PROJECT LIFESAVER – Saving Lives – Preventing Family Heartache

Picture a warm, sunny fall day in San Luis Obispo – a lovely day for a walk. You’re the primary caregiver for your aging mother who is suffering from dementia, but who is also ambulatory and loves to visit with people. The phone rings and takes you from the room, but when you return to the place where your mother was sitting, she isn’t there. It’s only been a few minutes -- she must still be in the house somewhere -- but she’s nowhere to be seen. Well, you think, even if she did go out, she walks slowly and can’t be very far away. A quick search of the neighborhood doesn’t turn up anything, and your chest begins to tighten with fear. Mom is gone. Sadly, this scenario takes place across the country and even here in SLO County all too often. When people with dementia “go for a walk,” they become easily confused, lose any sense of direction, and may not know their name or the name of their caregiver. 

Statistics show that if someone who wanders is not found within eight hours, he or she may never get home, especially if the elements and terrain are harsh. Statistics also indicate that by 2050 there could be more than 12 million people in the U.S who are afflicted with Alzheimer’s. Well over 50% of those people will wander and become lost, because they typically do not call out for help and often do not respond to people calling out to them. Unfortunately, some of the missing are never located. 

The good news is that there is a helping hand right in our own backyard. Project Lifesaver was introduced to San Luis Obispo County in the fall of 2004, and was organized as a non-profit community service partnership of SLO County Lions Clubs, Senior Volunteer Services and the SLO County Sheriff’s Department. It is guided by a small group of volunteers who meet quarterly.

Project Lifesaver uses a personalized battery-operated transmitter wristband that emits a constant tracking signal. Clients with mental afflictions may object to a band on the wrist, but it can also be attached to the ankle, which seems to cause less stress. A major benefit to this system is that the signal works inside buildings and under overhangs or in culverts where traditional GPS does not. Equipment used to receive these signals was purchased by the Sheriff’s Dept. as a community service and also to save valuable time for Search and Rescue crews. The search team has various forms of assistance available, including a helicopter, canine team, mountain bike team and four-wheel drive vehicles, depending on where a person has gone missing and what is needed. Once notification of a wanderer is received, rescue time has gone from days or weeks to minutes, with an average rescue completed in 22 minutes. To date, Project Lifesaver clients have all been located quickly. The peace of mind for families utilizing the wristband is immeasurable. 

Project Lifesaver is a wonderful tool for our older residents, but there are several other groups in our community who would benefit from this service. What a salvation it would be for parents who have an autistic child or a child with Down syndrome. Youngsters who are developmentally disabled may wander away from home if the opportunity presents itself, and they could be at extreme risk from the elements as well as predators. The same holds true for a person suffering from an altered mental state or brain damage from an accident. These folks all need to be protected, and the Project Lifesaver transmitter is an inexpensive tool that provides a family the promise of a loved one’s quick recovery. 

Project Lifesaver Wristbands are available at a cost of $30 per month, with first and last month’s lease and a refundable deposit of $100 due at the beginning of service. 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. 

Project Lifesaver receives some funding from local Lions Clubs and the Sheriff’s Dept. purchased the tracking equipment, but it is a non-profit organization, which also seeks community support through tax-exempt contributions. The most difficult part of introducing a new service is getting the word out, so Project Lifesaver has embarked on a letter-writing and advertising campaign, which is just beginning to see results. In a community such as ours, word of mouth is one of the best ways to learn about essential services, and several Project Lifesaver members are available to make presentations to service, religious or other community groups. Call 548-0909 and ask for a copy of the new brochure, request a wristband, or for more information on this invaluable service.
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