Voters at town halls wonder: Just where are our lawmakers?
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From banners draped over freeways to daily protests and both real and faux town hall meetings, this congressional recess has shaped up as a call to arms for activists looking to resist the administration and policies of President Donald Trump.

But it’s Republican members of Congress — either in person or in absentia — who are taking the brunt of the ire from constituents, both in Michigan and across the nation, who want them to know they disagree, often loudly and passionately, with the direction the new administration is heading, from the repeal of the Affordable Care Act to the more severe immigration restrictions to allegations of collusion between Russia President Vladimir Putin and Trump.

 “I support the Affordable Care Act. This is the reason I called his office every day,” said Laura Correa, 22, of Auburn Hills, during a town hall meeting in West Bloomfield where 75 people gathered hoping to talk with U.S. Rep. David Trott, R-Birmingham. “We need access to family planning services and should not defund Planned Parenthood. They don’t understand that the people who are going to be hurt the most are low-income families.”

Trott was a no-show at the meeting, which was organized by Bryan Watson, a West Bloomfield resident who remembered the town hall meetings during the ACA debate and was disturbed that Trott hadn't met with constituents in quite a while. Trott  instead was on a congressional delegation trip to India during the recess. So the crowd in West Bloomfield vented about recent policy decisions, the absence of Trott and signaled their support or opposition to ideas expressed with green and red index cards held high in the air.

Several other Michigan Republican representatives were targets of dismay from constituents at similar town hall meetings, protests at their district offices and marches to demonstrate opposition to everything from stricter immigration enforcement to the repeal of the Affordable Care Act.  It’s part of a national movement that began the day after Trump was inaugurated when millions of people descended on Washington, D.C.,  and in cities  worldwide to demonstrate against the new administration.

That movement has morphed into smaller protests by individuals and groups and congressional town hall meetings, many of which have devolved into shouting matches between constituents and lawmakers.

Hundreds of people showed up at the East Lansing Public Library last week for meetings with staffers of U.S. Rep. Mike Bishop, R-Rochester. It wasn’t a town hall setting, but rather individual sessions with small groups of people that left many who traveled to East Lansing unhappy or unable to get in to register their concerns during the hour-long event.

Other protests have been held in recent weeks by constituents who want in-person meetings with Trott and U.S. Reps. Tim Walberg, R-Tipton, Fred Upton, R-St. Joseph, Jack Bergman, R-Watersmeet, Bill Huizenga, R-Holland, and John Moolenaar, R-Midland. In addition to demonstrations in the districts, some groups have started websites or Twitter handles, including: wheresdavetrott.com or #wheresmikebishop.

Huizenga had a town hall meeting scheduled for Saturday in Lake City.

U.S. Rep. Justin Amash, R-Cascade Township, has been the exception in Michigan, holding four town hall meetings so far this year, including sessions in Battle Creek on Thursday and Hastings on Saturday.

“We didn’t always get the same level of media coverage,” Amash told a crowd of about 250 in Battle Creek last week. “I want to encourage more people to attend. If you have friends and family, tell them everyone is welcome here.”

Postcards and pints 
This spring break has been dubbed #resistancerecess by local and national organizers, who have publicized some sort of protest in nearly every congressional district in Michigan. The ranks of protesters and angry constituents has grown since the November election in which Trump won the Electoral College vote over Democrat Hillary Clinton, who won the popular vote.

The movement has been fueled by the fledgling Women’s March on Washington and honed by national organizations such as MoveOn.org, Indivisible and the Working Families Party. Other groups have developed and grown more locally and organically through social media — think postcards and pints —  in which groups of people get together to write postcards to their representatives in Congress and have a cocktail or two.

On a recent Sunday evening, 30,000 people across the nation tuned in for a teleconference training session organized by MoveOn, Indivisible and other groups to learn how to be more effective in getting their voices heard.

“Where we take our inspiration is from an unexpected place. It’s the tea party,” said Ezra Levin, a former congressional staffer and one of the authors behind Indivisible: A Practical Guide for Resisting the Trump Agenda. “We think they got it right in terms of strategy and tactics by focusing on members of Congress. If you want to resist the Trump agenda, you focus locally.”

Some of the advice on the training call was basic: Be polite but persistent when asking questions of a member of Congress; record the event and post it on Facebook live; have a battery backup and try to ensure good lighting. Other tidbits were more strategic: organize a town hall meeting and have an empty chair or cardboard cutout of the missing member of Congress; try to get as much media coverage as possible because if there’s one thing a lawmaker likes less than a town hall meeting, it’s negative publicity, said Costa Kokkinos, a social worker from Brooklyn and one of leaders on the training call.

“A quick lesson learned is that a representative is very vulnerable to negative press,” he said. “And all of this can be used in a general election. This is a long game of chess.”

On the phone 
Most of Michigan’s Republican members of Congress have enlisted the telephone as their means of interacting with constituents, but there have been complaints that the method is both unreliable for constituents unable to get on the calls and dishonest because congressional staff screen the callers to determine their topics. The tele-town hall allows a congressional office to connect thousands of people at once onto a call that includes a question-and-answer period.

Trott, Bishop, Huizenga, Upton and Walberg have all used that method of communication with varying degrees of success.

Huizenga posted the audio of his two February tele-town halls on his congressional website, revealing that every single caller had a question that was either critical of him for not holding in-person meetings with constituents or disagreed with his position on issues.

“Over the years of doing this, we have found that telephone town halls by far reach the most people in the district,” he told the first caller on the Feb. 15 call. “We can reach people who can’t physically get out to a town hall. We reach tens of thousands of people at a time.”

Constituents of Huizenga, Bishop and Trott have complained about the tele town hall, however, because glitches have caused dozens of people to request to get on the call, but they’re not included. The questions also get screened by staffers and the member of Congress gets to pick and choose which questions they take.

Trott’s tele-town hall Feb. 7 featured about a 50-50 split of callers who either supported him or opposed his positions on policy.

Bishop’s office didn’t release audio of his two tele-town hall calls in February, citing privacy concerns for the callers, said his spokeswoman Kelli Ford. The office also wouldn’t release his schedule for the recess period, saying only that he met with veterans last week and participated in 16 public events last year.

“Congressman Bishop has been hosting tele-townhalls because it is a highly effective way to reach a very large number of people,” Ford said. “He has contacted more than 60,000 individual households this year and will reach even more in the coming weeks.”

Moolenaar said he’s had 26 public “listening sessions,” including three this year around the district, since he was first elected in 2014. One of the sessions earlier this year was with a smaller group of people from Indivisible and other people critical of the Trump administration’s policies.

“The one thing I think is really important is that these sessions generate some light and not just heat,” he said. “What’s the right setting for people to get their voices heard and not feel intimidated by people who might disagree with them.”

Moolenaar wouldn’t concede that meeting with constituents with other viewpoints has led to him changing his mind on an issue, “But they’ve helped me to understand their perspective. For example, there’s a commitment to have a new health care policy for our country and that hasn’t changed. But listening and understanding people about what they think a successful plan looks like, that has been helpful getting that feedback.”

See you in person
The town hall sessions that have been held this year by Amash have been raucous with people booing him and cheering speakers who express views against the Trump administration. But there has also been a level of respect by crowds who appreciate that they get a chance to confront their lawmakers in person.

The meetings are reminiscent of tea party gatherings in 2009-10 in the wake of Barack Obama being elected president and the passage of the Affordable Care Act, which resulted in angry town hall meetings for Democrats.

“Town halls are not new. Every congressional district has had them. What has changed has been the policies and executive orders that have really touched the core of our democracy. People are coming out and saying, 'I don’t like what’s going on,' and their voices need to be heard,” said U.S. Rep. Brenda Lawrence, D-Southfield, after a town hall  in Detroit last week that included little of the angry exchanges that have marked  meetings held by Republicans.

“We went through this when Obamacare was being rolled out and Democrats went through these very contentious town halls and now the same thing is happening again,” Lawrence added.

While constituents clamor for meetings with their representatives in Congress, there’s little evidence that policy positions will change on issues that are at the core of Republican philosophy. Amash freely admitted he didn't want more federal regulations on gun owners, despite cheers from the Battle Creek crowd that wanted stricter oversight.

Dayna Polehanki, a Livonia resident at the West Bloomfield town hall, said she’s skeptical that a town hall meeting will have the desired effect.

“I think we may be overestimating his concern about what we think at all. The only time he has to care is November in 2018,” she said of Trott. “This meeting is good, but I think it’s going to be largely ignored by him. We have to spend some time finding a candidate who can beat him.”

That was something that Jan Feldman of Waterford could get behind.

"We have to target Mr. Trott's job security," she said. "Thirteen thousand  votes got him in the office. If we can come up with 13,001 people who are unhappy with him, he may not have a job in 2018."
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