
judge. The statutes for 
upward departure 
(aggravating factors) or 
downward departure 
(mitigating factors) include a 
long list of factors too 
numerous to list here. 
Separate factors exist if it is a 
drug conviction versus a 
nondrug conviction. The trier 
of fact (jury or judge) must 
find substantial and 
compelling reasons to impose 
a departure sentence. 
Recognizing substantial and 
compelling reasons to depart 
takes a lot of life and legal 
experience, which I possess.

In reviewing and determining 
any sentence, I would review 
the facts of the case, any 
agreement between the 
County Attorney and Defense 
counsel, including the 
reasoning behind such 
agreement and any requests 
from each counsel as to a 
deviation from the standard, 
victim impact statement or 
other presentation of victim’s 
thoughts or feelings in the 
matter. As a sentencing 
judge, it is my responsibility to 
review all the facts and to 
clearly state the reasons for 
such deviation, may that 
deviation be for a harsher or 
lighter sentence the same 
review is necessary.

Achieving greater 
representation of women and 
people of color in the Western 
Kansas court systems is 
already a work in progress.
If we consider those that 
currently work in our court 
systems, we would include 
attorneys, judges, judicial 
officers, administrative 
assis-tants, court reporters, 
court service officers, 
administrators, probation 
officers, and clerks of the 
court.

Regarding attorneys there
are certain pro-grams in place 
that provide those in law 
school to locate in Western 
Kansas and intern with the 
firms and or the court.  We 
have been utilizing and 
encouraging that process.
I also have worked with high 
schools and college students 
who are considering law 
school and inform them of 
the advantages of practicing 
law in Western Kansas.  
Promoting active 
recruit-ment through our law 
firms and the local uni-versity 
would be a good starting 
point.  I realize there is always 
more to be done to achieve 
balance.  While it is not my 
job to recruit staff, I would 
recommend that the 
application process be 
broadened beyond the 
community to attract women 
and persons of color to apply 
to in-crease the diversity of 
those employed in the 23rd 
judicial District.  

While this is only an estimate, 
there are cur-rently 11 female 
attorneys, with one being a 
female of color, that I 
continuously see in this court 
system and they are highly 
committed and enjoy 
excellent practices in Western 
Kansas.  In comparison I 
regularly see around 17 highly 
committed male attorneys.    
As for staff in the 23rd judicial 
district, there are 14 women 
and 5 males, with one of the 
women being a bilingual, 
woman of color.   Regarding 
repre-sentation of women, 
the 23rd judicial district is well 
represented.   As for people of 
color, obvi-ously we have a 
small base of applicants from 
our district and would have to 
expand searches for 
applicants from other areas to 
improve diversification.

Two District Judge positions 
are included in the 23rd 
Judicial District (3 magistrate 
judges as well). All 5 judges 
are elected. The district is also 
comprised of numerous court 
staff including administrative 
assistants, court clerks, court 
service officers, a judicial 
administrator and court 
reporter. One district judge is 
appointed the “Chief Judge” 
in each judicial district. 
Currently, division 2 – District 
Judge Glenn R. Braun, is the 
Chief Judge of the 23rd 
Judicial District. The Chief 
Judge in each district is 
vested with “hire and fire” 
authority within the district. 
Division 1, the subject of this 
election, does not have “hire 
and fire” authority. Therefore, 
this is an academic or 
theoretical question.

As the elected Ellis County 
Attorney for nearly 24 years I 
have hired 15 assistant county 
attorneys, 5 of which were 
women, 2 of which remain on 
staff. Charlene Brubaker and 
Brenda Basgall comprise 50% 
of the current attorney staff, 
which also includes Aaron 
Cunningham and me.
I have hired 19 legal assistants, 
2 of which were men and 2 of 
which were “people of color.”
I have always hired the best 
person available for the job, 
based on merit, regardless of 
sex, race, color, religion, 
ethnicity, national origin, or 
sexual orientation. And 
women and “people of color” 
have been hired because of 
their merit. If I am elected 
district judge, and if I 
someday am appointed the 
“Chief Judge,” then I would 
continue to hire based on 
merit,  and women and 
“people of color” will, by 
merit, be hired.

I believe that everyone should 
have equal ac-cess to the law.  
As a judge, I will make sure all 
are treated fairly as required 
under the Consti-tution of the 
United States and Kansas.
If elected, I would be proud to 
be the first woman district 
judge in the 23rd judicial 
district. I will work to ensure 
the court is accessible to 
everyone and people will have 
the access to understand 
what is happening in the 
cases they are involved in.
I will make sure my decisions 
are based in the law and that 
those involved understand 
how I came to my decision. 
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Tell the 
community 
about yourself 
and your 
background.

Why are you 
running for 
office?

What 
pertinent 
experience do 
you have that 
would make 
you successful 
in the office 
you are 
seeking?

Please 
prioritize the 
top four 
issues/items 
you would like 
to address 
while in office.

What is your 
general 
judicial 
philosophy? 

What criteria 
would you use 
for deciding 
whether to 
impose or 
affirm 
sentences 
outside of 
standard 
ranges?

How would 
you work to 
achieve 
greater 
representation 
of women and 
people of color 
in the courts 
system in 
Western 
Kansas?

Learn more about 
candidates in the contested
Ellis County primary election races
on August 4th.


