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2.05  MISSING PERSONS INVESTIGATIONS 
 
2.05.001 Policy 
 

It is the policy of this agency to thoroughly investigate all reports of 
missing persons.  Additionally this agency holds that every person 
reported as missing will be considered at risk until significant information 
to the contrary is confirmed. 

 
A waiting period before beginning an investigation to locate a missing 
person is prohibited and no employee of the agency will discourage the 
filing of a report or the taking of any action on a report that a person is 
missing. 

 
2.05.002 Definitions 
 

A. Family Abduction: A non-custodial family member flees with a 
child, usually in direct violation of a court ordered custody 
arrangement. 

 
B. Lost Or Otherwise Missing: A child who becomes separated 

from parents or caretakers under circumstances not indicating the 
likelihood of an abduction or voluntary absence. 

 
C. Missing Adult includes a person who is: 

 
1. 18 years of age or older; and 

 
2. whose absence is contrary to his/her normal patterns of 

behavior and may be due to one or more of the unusual 
circumstances listed in Paragraph G of this section. 
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D. Missing Child includes a person who is: 

 
1. younger than 18 years of age; and 

 
2. whose whereabouts are unknown to his or her parent, 

guardian, or responsible party. 
 

E. Non-Family Abduction: A child is taken by an unknown 
individual, through force or persuasion, usually in furtherance of 
additional victimization. 

 
F. Runaway: Most often a teenager who leaves home voluntarily for 

a variety of reasons. 
 

G. Critical/Unusual Circumstances refers to: 
 

1. A missing child 13 years of age or younger. 
 

2. A child or an adult who is missing and believed to be one or 
more of the factors noted below: 

 
a. Out of the zone of safety for his/her age and 

physical and mental condition.  The zone of safety 
will vary depending on age.  In the case of an infant, 
for example, the zone of safety will include the 
immediate presence of an adult custodian or the 
crib, stroller, or carriage in which the infant was 
placed.  For a school-aged child, the zone of safety 
might be the immediate neighborhood or route taken 
between home and school.  In the case of an elderly 
person of diminished physical and/or mental health, 
the zone of safety might include the close proximity 
and availability of a caregiver familiar with the 
individual’s condition and needs.   

 
b. Mentally diminished. If the person is 

developmentally disabled or emotionally disturbed, 
or the victim of disease, he/she may have difficulty 
communicating with others about needs, identity, or 
address.  The disability places the person in danger 
of exploitation or other harm. 

 
c. Drug dependent.  In the case of a child, the term 

“drug dependent” refers to dependence on either 
prescription or illicit substances, since any drug 
dependency puts a child at substantially increased 
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risk.  In the case of an adult, the term “drug 
dependent” refers to a dependence on legally 
prescribed medicines vital to the adult’s continued 
physical well-being.   This in no way limits a deputy 
sheriff’s discretion in determining exigent 
circumstances regarding an adult’s use of illicit 
drugs.  

 
d. A potential victim of foul play or sexual exploitation. 

Significant risk to the person can be assumed if 
investigation indicates a possible abduction, 
violence at the scene of abduction, or signs of 
sexual abuse.  

 
e. In a life-threatening situation. The environment in 

which the person is missing may be particularly 
hazardous. Examples of a dangerous environment 
could be a busy highway for a toddler, an all-night 
truck stop for a teenager, or simply an outdoor 
environment in inclement weather for a child or 
elderly missing person.   

 
f. Absent from home for more than 24 hours before 

being reported to law enforcement as missing.  
While some persons may incorrectly assume that 24 
hours must pass before law enforcement will accept 
a missing-person case, a delay in reporting might 
also indicate the existence of neglect or abuse within 
the family.  

 
g. Believed to be with persons who could endanger 

his/her welfare. A missing person in such 
circumstances is in danger not only of sexual 
exploitation, but of involvement in criminal activity 
such as burglary, shoplifting, and robbery.  

 
h. Is absent under circumstances inconsistent with 

established patterns of behavior.  Most children and 
adults to some degree have established routines 
that are reasonably predictable. Significant, 
unexplained deviations from those routines increase 
the probability that the person may be at risk.  A 
child or adult whose disappearance involves 
circumstances that would cause a reasonable 
person to conclude that the missing person should 
be considered at risk. 
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H. Unidentified Child/Adult (CALEA 41.2.6) refers to: 
 

1 A minor child who is located and is unable to identify 
themselves; and who for any reason is separated from, and 
unable to identify their parent/guardian.  

 
2. An adult who is unable to identify themselves or their 

caretakers, and because of physical/mental health 
impairment are in need of assistance.   

 
3. Upon receipt of a report of an unidentified child/adult, an 

investigation is opened immediately.  The investigating 
deputy sheriff will make personal contact with the 
complainant and the unidentified child/adult to determine 
what actions are to be taken.  If the initial investigation 
determines that the individual is unable to be identified, and 
there is no indication as to the individual’s identity or 
residence, the investigating deputy will: 

 
a.  ensure immediate medical attention if needed; 

 
b.  Immediately notify the Duty Officer; 

 
c.  If appropriate, contact the Project Life Saver 

Coordinator in an attempt to ascertain if the 
individual is listed with the program and identification 
can be determined through the program;  

 
d.  Complete an SMCSO Incident/Offense Report 

(SMCSO Form #56) indicating Found Child or Found 
Adult;  

 
e.  ensure that individual is entered in NCIC; 

 
f.  contact the appropriate Maryland State agency to 

assume care/custody of the individual (ie. Social 
Services or Juvenile Services Division);  

 
g.  contact the PIO to ensure that public notice is made 

in an attempt to identify the individual; 
 

h.  the duty officer will ensure a twelve (12) hour follow-
up is completed on each unidentified person that 
remains unidentified, prior to the end of the initial 
twelve (12) hours of the Incident report having been 
completed,  and the case will be forwarded to the 
CID supervisor who will determine further action. 
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2.05.003 Missing Person Investigations 
 

Communications personnel receiving the report of a missing person shall 
be responsible for:  

 
A. Determining if circumstances of the report meet the definition of a 

missing child or adult as set forth in Section 2.05.002- Definitions. 
By questioning the caller about the circumstances of the report, the 
call-taker can make a preliminary assessment about the level of 
risk to the missing person. 

 
B. Dispatching, in an immediate manner, an officer to the scene of the 

report.  
 

Note:  The National Child Search Assistance Act of 1990 mandates 
law enforcement’s immediate response to reports of missing 
children and the prompt entry of descriptive information into 
the Federal Bureau of Investigation’s (FBI) National Crime 
Information Center (NCIC) Missing Person File. 

 
C. A critical responsibility of the call-taker is to obtain sufficient 

information from the reporting party to advise responding officers 
about the circumstances of the person’s disappearance, so that 
they may begin looking for the missing person as they’re 
responding. Information should include the person’s height, weight, 
hair and eye color, and clothing, as well as the location where last 
seen. The radio alert should contain any information known about a 
possible abductor with special emphasis on the description of the 
suspect and vehicle used as well as direction of travel.  

 
D. It is the responsibility of the responding officer to obtain necessary 

identifier and other pertinent case information from the reporting 
person to complete the State of Maryland Missing Persons Report 
Form #79 (CALEA 41.2.5a). 

 
E. The Duty Officer will: 

 
1. Determine, and initiate if appropriate, upon conference with 

the initial investigating officer, whether additional personnel 
and resources are needed to assist in the investigation, to 
include, but not limited to:  Search and Rescue Dogs, 
helicopters, All-Terrain Vehicles, boats, Fire/EMS, and 
other agencies. 

 
2. Ensure media releases are completed, as needed, through 

the office of the P.I.O, or if not available, through Nixle or 
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the division commander.   
 

3. Ensure that the St. Mary’s County Sheriff’s Office Missing 
Persons Online Log is kept current.  The log is retained for 
two (2) years. 

 
4. Provide for follow-up contact with the complainant no later 

than twelve (12) hours after the filing of the initial report to 
determine whether the child has been located.   If the 
missing child has not been located within twelve (12) hours, 
the additional procedures as outlined under paragraph B 
will be implemented.  

 
5. Consider activation of the Amber Alert system.  If 

circumstances indicate the chances for the child’s safe 
recovery would be increased by immediate public 
awareness, a supervisor will promptly implement such 
efforts. 

 
6. Consider activation of the Silver Alert Program for 

individuals with cognitive disorders who are reported 
missing and meet the State guidelines as described in 
SMCSO Policy 2.05.005 

 
2.05.004 Missing/Abducted Children Investigations Procedures  
 

A. Upon receipt of a report of a missing or abducted child, a missing 
person’s investigation is opened immediately.  The investigating 
deputy sheriff will make personal contact with the complainant and 
determine if one or more of the following criteria exist: 

 
1. The missing child has not been the subject of a prior 

missing persons report.  Agency and other law 
enforcement agency records are verified in making this 
determination. 

 
2. Determine if any unusual circumstances are involved. 

 
3. The person filing the report of a missing child has reason to 

believe the missing child may have been abducted either 
by a family member or non-family member. 

 
4. The missing child has ever previously been the subject of a 

child abuse report. 
 

5. The missing child is under fourteen years of age. 
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B. Upon conclusion by the deputy sheriff that any of the above 
conditions exists, the deputy sheriff will: 

 
1. Immediately notify the Duty Officer. 

 
2. Initiate appropriate intensive search procedures. 

 
3. Ensure that the Emergency Communications Center 

broadcasts a lookout to Tri-County allied law enforcement 
agencies. 

 
4. Complete the State of Maryland Missing Persons Report, 

(SMCSO Form #79) and provide the parent/complainant 
with the appropriate copy. 

 
5. The National Amber Alert Bill signed into law on April 30, 

2003 requires police to make an NCIC entry immediately for 
anyone under the age of 21 (Note:  Ages 18-20 are not 
entered as juveniles), prior to submission of the Missing 
Persons Report. 

 
6. Notify the Maryland Center for Missing Children (MCMC) by 

immediate delivery of the Installation Copy of the Missing 
Persons Report to Maryland State Police Barrack “T”, 
Leonardtown and by forwarding the MCMC copy of the 
Missing Persons Report to the center by U.S. Mail. 

 
7. Notify the St. Mary’s County Department of Social Services 

to determine if the child/family has a case history of abuse 
or neglect and obtain any information that may assist in the 
locating of the missing child. 

 
8. Contact local agencies and businesses to aid in the search 

for the child. 
 

9.  Ensure the complainant is re-contacted within twelve (12) 
hours. 

 
10. Review the case with the Criminal Investigations Division 

(CID) supervisor to ensure a thorough investigation.  The 
CID supervisor will determine if the investigation will be 
assumed by a CID investigator. 

 
C. If the conditions under paragraph A do not exist, the deputy sheriff 

will: 
 

1. Attempt to determine the circumstances surrounding the 
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disappearance of the missing child. 
 

2. Ensure the description of the missing child is broadcast by 
the Emergency Communications Center and a copy of the 
Missing Persons Report is left with the Duty Officer for 
follow-up. 

 
D. Amber Alert Activation: 

 
1. The Maryland Amber Alert plan will be set in motion 

statewide by the Maryland State Police only upon requests 
made by law enforcement.  Deputies will first determine that 
the following criteria exist:  

 
a. The child is under 18 and has been abducted.  

 
b. The circumstances surrounding the abduction indicate 

the child is in serious danger of bodily harm or death. 
 

c. There must be enough descriptive information about the 
child, abductor, and/or suspect’s vehicle to believe an 
immediate broadcast alert would help. 

 
2. Child abduction by a non-custodial parent is not a case that 

would routinely meet MD Amber Plan criteria, unless the 
agency can articulate a reasonable suspicion that the parent 
intends to physically harm the child. 

 
3. Upon confirmation of the above criteria, deputies will contact 

the Maryland State Police Headquarters Duty Officer and 
request that the MD Amber Plan be activated. 

 
2.05.005 Missing Adults Investigations 
 

A. When a deputy sheriff is dispatched to a missing adult call, the 
deputy sheriff will: 

 
1. Make personal contact with the complainant. 

 
2. Conduct a preliminary investigation and complete the State 

of Maryland Missing Persons Report (SMCSO Form #79). 
 

3. Place a radio lookout with the Emergency Communications 
Center when unusual circumstances are involved, unless 
there is reliable information that the adult is outside of St. 
Mary’s County. 
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4. Confer with the shift supervisor regarding CID investigator 
notification and sending a Teletype as appropriate. 

 
5. In the case of missing persons who the deputy sheriff 

determines are missing under critical/unusual circumstances 
as defined in 2.05.003 above, the deputy sheriff assigned 
will request additional resources, as needed and available, 
to aid in the investigation.  These services may include but 
are not limited to:  Search and Rescue Dogs, helicopters, 
All-Terrain Vehicles, boats, Fire/EMS, and other agencies, 
(CALEA 41.2.5f). 

 
6. Ensure media releases are completed, as needed, through 

the office of the P.I.O, or if not available, through Nixle or 
the division commander. 

 
7. An NCIC entry will be made for every missing person.  

Various categories are defined as follows:  
 

a. Disability - a person, regardless of age with a proven 
physical/mental disability or is senile, thereby 
subjecting them or others to personal and immediate 
danger.  

 
b. Endangered - a person, regardless of age, who is 

missing under circumstances indicating that their 
physical safety may be in danger. 

 
c. Involuntary - a person, regardless of age, who is 

missing under circumstances indicating that the 
disappearance may not have been voluntary, i.e., 
abduction or kidnapping.  

 
d. Catastrophe Victim - a person, regardless of age, 

who is missing after a catastrophe. 
 

e. Age – The National Amber Alert Bill signed into law 
on April 30, 2003 requires police to make an NCIC 
entry immediately for anyone under the age of 21 
(Note:  Ages 18-20 are not entered as juveniles)  

 
B. The retention period for a missing person NCIC entry is indefinite or 

until the individual is located.   
 

C. Silver Alert Program Activation: 
 

The Maryland Silver Alert program will be set in motion statewide 
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by the Maryland State Police only upon requests made by law 
enforcement.  Deputies will first determine that the following criteria 
exist:  

 
a. The missing person must suffer from a cognitive impairment, 

such as Alzheimer’s, or dementia; 
 

b. The person’s disappearance must pose a true threat to the 
person’s health and safety; 

 
c. The missing person must be traveling in a vehicle and there 

must be enough descriptive information about the person 
and the vehicle for police to issue an alert; 

 
d. The investigating law enforcement agency has already 

activated a local alert by contacting media in their area 
(regardless of the media’s response); and 

 
e. The missing person has been entered into the National 

Crime Information Center (NCIC)  
 
2.05.006 Missing Persons Report Processing  
 

A. The initial investigating deputy sheriff is responsible for completion 
of the State of Maryland Missing Persons Report (SMCSO Form 
#79) in its entirety. 

 
B. A copy of the completed State of Maryland Missing Persons Report 

(SMCSO Form #79) will be provided to the Emergency 
Communications Center for broadcast of known information 
regarding the missing person to all units, as soon as possible. 

 
C. The Station Clerk will be responsible for entering and removing the 

information contained within the State of Maryland Missing Persons 
Report (SMCSO Form #79) into NCIC. In the absence of a Station 
Clerk, the Emergency Communications Center will be responsible 
for NCIC entry/removal processes. 

 
D. A copy of the State of Maryland Missing Persons Report will be 

maintained in the Missing Persons Log book until the case is 
closed. 

 
E. The original State of Maryland Missing Persons Report (SMCSO 

Form #79) and any subsequent Supplement Reports (SMCSO 
#56A) will be submitted prior to the end of the Deputy’s shift. 

 
2.05.007 Follow-Up Missing Person Reports 
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A. The Duty Officer will ensure a twelve (12) hour follow-up is 

completed on each missing person that is still missing, prior to the 
end of the initial twelve (12) hours of the Missing Person Report 
having been completed. 

 
B. Follow-up activities may include, but not be limited to: contacting 

the complainant for additional information, contacting relatives, 
employers, schools, associates, places the missing person 
frequents, etc. The deputy sheriff will complete a Supplement 
Report (SMCSO Form # 56A) upon completion of the follow-up, 
documenting the investigation and results. 

 
C. The deputy sheriff assigned will determine if additional resources or 

specialized services are required for follow up investigation or 
search, and obtain those services through the supervisor.  These 
services may include but are not limited to:  Search and Rescue 
Dogs, helicopters, All-Terrain Vehicles, boats, Fire/EMS, and other 
agencies (CALEA 41.2.5e).  

 
D. Ensure media releases are completed, as needed, through the 

office of the P.I.O, or if not available, through the appropriate 
Division Commander.  

 
E. In ALL circumstances, an open missing persons report will be 

added to the initial investigating officers open case log ledger by 
the Squad/Shift Commander or his/her designee. This investigation, 
while it remains OPEN, will be treated as an open investigation and 
is therefore subject to the minimum 10 day follow up rule set forth in 
the Criminal Investigation Policy until the person is located, or the 
investigation is forwarded to CID.  

 
2.05.008 Extended Missing Persons Investigations 
 

A. When a child has been missing for thirty (30) days, the CID 
supervisor ensures a NCIC missing person packet is completed 
and forwarded to the Maryland Center for Missing Children 
(MCMC) no later than ten (10) days after the thirty (30) day 
period.  Extra packets may be obtained from the Maryland State 
Police, Supply Division via the agency Forms Control Officer. 

 
B. When an adult has been missing for thirty (30) days, the CID 

supervisor will determine if an NCIC missing person packet will be 
completed. 

 
C. The CID supervisor ensures all additional information is entered 

into NCIC with the exception of dental records. 
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D. The MCMC is responsible for entering the dental records into 

NCIC. 
 

E. The CID supervisor ensures the complainant is contacted weekly 
during the initial stages of the investigation and periodically 
thereafter. 

 
2.05.009 Closure/Cancellation 
 

Whenever a missing person has been located or the agency has been 
notified by the family or other sources of his/her return, it is the 
responsibility of the deputy sheriff to: 

 
A. Verify the return and the identity of the missing person.  (If the 

missing person is found in another jurisdiction, the deputy sheriff 
can have the law enforcement agency in that jurisdiction make the 
verification). 

 
B. Cancel any teletypes, lookouts, or NCIC entries. 

 
C. Notify the appropriate investigator. 

 
D. Advise the original complainant of the relevant details of the case 

and the subject's location.  Deputies are cautioned that every case 
presents different problems and that discretion will be exercised in 
furnishing information. 

 
1. If it develops that the missing person has been the subject 

of foul play or has been located either deceased or in 
severely deteriorated physical or mental condition, personal 
contact will be made with the complainant.  

 
2. In cases involving missing children located outside St. 

Mary’s County, NCIC entries can only be canceled upon 
their return to this jurisdiction.  To accomplish this, deputies 
will inform the guardian to contact the investigator upon 
return so the NCIC entry can be canceled.  Exceptions may 
be made when the child’s location and condition are 
verified by law enforcement agency and the legal guardian 
grants permission for the child to remain at that location. 

 
3. In other cases, telephone contact will suffice. 

 
E. Return any photographs in agency possession to the owner. 

 
F. If a missing child returns home and no foul play is suspected, the 
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missing child can be canceled as stated above in this section, and 
only the appropriate supplemental report is required. 


