
Making Project Lifesaver a reality 

After initially receiving the grant in September, the Crook County 
Sheriff’s Office Search and Rescue team has recruited its first client 
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Beckie Griffith places a personal location unit (bracelet) on the ankle of their first client 
for Project Lifesaver. SAR volunteer Jim Burge also assisted in activating the first unit, 
and said they had a positive response from the client and the caregiver. 

By Ramona McCallister, Central Oregonian Newspaper 

When the Crook County Sheriff’s Search and Rescue (SAR) received its grant for Project 
Lifesaver in September 2011, they knew that they were onto something great. 



The Sheriff’s Office obtained the grant as a way to provide rapid response to persons 
with cognitive disabilities who wander away from family or caregivers. For individuals 
with Alzheimer’s, autism, Down syndrome, and dementia, the possibility of wandering 
miles from their home is a very serious reality, and the risk of injury increases with every 
minute they are missing. 

In the case of Project Lifesaver, the client is provided with a low-power transmitter 
bracelet that emits a unique radio signal 24 hours per day. When they become lost, the 
caregiver calls 911 and the trained volunteer SAR team responds, using a mobile locator 
system to track the signal to locate the client. 

The first step in the process for the local SAR was obtaining the tracking equipment and 
training SAR volunteers to use the devices. Secondly, they set out to let the public know 
about the availability of the system to recruit new clients. The service is free to the clients 
and caregivers, thanks to grants and donations from several local businesses. 

When recruiting, SAR volunteers take into consideration those individuals who are 
vulnerable and may be subject to wander. According to Search and Rescue Coordinator 
and Sheriff’s Deputy Brandi Lange, they now have one confirmed client and several 
pending clients. She said that the SAR department now has a total of four bracelets 
altogether. 

“We’re really excited about it,” said Lange. She noted that they have several applications 
just waiting to be finalized, and word is starting to get out. 

Search and Rescue volunteer Jim Burge has been involved since the department received 
the grant. He said that the first client visit had an unexpected outcome upon going out and 
placing the bracelet.  

“A neat thing occurred that we had not been trained for or had not been briefed on,” 
explained Burge. He said that he and another volunteer, Beckie Griffith, went to place the 
bracelet on the client and meet with the caregiver. He said they instantly developed a 
bond with the client when they put on the bracelet. 

“We instantly had rapport with her,” said Burge. “I was not anticipating that to be the 
case, but we did.” He added that her caregiver conveyed a sense of relief when they put 
the bracelet on his wife. 

“As soon as we put that on her ankle, he walked outside with us, and said ‘Now, I can go 
out and walk into my shop and do some things, and I can mow the lawn and do some 
things on the property. I don’t have to watch her every second.”’ 

Burge said she had a history of wandering — as many as eight miles away. He said that 
when they were training, they were briefed on the fact that it might take several visits to 
gain the trust of the clients, but he said that on their very first client visit, he felt that they 
had her trust immediately. 



“I was uncomfortable going there for the first time — not knowing what to expect, and it 
turned out to be a very positive experience — even with the client. 

“It was a really neat interview process, and I believe that the other individuals who have 
went out for the interview processes have come away with exactly the same experience.” 

Burge said that time is of the essence when a person with a cognitive disorder becomes 
missing. Project Lifesaver reduces the average search time from nine hours to less than 
30 minutes. He noted that the local SAR team has verified these numbers, and they have 
even hid a transmitter in the court house and Pioneer Memorial Hospital to verify that 
they could locate a missing client that was inside a structure. 

“After we placed the anklet on the (first client), then we actually drove around the Powell 
Butte area, and mapped where we could pick her up from. She was inside of her house at 
the time. We documented about six different areas that we know, that we can go to those 
areas – and if she is in the general vicinity of her house — we will be able to pick her 
up.” 

He said that being able to document the location of where they can pick up the signals of 
clients is very important. He added that if the client is in town, they immediately have 
SAR volunteers go to View Point to establish a signal anywhere in Prineville.  

Burge said that there is also a receiver unit in the SAR warehouse in the Baldwin 
Industrial Park. There is another unit placed at the Crook County Sheriff’s office. This 
allows them to get a line of direction at the View Point from the Sheriff’s office and the 
warehouse. 

“If they can also get a direction, they will cross. Wherever they cross is where they are at. 
We practice that a lot.” 

He said that during their training, the longest time to pinpoint the frequencies was 16 
minutes. He said one example was when they hid a transmitter in the cafeteria of Pioneer 
Memorial Hospital. They had two teams who started out at the same time. 

One team came right to the outside area of the cafeteria. The other team came in another 
entrance and came down the hallway and came to the same location. 

“It was actually hidden in a flower vase inside.” 

Burge added that the caregivers are also given tasks to ensure that the transmitters are 
working accurately each day. They must also be willing to agree to call immediately 
upon an incident with the client going missing. 

“We don’t want them to wait 30 minutes; we want them to call us immediately. We don’t 
care if it’s a false alarm for us. We don’t mind – time is of the essence, especially when 
it’s cold out.” 



The SAR volunteers also compile a file for each client that includes the patient’s 
background, and this is taken on a call, as well as the tracking equipment. Burge said that 
caregivers can also travel out of town to areas where law enforcement agencies have the 
program. They just have to inform them of the individual frequency of the client. 

When minutes count, families in the Project Lifesaver program can rest assured that their 
loved one will be found in a timely manner, and as Burge said, “It can be the difference 
between life and death.” 

For more information on Project Lifesaver, call Brandi Lange at 541-447-6398. 
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