Project Lifesaver training hosted by Sheriff’s Department over the weekend 

Julia Bluff 1-15-08 from the Paso Robles Press.

On Saturday and Sunday, members of the San Luis Obispo Sheriff’s Department conducted Project Lifesaver certification training for members of the Exeter Police Department and Tulare County. 

According to Jon “Woody” Wordsworth, who is the California State Trainer for the program, Project Lifesaver is proven to locate at-risk people, such as those suffering from Alzheimer’s disease, Down syndrome and Autism who may wander away from home. PL clients are outfitted with a battery-operated radio wrist transmitter, which is about the size of a wristwatch. The device broadcasts a signal 24 hours a day, seven days a week. Each wristband has its own unique frequency, which can be tracked on the ground and in the air and allows law enforcement agencies to locate PL clients quickly and easily.

The program has been in place in SLO County through the Sheriff’s Department since September of 2004. Currently, there are 33 people in SLO County on the program, though Wordsworth said there are more than 6,000 SLO County residents who are eligible to receive PL bracelets.

It was the 2003 disappearance of 82-year old Arroyo Grande resident Vern Erno that acted as a catalyst for the installation of the PL system in SLO County, Wordsworth said. Erno, who suffered from Alzheimer’s Disease, wandered away from a relative in San Luis Obispo. More than four years later, Erno has still not been found.

“If he had Project Lifesaver, we would have found him,” Wordsworth said.

Following Erno’s disappearance, SLO County Lion’s Club chapters funded the purchase of the transmitters, which cost $300 each.

“Every Lion’s Club [in the county] has contributed at least $1,000 to this program,” Wordsworth said.

According to Wordsworth, there are five million people in the United States that are currently suffering with Alzheimer’s disease. Of that number, 59 percent of Alzheimer’s patients wander away from their loved ones and caretakers. If not found within 24 hours of the time they go missing, those patients have just a 50 percent chance of living, he said. Those odds improve dramatically if the patient is wearing a PL transmitter.

Since the program’s inception in 1999, there have been more than 1,500 searches involving PL nationwide, Wordsworth said. In every single case, the person who wandered away from their home and their caretaker was found.

“This program is a real good program to basically save people’s lives,” he said.

PL allows law enforcement personnel to triangulate the position of the client, meaning that those who become lost are found, usually within minutes of being reported missing. Wordsworth said that most PL clients who wander away are located in an average of 30 minutes.

In December of 2007, PL was successfully used by the Sheriff Department Search and Rescue team to locate an 83-year-old Alzheimer client who had traveled 20 miles away from his home on a mountain bike.

The SAR team was able to triangulate the man’s position from the radio transmitter attached to his wrist and return him to his loved ones.

During the weekend certification training, Wordsworth and training officer Sam Vigil educated members of the Exeter Police Department about Alzheimer’s disease, Autism and Down syndrome. They also facilitated field demonstrations on how to locate someone wearing the transmitter.

Currently, there are 12 agencies in the state that are actively using PL to find loved ones who go missing. Wordsworth said that he is in talks with several other agencies interested in the program.

While Project Lifesaver is growing quickly throughout the state and the country, Wordsworth said that officials often encounter hesitation from the family members of those who are likely to wander.

“The biggest thing with people with Alzheimer’s is that the family has denial,” he said. “They don’t want to admit that they have problems, so they don’t want to do this, but if they have people that wander, they need to contact us and do this before they get lost. There is nothing to be ashamed of. We want to keep people alive. That is the objective of this program.”

Those interested in Project Lifesaver are urged to contact the SLO County Sheriff’s Department 434-4290. The Project Lifesaver bracelet requires a $100 deposit and $25 a month to cover the cost of the batteries for the device. 

Additional information: {To ensure the utmost safety for clients, batteries are changed every thirty days. There is no cost for this service or for the batteries. For families who cannot afford the service and equipment, a limited number of charitable waivers are available.}

