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Poll Questions
• Poll questions will be asked during the
webinar. They are asked so we can
better understand the audience and
provide the most useful information to
you.
• As they will only be open a short period
of time, please respond promptly.
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Poll

Objective
Convince you that preparation is
essential in responding to a
missing child event.
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How will I convince you?
I will tell you the story of the most
horrific and traumatic experience of
my life.
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Why do I want to convince you?
So that you firmly resolve to seek out
and obtain training to prepare for a
missing child event.

NCJTC

National Criminal Justice Training Center of Fox Valley Technical College

Where do we start?
Let’s begin with the general
philosophy of disaster preparation.
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The human condition
• What’s the “big picture”?
• What is “the human condition”?
• What is our basic existential
situation?
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The human condition
• What’s the “big picture”?
• What is “the human condition”?
• What is our basic existential
situation?
• Answer: We are constantly surrounded
by potential catastrophes.
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The Fragility of Order
One of the miracles of human life is that so much
works, so much of the time.
 Plumbing
 Electricity
 Communications
 All contingent goods
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We must be vigilant
There are so many things that can go wrong
 Contingent goods can fail
 Entropy is a natural phenomenon
Recognizing this should inspire us to be vigilant and prepared
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Should we prepare for
and alien invasion?
• Aliens could exist
• They could attack
• OK to wonder about this
• Not OK to worry about it
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Some disasters don’t deserve
preparation

Prioritizing our disaster preparedness
Decide 
Prepare?
Ignore?
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Prioritizing our disaster preparedness
Decide 
Prepare?
Ignore?
How do we decide?
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Prioritizing our disaster preparedness
• We must decide to prepare or ignore
• Prepare for those disasters which are:
1) Reasonably likely to occur
2) Most consequential
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Statistics on Missing Children
In 2018, NCMEC assisted in 25,000+ cases of missing children.
U.S. Population in 2018
• Total population = 327,167,434
• Adults = 253,768,092 (77.6%)
• Children = 73,399,342 (22.4%)
• Missing children = 0.035% ????
• REPORTED Cases = ~400,000… = ~ 0.5% = ~1/200 kids in U.S.
reported missing in 2018

How likely is a missing child?
• “6 degrees of separation”
• Certain sub-populations more likely to
encounter a missing child incident
•
•
•
•
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Law Enforcement, Child Protective Services
Prosecutor, Attorney
CAC, Forensic Interviewer, Social Worker
Medical, Mental Health
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Case Study: Laura Kate Smither
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Reward: $20,000
MISSING CHILD
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Date Last Seen Jogging There
April 3, 1997 At 9 AM

LAURA K.
SMITHER
Physical De.s cription:

• 5'3"
• 98 Pounds
• Braces
• Fair Complexion
• Long Curly Hair - Dark Brown
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Friendswood, Alvin Area
off Moore Rd. And Ware Dairy Rd.
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Clothing Description:
• Last Seen Wearing •
• Black T-Shirt
• Dark Blue Shorts
• While Running Shoes
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Friendswood Police Dept 281-996-3300
Please Call If You Have
Any Information To Help Find Her
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MISSING CHILD
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Witr,ess White, Male, A{}& ,r 30's, Dark ~ktxtOn.
Ta 11{no height givt,n), MfJd1u111 Soi'd

Wanted: Material
Witness

J

Laura Kate Smither
Endangered Missmg: 12 year old girl, n11ssing s111i1.'11
4J03l97. height . 5·3~, 'Neight • 98!bs.. eyes· green. hair~
long, brown and curty, braces on tHth, rac•whlte. Last
Seen· 1099,ng !It 9am 4!03197 noar hor home in

Frien<lsW()()(I. rx

The person in this drawing is wanted for questioning only in the Missing Person
case regarding Laura Kate Smither. Laura Smither is reported as a missing person
through the Friendswood Police Department (281} 482-8061 Witnesses placed a
person matching the description shown as having been in the area from where Laura
was reported missing. The individual depicted in the drawing is reported to be driving
a Blue Ford Pickup similar to the one shown below. It you have inlormation regarding
the Witness. the Blue Ford Pickup or Laura Smither, please call the Tip Line below.

Friendswood Police Tip Line (281) 482-8061
All information regarding the calling parli8S will remain confidenlial.

Truck: Blue
93-95
Ford Extended

Cab Pickup
Blue Painted
Bed Rails, No
Running Boards
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Searchers find
no sign ofgirl
Frantic mother pleads:
'Laura, come home'
By RUTH R!NDON
Houston Chro,~cle

FRIENDSWOOD - Hundreds of volunteers
fougf1t lheir w11y lhrough mud and heavy brush in
search of a 12-year-0ld girl Friday as her parenls
held out hope that she would return home safely.
As darkness (ell, however, the searchers -trav
eling on foot. horseback, all terrain vehicles and in
helicopters - had not found a tr<K:e of Laura Kate
Smither.
The girl, who was being home schooled by her
mother, wnslast seen about 9 a .m . Thur~daywhen
she left home for a morning Jog.
"She's coming home, and we're holding strong
lo that belief," said Gay Smither, her eyes brim
ming with tears as her husband, Bob, stood at her
side. "Laura, if there is a way to contact u.~, we're

_ __.__,_,___

...._
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waiting."
The couple and their 8-ycar-old son, David, have
held vigil al their home in the 2600 block of Ware
Dairy Road since the girl's disappearance. The
_ _ _...,rc...,sid(lllll!:..UUU:Ural..area_wi.tb..nnlY holQ_ot,bpr........_ __.
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Marine reservists bolster
search for Laura Smither
I could see Friendswood stepping
up its citizen patrols so that this
kind of activity does not reach its
borders."
When asked If there was any con
nection to the case, Wieners said
no. He said he personally lwl,evl'S

JOAN LAKE CUMMINGS
Rcponct News Swr

The search for 12-year-old Laura
Smither was dramatically bolstered
this past weekend when 550
Marine reservists joined in the

there will be a positive outcome to
thecase.
On Mond<1y, Friendswood police

search for the 5-foot-3, 98-pound
Friendswood girl missing since
Thursday, April 3.

reported at least five suspects in
Laura's disappearance. Police
Chief Stout said three of the sus-

Alpha, Bravo, Charlie, and
Headquarters &: Services (ABCHa) •
all companies of the 1st Battalion,

23rd Marines • were scheduled for
their once a month training in Fort
Hood this weekend, when they got
the caJ to come to Friendswood.
The idea to bring in the marines
came from volunteer organizers

Rob Reyes and Mike Barker at the
Laura Recovery Center on W.
Spreading Oaks. The initiative wo.s
stepped up by a request from

LAURA lATE SMlllfEll

See MA Rl'JES, Page 8

Mayor Evelyn Newman and Pollce
Chief Jared Stout to Marine
Headquarters in New Orleans.
The battalion arrived late Friday

afternoon at Camp Manison, and
brought with it 35 humvees and a
C-7 Amphibious Assault Vehicle
(AA V) outfitted with sophisticated
radio equipment.
"Our function was limited to
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Debriefing
April 20th

THE MARINES
LAND IN
FRIENDSWOOD
THE 1ST BATIALION, 23RD Marines came

to Friendswood this past weekend 10 help find
12-year-old Laura Kate Smither who disap
peared near her home on Ware Dairy Road on
April 3. The 550 men and women reservists,
who hail from Texas and Louisiana, covered
isolared areas around Hitchcock. the Chocolate
Bayou area, pans of Manvel and Alvin for
clues 10 the disappearance of the 5-foot-3, 98
pound girl. Anyone with information about
her, should contact the Friendswood Police
Departmenr hotline at 281-482-8061.
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METROPOLITAN
News & Features

PRAYERS FOR MISSING GIRL
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Community bids farewell to Lau~
HOUSTON - Holdins band$
Md (C8fflJJ. the Smitbcts moi.mod
lAun'$ death while cclebnLlng
her life with hundreds of ma
fC'Sldents who O,Ucr,dod LIW1l't
fw,ml April 1S At s..a,emon1
8 8')tlst Cbu.tdl.
Gay Smilhtr. Laura's stq,,
l'l'IOltltt, wotc yellow al the $t'r•
"ices. • colot ttmin.is<u1 ot the
ycUow
nbboos
W<lm
m
Aieodswood wbik. ~ 0urrtniu•
flhy searched for the li.tde gltl
wil.h thocwly bait t111d braces.
O«cnbing the commun.ity's
suppOrt • '"uaprec,cdcnlOd"" and
"'ama.tinJ... tbc family slwcd
hugs and Wllm1 wwdJ wi1b more
than ISO area re$1dents. who of.
fcrcd them supp,011 April 2S.
"I 'NOUld say with the- i.uppQrt
of the commut1lty 3M the faith of
my wife, 1t'S bull lhc oaly way
f\lC been ablo to ~ l lhrough thb...
Bob Smithtt said "'The pcopk
here we supportina w... the people
ofFrie00$~'00d."'
Rudin,t from a Bible Simila,
co tho one ~ura ~ from daily,
rn•nu rcmenibercid .l..aurta's life
ud the 1¢$$08$ they lcamcd .s a
communSty from hc:f death.
The 500p and readinp from
the tcf'YKct mtciidcd 10 mate
ll!o$c •Uelldi11g tCll.lize the-y arc
tun U11der Goers pac,o,u.$ h.1MI
aodproV1$ioa,
M lhc WOC'tli &o • fa.rnihur
chuteb IOftB. 1tldic,1ros, "ks11$
loves me 1hU I know, f(lr 1he
Bible i.eU, me so.~ A.nd PPJlnt 23,
"l'hol.<l<domy~ I Shal l
'll(l( WIOL He. ll\3k1$ my lie dowtl
S..LAURA.-16
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:-.. .JUSTICE FOR LAURA
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Laura Smither –
April 1997

Kelli Cox –
July 1997

Tiffany Johnston –
July 1997

Jessica Cain –
August 1997
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GALVESTON

THE DAILY NE

. Septembt-r 2. 2016

Texas' Oldest Newspaper

Publishing Since 1842

Reece indicted
Convicted rapist charged with murder in Smither, Cain deaths

.le'ln'n Reyrod5/lh, l>JHy Ne

Gay Smither hugs Texas Ranger Jim Holland on Thursday following the announcement that William Lewis Reece was indict
ed on a charge of murder in the deaths of her daughter, Laura, and Jessica Cain, who both vanished In Galveston County
within months of each other in 1997.
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How do we prepare?
• Most communities are not prepared for a missing child incident
• CART: Child Abduction Response Team
• A multi-disciplinary team that is trained before the disaster strikes
• Composed of Law Enforcement and civilians, representing a
diverse range of skills and competencies
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Specialization and the division of labor
• No one person can prepare for everything
• Capitalize on individual strengths
• Build a strong TEAM that leverages individual skills
Together Everyone Achieves More

NCJTC

National Criminal Justice Training Center of Fox Valley Technical College

“Remember Laura”
NCJTC
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Thank you for your participation!

David A. Smither
smitherd@fvtc.edu

REMINDER
• To receive your certificate you must have:
1. Attended the entire live webinar
2. Complete the evaluation at the end of the live webinar
• A Certificate of Attendance will be emailed to you in two weeks. You must
complete the evaluation to receive a certificate. Do not close your browser until
you complete the evaluation.
• You will also receive an email in 2 weeks containing instructions on how to access
the recording of this webinar.
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This presentation was produced with grant funding awarded under the AMBER Alert
Training and Technical Assistance Program provided by the Office of Juvenile Justice
and Delinquency Prevention, Office of Justice Programs, U.S. Department of Justice.
Neither the U.S. Department of Justice nor any of its components operate, control, are
responsible for, or necessarily endorse this presentation (including, without limitation,
its content, technical infrastructure, policies, and any services or tools provided).
Additionally, points of view or opinions expressed are those of the
presenter(s) and do not necessarily represent the official position
or policies of the National Criminal Justice Training Center of
Fox Valley Technical College.

The Importance of Child Abduction and Response
Team (CART) Training_ A Family Perspective
Hello, everyone. The topic for today's webinar is the importance of CART training, a family
perspective. Our presenter today is David Smither. My name is Byron Fassett. And I will be
serving as your moderator for today's presentation.
This webinar is supported by the AMBER Alert Training and Technical Assistance Program, a
program within the National Criminal Justice Training Center of Fox Valley Technical College.
Points of view or opinions expressed in this webinar are those of the authors and do not
necessarily represent the official position or policies of OJJDP, the US Department of Justice,
and Fox Valley Technical College. In conjunction with our mission, our webinar series works to
bring together state, local, and tribal subject matter experts to present and discuss critical issues
relating to missing, abducted, and exploited children.
Our presenter today is David Smither. David is an instructor with the National Criminal Justice
Training Center of Fox Valley Technical College. Since 2012, David has participated in the
family roundtables and other conferences hosted by Fox Valley Technical College in
collaboration with the Department of Justice, OJJDP, and the AMBER Alert Training and
Technical Assistance Program. Since 2018, he has been involved with presenting the family
perspective at child abduction response trainings. Please welcome our presenter, David Smither.
Thank you all so much for being here today. I'm really excited and real grateful for the
opportunity to speak to you in this way. I want to start with a question.
Are you as well-prepared as you can reasonably be right now to respond completely to a missing
child incident? And your two answers are yes, I am as well-prepared as I can reasonably be to
respond, or no, I need to be better prepared. David, as you can see from these results, 25% say I
am well-prepared for this. And another 75% say I need to be better prepared. I'm going to turn it
back over to you, David.
Thank you, Byron. Well, those are appropriate responses here, because my objective today is to
convince you that you need to be better prepared for a missing child event. So for those of you
who think that you're already well enough prepared, then I'm going to try to change your mind.
But for those who already understand that you need to be better prepared, I should thank you at
the outset for making my job easy today. But the truth is that all of us need to be better prepared
for these events, because the consequences of a missing child event can be so devastating that the
cost of preparing really fades in comparison.
So I'm going to tell you a story today. It's the story of the most traumatic and horrific thing that
I've experienced in my life, which is when my sister Laura was abducted and murdered 22 years
ago. And my end goal in telling you this story is basically to scare you into action.
I want you to take preparing and training seriously so that if you are confronted with a missing
child event, you'll be better prepared than we were in 1997. But before I tell you my story, I want

to start with a look at the big picture at what we might call a philosophy of disaster preparedness.
So if we take a step back and put our philosophy hats on, we might ask a question like, what's the
big picture of human life? What's the human condition, or what's our basic existential situation?
Now, many brilliant minds, of course, have wondered about this question throughout history.
And they've given us some really fascinating answers. And indeed, there's many different valid
answers to that type of a question. And in some sense, that question is always perpetually open
because history is not finished yet.
But there's one answer that I want to focus on today, which is most definitely valid and which is
probably the most relevant to all of us who are concerned about the problem of missing children.
And the answer is this. We are constantly surrounded by potential catastrophes.
That might sound rather bleak. But on reflection, it's really just a fact of life. At every single
moment, there's so many things that can go wrong. And many of those things, if they do go
wrong, they can have catastrophic consequences for ourselves and for the people that we love.
One of the miracles of human life in the modern world is that so much works so much of the
time. The plumbing works consistently, which is a massive advancement for civilization. The
electricity works consistently, which gives us lighting and air conditioning and PowerPoint
presentations. Communications infrastructure works consistently, which means that all of us can
be gathered here today in this webinar platform and this miracle of technology. The internet has
revolutionized our lives in our day as much as the combustion engine did for our forefathers not
so very long ago.
Now, these are all contingent goods, which means that they only continue working due to the
constant and careful attention of skillful people who keep all of this vast machinery running. And
we should be grateful for all of this. But we should also be vigilant against the ever-present
possibility of things going wrong, because there's so many things that can go wrong. And as the
world gets more complex, the more those possibilities multiply.
Contingent goods, which again are in need of constant maintenance and repair, are especially
prone to failure. There's a concept in physics called entropy that basically means that things in
nature tend to break down of their own accord. And human-created things also break down of
their own accord. But they break down faster when we fail to do our jobs well and to attend to
what needs attending to.
So recognizing this, I think, should inspire us to be vigilant and to be prepared. But we might
ask, what do we prepare for? There's so many potential problems that it can seem overwhelming
and impossible to prepare for all of them.
One thing that could go wrong is an invasion. Why don't we prepare for this potential
catastrophe? Aliens could exist. We don't know. The universe is big. We don't know that much
about it.

And if they do exist, they could attack us. And it's not unreasonable to wonder about such things.
But we all kind of intuitively recognize that it's not reasonable to worry about them.
Why is that? Why don't we worry about this? Why don't we spend time and resources preparing
for it?
And I think the answer is that we don't prepare for it because we just don't take the possibility
very seriously. We don't think that it's that likely to happen. So we don't think about it very
much, at least most of us don't think about it very much. There are some people out there who
are sincerely worried about the problem of a potential alien invasion. And these people probably
spend a lot more time than you or I do worrying about how to prepare for it. What do you do
when the alien spaceships show up and start blasting their laser beams?
But for the rest of us, we have to prioritize our disaster preparedness. We have to decide what do
we prepare for and what do we ignore. We have to prioritize and rank order our disaster
preparedness.
So how do we do that? How do we determine what to take seriously and, therefore, to spend our
time and resources preparing for and which disasters are only marginally likely to occur and,
therefore, spend very little time and resources preparing for? I think there's two basic criteria that
we can use to answer this question. But this is my cheat sheet to the philosophy of disaster
preparedness.
I think that we should prepare for those disasters which are, one, reasonably likely to occur and,
two, most consequential if they do occur. So in our context, the question for us is this. How
likely to occur is a missing child event? And how consequential is it if we're prepared or not
prepared?
So let's look at some statistics. According to the National Center for Missing and Exploited
Children, in 2018 in the United States, there were approximately 400,000 children reported
missing. Now of course, even one child is too many. But let's break down those numbers.
The US population in 2018 was a total population of about 327 million individuals, of which 253
million were adults and approximately 73 million were children. So 400,000 out of 73 million is
about half a percent or about one out of 200 kids in the United States that were reported missing
in 2018. Now, maybe that doesn't sound like a lot. But if you consider how many children live in
any given local community and how many children you know directly or are connected to by
immediate social relations, it's really quite a sobering number.
There's two more concepts that I want to look at before we move on. The first is this idea of six
degrees of separation, which basically says that every person alive today is networked to every
other person alive today by a maximum number of six social relations. Now, I'm not a
mathematician, but Wikipedia has confirmed to my satisfaction that this is a reasonably solid
concept that we can take seriously.

And furthermore, technology has shrunk our world so that most of us are hyperconnected.
Indeed, all of us who are on a webinar platform are among the most hyperconnected people on
the planet right now. And all of this increases the odds that we will be connected to the one out
of 200 kids who are reported missing.
The second thing is that there are certain subpopulations who are going to be statistically much
more likely to encounter a missing child incident directly. So if you are part of any of these
subpopulations-- if you work in law enforcement, a child protective services person, or if you're
a legal professional, prosecutor, or an attorney or work in child advocacy centers or a forensic
interviewer, social workers, medical and mental health professionals-- all of these
subpopulations by the nature of the work that they do are going to be that much more likely to
encounter a missing child incident. Even beyond their own personal liability to such an event,
their professional liability increases the chances, the odds that they're going to be faced with this
situation. I want to ask one more question before I tell you my story.
Which of the following best describes your role-- active duty law enforcement
investigator/detective; child protective service investigator/worker; legal professional,
prosecutor, or attorney; children's advocacy center professional; social worker; mental health
professional; or other? David, now you can see from results, 24% of our participants are law
enforcement investigators/detectives. 6% are child protective service workers. We have 4%
representing our legal profession. Our CAC professionals, social workers, and mental health
professionals come in at 28%. And then the other category, we have 39%.
Thank you, Byron. So for all of you who are in those subpopulations that I mentioned, as I said,
you're going to be statistically a lot more likely to deal with these incidents directly. But even if
you're in an other category, you're not in any of these categories, you can still deal with this.
In 1997, my family was in none of those categories. And we dealt with it. And we weren't
prepared for it in the slightest. So I'm going to switch gears now and tell you my story.
22 years ago, my childhood came to an abrupt end. I grew up in a small community called
Friendswood, Texas, just south of Houston. It's a commuter town, but at the time was only a few
thousand residents and had been named one of the safest towns in America to raise children.
This is an aerial view of the private road that my sister Laura and I grew up on. It's a private road
surrounded by hundreds of acres of cow pastures. And as kids, we used to explore the
surrounding countryside. We built forts in the woods and rode four wheelers to our heart's
content. We enjoyed a freedom that every child should be blessed with. And our parents believed
that we were safe.
My parents had moved to Friendswood with my sister Laura and I when I was just three years
old. And almost all of my childhood memories took place there in what we believed to be the
epitome of safe, small town USA. Laura was my older sister by 3 and 1/2 years. And we adored
each other.

Now of course, as any good little brother should, I teased Laura. And I gave her a hard time. And
she was far more patient with me than I deserved.
I can only remember one time that she really got her own back and punched me in the stomach,
knocking the wind out of me. I had stolen her favorite pair of sunglasses and was teasing her like
the little imp that I was, refusing to give them back. So she chased me down the hallway and
punched me in the stomach. But that was an exceptional case.
By temperament, Laura was a very sweet and kind child. And everyone that knew her loved her
for that. She was one of those kids that everyone just loved to have around.
Laura was a Girl Scout, working diligently towards her Gold Award, which is the girls'
equivalent of the boys' Eagle Scout. And I was a Cub Scout. Our mom was a leader in Laura's
scouting troop. And our dad was a leader in mine. Laura was also a certified scuba diver, an
extremely bright student in the Gifted and Talented Program.
But her greatest passion beyond all of these was dancing. She lived for it. She loved to perform
and to bring joy to other people through her dancing. She used to dress me and my friends up in
costume and put on dance rehearsals for our parents. She was studying at the Houston Ballet
Academy. And she danced in the Nutcracker performance every year since she was eight years
old.
Fueled by her love of dancing and having recently read the book Fit or Fat, Laura had become
concerned with her athleticism. And she started regularly going biking or jogging with our dad,
who had used to run marathons. And he would jog alongside Laura as she rode her bike.
Laura was also very nearly a teenager and terribly excited about turning 13. This probably
heightened her sense of athletic ambition. She had a whiteboard in her bedroom. And she'd been
counting down the days till her birthday. On her last morning with us, she had written, "Only 20
more days till my birthday." I was 9 years old at the time.
Now, the sense of safety that I mentioned earlier was shattered on April 3, 1997, when Laura
went out jogging and didn't return home. Our dad had a client coming over that morning and was
busy getting ready for work. Mom and I were making pancakes in the kitchen.
Laura came in and announced that she wanted to go out jogging. Our mom was not very happy
about this because Laura had always and only gone out with our dad. And so she initially told
her no.
But Laura pleaded. And she asked how long until breakfast would be ready. I told her that the
pancakes would be ready in 20 minutes. She promised to be home on time and headed for the
door.
Laura was a very dependable child. She did what she said. So when she wasn't home in 21
minutes, we knew that something was wrong. And we went out looking for her right away.

We drove up and down the country road surrounding our home, calling her name. But we
couldn't find her anywhere. She had-- she had just vanished.
Fear turned to panic pretty quickly. And our dad called the police to submit a missing persons
report. Laura had only been gone for about half an hour. But he knew his daughter. And he knew
that something had to be terribly wrong. And our small town police were at our home in about 10
minutes to take the report.
At the same time, Mom and Dad were calling close friends and family and telling them that
Laura's missing and asking, please to come help us. Within an hour of her disappearance, a
number of friends and family had arrived at our home and were searching the area on foot for
Laura and were patrolling the surrounding neighborhoods in their cars. Dad put together a
handmade flyer on our home Xerox machine. And we started to distribute it door-to-door to all
the homes in the nearest neighborhood on our private road. We thought maybe Laura had jogged
into one of those neighborhoods and someone might have seen her. But no one had.
The flyer on the left is the one that my dad made by hand. He made so many copies that day that
our Xerox machine burned up. The flyer on the right was made soon after by the Friendswood
Police and was widely distributed.
Our home, despite only being about 25 miles from downtown Houston, was in the middle of a lot
of cow pastures and old oilfields. So we were worried that Laura might have somehow gone off
road and gotten injured. We thought she might have sprained her ankle jogging. Maybe she was
lying in a field somewhere in too much pain, injured and unable to get up and get back home, or
she might have been bitten by a venomous snake, or she could have been hit by a car and was
lying injured somewhere in a ditch.
Our neighbor and friend was a horse veterinarian. And he owned several of his own horses. So
we took to horseback and searched all the fields around our home, calling her name. But we still
couldn't find her anywhere.
It had only been a few hours at this point. So law enforcement engagement with the case was still
minimal. Being a small town, we were fortunate that an officer had come right away to take the
missing persons report. But we learned later that after he returned to the station with that report,
it went into the detective's inbox.
And this was 1997. An inbox was literally a box on the detective's desk. There was no email and
notifications. And so that box, we learned later, was only checked once a day in the morning.
And so in the normal course of events, the detectives and the chief of police wouldn't have even
known that Laura was missing until the next day.
But fortunately, after the officer left with the report on Laura, Mom had started calling more
friends to come help us search. One of those friends was another mom who ran a sewing class
that Laura attended. That woman turned around and called her husband, who was the police chief
at Alvin Community College just a few miles down the road from our home. And due to that
personal relationship with that family and because they knew Laura directly and they knew that

she would never in a million years run away, the Alvin Community College Police Chief called
Friendswood's captain over the detectives and told him that he knew this girl and that he needed
to take this missing child seriously.
Friendswood Police told us much later that that phone call was a game changer in their response
and reaction to the case. Because a community member who knew Laura personally and also
happened to be in law enforcement had vouched personally for Laura, Friendswood's police chief
took the case seriously. He immediately reassigned all 39 of his officers to assist in the search for
Laura. And knowing that his small town police department had limited resources and experience
to respond to such a situation, he called the FBI for assistance. He didn't let his ego get in the
way for asking for help, even for help outside of his own law enforcement organization.
Throughout the afternoon, more and more friends showed up to join the search as well as local
law enforcement officers from other jurisdictions who had heard over the radio that Friendswood
had a missing child. By the evening of the first day, FBI agents had arrived at our home. They
installed wiretaps and a tape recorder on our phone line. And our home, the place where all of
my carefree childhood memories had been formed, had in the space of a few hours turned into
something horrible and surreal. It felt like a terrible movie or a nightmare. And I just wanted to
wake up.
Before the sunset the first day, news media helicopters were circling above our house and
landing in the baseball field across the street. News trucks lined up on our private country road.
Police officers and FBI agents paced around our home and property. Family, friends, and local
community volunteers were everywhere. All sense of order and safety had given way to utter
chaos, confusion, and terror.
The morning of the second day, just 24 hours after Laura had gone missing, hundreds of
volunteers poured in from the local and surrounding communities to help search for Laura.
Those of you in law enforcement may already have some experience and knowledge about how
to conduct a ground search for a missing child. But in Friendswood, Texas in 1997, we were
close to clueless. Our small town police force had never been confronted with anything like that
before.
Friendswood was a safe town. And even the FBI back then, despite their investigative expertise,
really didn't have any competence when it came to coordinating a massive volunteer-led search.
As more people showed up to help, more chaos resulted, at least at the beginning.
The next 17 days were blurred together in my memory like a long and surreal nightmare. Slides
went up-- signs went up all around town. Billboards and local businesses put the word out for
everyone to help search for Laura. More flyers went out, including this one with a composite
sketch of one individual in a pickup truck that the police were interested in. Neither were ever
located.
I don't recall what day it happened on. But one of the early days of the search, my parents
became aware that they were suspects in their daughter's disappearance. One afternoon, I had

tried to crawl underneath the large wooden deck behind our house. And my dad yelled at me,
stop, not to go under there.
And as soon as he stopped me, he remembers looking across the patio. And he saw the FBI agent
watching him very closely. And he immediately knew why.
Now, that FBI agent did exactly what he should have done. He put on coveralls. And he crawled
under our deck and all of the crawl spaces in our pier and beam country home. And after he
failed to find anything of interest, he asked my parents to have a word with me alone.
I remember very vividly sitting on that same deck with that FBI agent being questioned by him
about Laura and about what had happened. He asked me about her friends, if she had a
boyfriend, if she had ever mentioned anything to me about going away with a boy or an older
man or with friends, anything that she might have told me but wouldn't have told her parents
about. And after those very reasonable questions, he asked me to take a walk with him away
from our home and away from the eyes and ears of my parents. We didn't go very far. But
walking down our gravel country road away from our home felt like walking away from
everything I had ever clung to for a sense of safety and security.
The agent asked me about my dad and mom, how they treated Laura and I. He especially asked if
our dad was ever violent or had ever done anything to us or with us that had made us feel
uncomfortable. In my innocent naivety, I didn't actually realize at the time that he was asking me
those things because he saw my parents as potential perpetrators behind Laura's disappearance. I
just knew that the FBI agent was one of the good guys. And he was trying to help us to find
Laura. So I answered him with childlike sincerity.
Laura had never done anything-- Laura had never told us anything about a boyfriend or about
going away with friends. And our parents had certainly never done anything to hurt or to harm
us. I could hardly believe that all of this was real and was really happening.
We lived a very sheltered life up until Laura disappeared. And in just a few hours and days, it
was like the reality that I had known was ripped to shreds. All I really knew was that Laura was
gone and that we had to find her.
I knew that something bad had happened. But never having faced such evil before, I really didn't
understand and I couldn't even really imagine what had actually happened. What was most
apparent to me was that something was horribly wrong, because I had never seen my parents so
distraught before in my life. I'd certainly never seen our family's faces on the 6 o'clock news,
begging the community to help us find my sister.
As a 9-year-old of course, I had no real sense of what my parents were going through while
Laura was missing. I was still a child myself. So how could I?
Now I have a child of my own. And knowing what it is to love your child more than your own
life, looking back on everything that happened, I feel deeply for my mom and dad. Just
imagining what it must be like to not know where your child is, is beyond horrifying.

It wasn't more than a few days into all of this that Friendswood's Police announced that the
search was over. The chief of police had procured a copy of the sex offender registry for
Galveston and the surrounding counties. That list had over 2,100 names on it. So together with
the FBI, our local PD worked on reducing the pool of suspects.
They told us in effect that with so many registered offenders in the area, it was virtually certain
that Laura had been taken by one of these monsters. So they called off searching to focus on
identifying the perpetrator. But despite what the police said, our community refused to give up.
Every day, hundreds of more volunteers showed up to help. People of all different ages and
walks of life put their lives on hold to come to our assistance. Many got down into the literal
weeds to physically search for Laura. Some copied and distributed flyers. Some cooked for
hungry searchers. Some manned the phone banks for any incoming leads.
Local businesses donated money and other supplies to the emerging Search Center. A local
power company actually donated a vacant building as a center of operations. My dad called that
building one day. And a volunteer answered the phone, "Laura Recovery Center, how can I help
you?" The LRC, the operational hub of what was quickly becoming a massive ground search,
was born.
Shortly thereafter, a battalion of US Marine Reservists were reassigned from their search and
rescue training operation to our real-world ground search for a missing child. Nearly 600
Marines joined our search effort. Local, state, and national press kept the momentum behind the
story so that every day more volunteers came to help search for Laura. And by the end of the
search, it was estimated that 6,000 men, women, and children from our community had banded
together to support our family in what was undoubtedly the darkest time of our lives.
In the course of about two weeks, those volunteers, Marines, and police officers from many
different local jurisdictions had searched approximately 800 square miles looking for Laura. She
had been adopted by the searchers. Laura had become Friendswood's child.
As the days passed, there was still no sign of Laura. A candlelight prayer vigil was held in our
small town. At 9 years old, I had never prayed like I prayed during those days. But after 17 days
of searching with no sign of success, it was decided that the search effort had to be suspended.
Too many people had put their lives on hold for too long. Some of the volunteers hadn't been to
work since they joined the search effort. They had families to support.
Realizing that after such an upheaval in a community's life, there had to be some kind of a public
event to mark the end of the official search effort. A town hall meeting was convened. Several
hundred people attended. And we thanked them for helping us so much more than we could have
ever asked for.
Just as our chief of police took the stage, he got a page. This was long before the days of text
messaging. And after staring down at his pager for what seemed like many minutes, he muttered

some words of thanks to the expectant crowd and hurried off the stage. We knew something had
happened.
My mom, ever hopeful, thought that they'd found Laura and she was coming home. But the
police wouldn't tell us anything. That evening, the news media announced that a body had been
discovered in a retention pond 16 miles from our home. My parents had made the wise decision
early on not to watch any news coverage. So when a stranger called our house that evening to
ask if the recovered body was Laura's, Mom could only scream at the person at the other end of
the phone, "how dare you," and slam down the receiver.
A few hours later, Friendswood's police chief knocked on our door and told my parents that a
body had been recovered and that there were indications that it may be Laura. Mom, ever
hopeful, asked the chief not to tell us that it was Laura unless they were sure. The autopsy was
scheduled for the next morning. And our parish priest and some good friends stayed at our home
that night, praying and hoping that Laura was still alive.
The next day, the FBI case agent and the chief of police came to our home. My godparents, my
aunt and uncle, and a few other family members took me to a room at the back of my house as
my parents went to the end of the front walkway to meet with the agent. I vividly recall watching
them head for the end of the walkway while I was being whisked away to the back of the house.
And moments later I heard screams and wailing that I'll never be able to forget.
My godmother was weeping silently next to me. I squeezed her hand. I told her that Mom and
Dad had been crying a lot during those days. And I was sure that things would be OK. She
hugged me and cried.
After what seemed like an eternity, Mom and Dad came back into the house and came to get me
from the back room. They took me to their bedroom and sat me down on the edge of the bed.
They were red eyed and distraught. And choking back tears, they told me that Laura's body had
been found. My sister wasn't coming home. We wept loudly and hugged each other for probably
half an hour.
Laura would have turned 13 in two more days. On April 23, two days after we learned that she
wasn't coming home, family, friends, and clergy gathered in our home to remember Laura. And
as much as we were capable of doing, we tried to celebrate her life. But I doubt very much if
there's ever been a more somber birthday party.
Two days later, on April 25, we held a public memorial service at the largest church in the area,
attended by many hundreds of area residents who came to pay their last respects. By the time the
search was over, the whole community had adopted Laura. She had become everyone's child.
And the community mourned her death with us.
A local police officer put out a notice to Laura's killer that we will get you. Our community
sadness was matched only by its anger to find the person responsible and to bring them to justice.
It would be two more weeks before we were allowed to actually bury Laura. The medical

examiner's office kept her body. And we were told that a specialized forensic anthropologist was
coming to study the remains.
We're not actually sure if that anthropologist ever came. But the medical examiner's office
managed to make a mess of things just fine with or without their specialist. Laura's body had
been dumped in a retention pond 16 miles from our home. She was nude except for a pair of
white socks that would later on become critical evidence in the investigation.
It rained a lot that spring and there was a lot of runoff. So the current had very likely carried
Laura across the pond to where she was finally found, lodged inside a drainage pipe. It's almost
certain that she had been killed on the same day that she was abducted. And so she had probably
spent 17 days in the water by the time she was found by a father and son who were out walking
their dog.
The current of water flowing over her had stripped a lot of the flesh from her body, which was
recovered in several pieces. Perhaps the current that carried Laura across the retention pond and
into that drainage pipe had carried her with such force that the impact had broken her apart. Most
of her remains were recovered, but not all. The media would run headlines about Laura being
decapitated. Can you imagine what a family must feel reading such sensationalized news about
their loved one.
We were told by the experts that it's completely normal for the head to become detached at the
neck after such a long time in water. And there was no forensic signs of decapitation. The
recovered remains of Laura's neck did show signs of trauma, probably leading to asphyxiation.
And the cause of death on her medical report was listed as homicide.
Things got worse when the medical examiner's office failed to properly sterilize the autopsy
table after the preceding autopsy of another young woman's body who had been missing at the
same time as Laura. Consequently, the autopsy was considered to be contaminated. And the
evidence was inadmissible in court. Many years would pass before any major breakthroughs
would occur in Laura's case from a legal standpoint.
On Friday, May 10, we buried Laura. And the days, weeks, and months that followed that were
very dark. I was lost in grief over losing my sister. My parents were devastated after losing their
daughter. And for a long time while they were grieving, it seemed that I had also lost them.
I had no other siblings. And none of my friends had experienced anything even remotely close to
this. So for a long time, I seemed to be completely alone.
A sense of feeling orphaned is very common among siblings of missing and exploited children.
Parents understandably go through a period of profound grief after losing a child. And
unfortunately, many lose sight of their surviving children, at least for a time while they're
grieving.

The siblings are already suffering from the loss of their brother or sister. But this often gets
compounded by the additional loss of their parents. Speaking for myself, I lost my sister to a
murderer. And for a time, I lost my parents to their grief.
Only a few months after we had buried Laura, my parents started getting phone calls from other
families in our local community who had a missing child of their own. Those families were
reaching out for help in their own darkest hours, hoping that we could help them with some of
the lessons learned from our search for Laura. My parents quickly recognized that their own
nightmare contained within it lessons that they could share with the community that had
supported us. The Laura Recovery Center Foundation was born out of that realization.
Over the months and years that followed, the LRCF would grow into a nationally recognized
leader in child abduction prevention, education, and ground search organization. My parents
together with core volunteers and friends who had helped search for Laura began to
systematically document the lessons learned and to put them down in a form that could be easily
transmitted to other communities in future searches. The LRC Search Manual, available at
www.MySearchManual.org, was the concrete result of that effort.
From 1998 until 2014, the LRCF helped to organize and lead over 100 ground searches around
the country and remotely assisted nearly 2,000 more by teleconference consultations with local
search teams by the creation and distribution of fliers and through news and social media
exposure. I can't exaggerate enough the respect that I have for my parents for the way that they
transformed their own pain into works of service for others. I think it's one of the most noble
things that a human being can do.
Unfortunately, at the time, I also had the feeling of being orphaned. And there were times when
it seemed, at least to me, that my parents were more interested in searching for other people's
missing children than they were in their own surviving son. I know in retrospect that that was
never true. But subjectively, it often felt that way at the time. And many other siblings feel the
same way.
As all of this was going on, I was very quickly coming of age. In some real sense, my childhood
was effectively cut short when Laura was murdered. And in the immediate years following, I felt
overwhelmingly alone.
Now, looking back, I can recognize the ways that my parents had tried to reach out to me and to
keep our family connected. But those first few years were very difficult. By the time I became a
teenager four years later, I was angry. The sense of being orphaned had morphed into a sense of
being entitled to act out. And my natural adolescent angst was fueled by the unnatural grief that I
was trying to work through.
I discovered alcohol pretty quickly. And by the time I was 15 and a freshman in high school, I
was getting drunk regularly. I fell in with a crowd of cut-ups and misfits. And for the first time in
years, I felt somewhat like I was in the right place.

Of course, the crowd of drug addicts that I had fallen into had no more experience losing a
sibling than my earlier childhood friends had. But at least they were also social outcasts. So I felt
that I was among my kind.
By the end of my freshman year in high school, I was a morning, noon, and night pothead;
weekend alcoholic; and enthusiastic experimenter with a range of other illegal substances. My
academic performance naturally suffered. I often skipped class or attended classes high, failed to
complete my homework assignments, and flunked a lot of tests. Fortunately, I was bright enough
that I managed to scrape by. I only rarely totally failed a course.
My sophomore year in high school, I had descended to such a depth of addiction that one day I
was literally smoking pot in the bathroom of the portable in-school suspension building, which is
where the bad kids are quarantined for days or weeks at a time. Another student also in ISS
realized what I was up to and reported to the school authorities that I was in possession of drugs
on campus. I was very quickly being patted down by my vice principal and turned over to the
police. Later that afternoon, I was sitting in handcuffs at the Friendswood Police Department,
shamefaced before the detective who had been investigating Laura's case for years. I spent the
rest of that semester in an alternative school where the worst troublemakers, having been
expelled from their own school districts, were sent for reformation.
For a time, being essentially under house arrest, I cleaned up my act. But pretty quickly, I got
back to my bad habits. By that point, my behavior was no longer simply dysfunctional coping,
but actual addiction. And like any addict, I was loath to be separated for long from my drugs of
choice.
After a couple of semesters away from Friendswood ISD, I returned to my high school where I
would later graduate. And within a few months of returning, I was worse off than when I had
gotten expelled. Finally, in the-- early in the spring semester of my senior year, my dad gave me
an ultimatum to get my act together or get out of the house.
I was 18 years old. And if I wanted to ruin my life, that was my business. But he wasn't going to
put up with it or support it any longer. And that's exactly the kind of tough love that I needed.
After a week of-- after a week of mentally preparing to move out and start a career as a drug
dealer, I realized that I needed help. I told my parents that night that I would start attending
Narcotics Anonymous and start making real changes. I got clean and sober and managed to
graduate high school on time.
Of course, our family went through many ups and downs throughout all of this. Sometimes we
were more connected than others. And some of those other times we were very nearly torn apart.
I'm sure that my own dysfunctional behavior put a huge strain on my parents, who for most of
those years stayed busy with the Laura Recovery Center, transforming their own pain into
service while I transformed mine into an addiction.

After I had some substantial time of sobriety, we started to really heal as a family. And today,
more than a decade later, we're stronger than ever. But throughout all those years, the question
always haunted us. What had happened to Laura? Who had taken her from us?
I mentioned earlier that Friendswood Police had obtained a copy of the local sex offender
registry while Laura was missing. And they had been hard at work following leads, tracking, and
interviewing possible perpetrators. After a lot of dead ends, the pool of suspects-- originally over
2,100 registered offenders-- had been narrowed down to 88. But there was one suspect who was
always of particular interest.
William Lewis Reece had been released from prison in Oklahoma just months before Laura went
missing. He had been incarcerated for 15 years for the abduction and forced oral sodomy of
LaDonna Earp whom he had abducted on April 3, 1986, 11 years to the day before Laura went
missing. Reece had been released only-- after only 10 years for good behavior. And the day that
Laura disappeared, he had been working as a farrier, shoeing horses at a ranch at the one end of
the county road that we lived off of and driving a bulldozer at the construction site at the
opposite end of the road.
The morning that Laura disappeared, it was raining. And the foreman of the work crew had let
all the men go due to the poor weather. Reece, therefore, had legitimate reason to be driving
down our county road that morning.
Now, this man had an established record as a sexual predator. And hence, he was always on the
short list of suspects from the beginning of Laura's disappearance. But nevertheless, the FBI
agent who interviewed him determined to clear him from the suspect list. Reece was so
convincing in his interview that the agent concluded that he was just a, quote, "good old boy"
and that he could be safely forgotten about.
4 and 1/2 months after Laura was killed, in August of 1997, another local girl named Jessica
Cain went missing. The Laura Recovery Center searched for her for years, but to no avail. Only
her truck was recovered.
The following month, another young woman, Sandra Sapaugh, was abducted at knifepoint by
Reece outside a gas station in the early morning hours. Now, she managed to escape by jumping
out of his truck while he drove down the freeway and later was able to identify Reece so that he
was locked up again, this time for 60 years without parole. Now, by that time and despite the FBI
agent's dismissal, Reece was the prime suspect in Laura's murder. The investigators had followed
all the leads from the sex offender registry. And after a long process of elimination, only Reece
remained.
His truck had been processed, yielding two sets of fiber evidence linking the truck and, therefore,
Reece to Laura. Blue olefin fibers from the floorboard of Reece's truck and blue, red, and green
acrylic fibers from a blanket seized during Reece's arrest in the Sandra Sapaugh case were
matched to fibers recovered on Laura's socks. Despite the fiber evidence and the massive
circumstantial evidence, the district attorney would not prosecute Reece in Laura's case. The

complications with the medical examiner's report and other factors led them to conclude that the
case was not strong enough to press charges.
Sandra Sapaugh's survival of her abduction and ability to clearly identify Reece was obviously
more compelling in court. And so the DA prosecuted. This photo was taken in the courtroom
when Reece was convicted and sentenced for Sandra's kidnapping. Reece went back to prison for
60 years without parole. And Laura's case grew cold.
For the next decade, the phrase "Justice for Laura" became a commonplace in our world. This
was at the 10-year anniversary press conference, which was held in an attempt to generate fresh
leads for the police. We talked a lot about justice for Laura because there had never been any.
We were reasonably sure who the perpetrator was. And we knew why he couldn't be charged in
Laura's murder due to the contamination of evidence by the medical examiner's office. And very
little changed about that for years.
And then in the spring of 2016, major breakthroughs started occurring. Things really started to
turn around when Reece was indicted for the 1997 murder of Tiffany Johnston in Oklahoma.
New DNA processing technology had been able to identify Reece unambiguously as the
perpetrator in Tiffany's murder.
The DA in Oklahoma had reached out to the DA in Texas and began discussions about
extraditing Reece to their custody for Tiffany's trial. I don't know the details of the negotiations
that ensued. But it was concluded between the two DA's offices that Reece would remain for a
time longer in Texas where they believed that they could use pressure from the Oklahoma case to
get Reece talking in several unresolved Texas cases, including Laura's.
An extremely competent forensic investigator, a Texas Ranger, had been visiting Reece in the
Texas State Prison. He approached his interviews from the correct assumption that Reece is a
sociopath. Now, apparently sociopaths like Reece aren't very popular in prison. So they feel an
acute need for friends.
The Texas Ranger pretended to be his friend, played good cop. He met with him many times in
the Texas prison. And he got him to confess to Laura's murder in April of 1997; to Kelli Cox,
who had been missing in Denton, Texas in July; to Tiffany Johnston in Oklahoma, also in July;
and Jessica Cain in Galveston County, Texas in August. These confessions were watersheds in
all four cases. But they were not properly Mirandized statements that would be admissible in
court.
Shortly thereafter, Reece was pulled out of the Texas State Prison on a bench warrant and very
discreetly transferred to Friendswood City Jail. The purpose of this was to lead investigators to
the bodies of two of Reece's victims that he had just confessed to killing, Kelli Cox and Jessica
Cain, as well as to provide more information about Laura's murder. Laura's case agent in
Friendswood, the fourth case agent over the nearly two-decade-long case, had been working with
the DA and with the Texas Rangers to coordinate their multi-case investigation into Reece and
had arranged to warehouse him in our local jail while he worked with the digging crews.

Now, at this point, all of the Texas families-- ours, the Coxes, and the Cains-- had agreed to take
the death penalty off the table when it came time to prosecute in exchange for Reece's
cooperation to lead the investigators to Cox's and Cain's remains and also for giving more
information about Laura. The digging lasted for six weeks at two different locations. And just as
Reece had promised, two sets of human remains were recovered and were positively identified as
Jessica Cain and Kelli Cox. Kelli's remains were recovered on April 3, 2016, the 19th
anniversary of Laura's abduction and the 30th anniversary of LaDonna Earp's abduction by
Reece, for which he had been previously incarcerated in Oklahoma.
When Reece wasn't out with the digging crews, the Texas Ranger and Friendswood's case agent
had worked to break open Laura's case. They pretended to be Reece's friends. They brought him
cigarettes and took smoke breaks with him. And this took place not over the course of days or
even weeks, but months.
Reece stayed in Friendswood City Jail long after he had led the investigators to Kelli and
Jessica's bodies, much to the displeasure of the Friendswood City Jail staff. But they stuck to
their plan. And they pretended to be his friend. They played good cop. And they got him to talk.
After what seemed like the umpteenth interview, on June 21, 2016, after a seven-hour-long
interrogation pressing for answers, Reece gave a properly Mirandized confession that he had
abducted and murdered Laura. On September 1, 2016, Galveston County Grand Jury heard the
cases of Laura Smither and Jessica Cain and handed down two true bills of indictment to charge
William Lewis Reece in their murders. Reece now stood accused of at least four young women's
murders in 1997. And sadly, there's yet others that he's linked with.
After the indictments, Reece was extradited to Oklahoma to face charges and trial in the murder
of Tiffany Johnston. He has been charged. And he sat through his preliminary hearings. He was
supposed to go to trial in June of this year. But that's been delayed again.
Depending on the outcome and the proceedings from Tiffany's trial, Reece may return to Texas
to face charges for Laura and the other girls. It is possible that he may be convicted and
sentenced to death in Oklahoma, in which case he may never return to Texas. But it's also
entirely possible for him to die in jail before he goes to trial because he's in poor health.
We don't know if he'll ever return to Texas, formally face charges, and to be tried in Laura's
murder. But after nearly two decades of waiting, to have an indictment against her murderer is an
answer to countless prayers for which we are deeply grateful. While we certainly never wanted
the answers that we got in Laura's case, we know that it is harder yet for the families who never
get any answers.
So for the families of Kelli Cox, Jessica Cain, and Tiffany Johnston, we mourn their losses with
them. And we are deeply grateful for the persistent work of Friendswood Police and the Texas
Rangers to break open these two-decade-old cold cases. We'll always be thankful to them and to
all law enforcement officers who work tirelessly for justice.

So switching gears again and bringing this back to the importance of CART training, I want to
highlight some key takeaways from this story. First of all, the main thing that I hope my story
has conveyed is simply that the human cost of missing children cases is incalculable. This relates
to the second of my two criteria for disaster preparedness, that we should prepare for those
disasters that are the most consequential. Laura's abduction and murder has marked every day of
my life since. And while in the end we've had prayers answered and some kind of justice served,
none of that takes away from the years of agony that our family suffered because of what
happened.
Second and from a more practical standpoint, Laura's case has cost law enforcement countless
thousands of man hours and untold monetary expenses of investigation, which is, of course,
exactly what we would want to happen in any cold case. But it would be better for everyone
involved if case resolution could be reached earlier. Preparing well and training well and then
doing all of our jobs well can help us to mitigate the inevitable suffering that will accompany any
missing child incident.
So my hope in the end is that you will prepare appropriately according to your station in life for a
missing child event. So how do we prepare for a missing child incident? First of all, it should be
noted that most people in most communities are not prepared for a missing child incident.
If you poll law enforcement agencies across the country and ask how many of them have a
written plan of action in place for a bank robbery with a clear division of labor and specified
responsibilities for the first responders, you would get a nearly 100% positive response. If you
poll the same agencies if they have a written plan of action in place for a child abduction with a
clear division of labor and specified responsibility for the first responders, you'd get a very
different response. Now, things are much better today than they were in 1997. But there's still a
lot of untrained and unprepared people out there occupying places of responsibility. And the
Child Abduction Response Team training program is designed precisely to address that lack.
CART, or Child Abduction Response Team, is a training program of the National Criminal
Justice Training Center that prepares teams to respond in real time with the best practices and
best available resources to cases of missing children. A CART Team is a multidisciplinary team
that is trained before the disaster strikes. It's composed of both law enforcement and civilians,
representing a diverse range of skills and competencies, because when a missing child event
happens, you need all hands on deck and a wide range of skills represented to respond
adequately and competently.
CART stresses the interdisciplinary approach to responding to a missing child incident. While
law enforcement often takes the lead, other groups and individuals with their own skills are
incorporated into a local CART team. Now, practically speaking, it's impossible for any
individual or even a particular agency to prepare for everything. We all have different skills. So
we need to work together.
Now, it's a truism. But it's absolutely true that a good team will synchronize diverse skills among
members. And a CART team is not only composed of different individuals, but even different

organizations, even different jurisdictions within a particular region. There's many different ways
to put the CART together.
But what I encourage all of you to do is to seriously reflect upon your own need for preparation
and your community's need for preparation for these tragedies. If you fit into any of those
subpopulations that I mentioned at the beginning, there's a strong likelihood that you will face
one of these situations at some point in your professional life. Given the gravity of such things,
preparation will pay dividends beyond reckoning.
Finally and in conclusion, I want to thank all of you for taking your time to participate in this
webinar today. Regardless of your role, your work on behalf of missing children means more to
those children's families than we could ever communicate in words. So thank you for what you
do.
Please always remember Laura. Please never give up on missing children. Thank you.
Thank you, David, for that extremely impactful, very impactful not only story of the event, but
really letting us know the impact across the board. Thank you very much for that. For our
audience, we're now entering our question and answer session.
David, we've got several questions here for you. And first question I'm going to start off with is
we have a question here, isn't your story a worst case scenario? Most cases of child-- most
missing child cases don't end up in a murder. Is that correct?
Yeah, Byron. And thank you, whoever asked that question. That's a great question. And that's
absolutely true that most missing children cases are not what we call non-family abductions that
end in homicide.
Non-family abductions that end in homicide account for less than 1% of all missing child cases.
But that doesn't mean that the other 99% are trivial. We might think about runaways, for
example. Runaways make up a large number of all missing child cases. And runaways often
receive less attention or less priority than stranger abduction cases, because there's a perception
that the child is at fault for being missing, and fair enough.
But a runaway child is also a very real danger while they are missing. Runaways are often found
in not-so-wholesome places. And it's also well known that a large number of the children who
are forced into the sex trade are abducted as runaways. So it's not something to take lightly.
So regardless of how a child goes missing, as long as they are missing, they're at very serious
risk, very real peril. And also from a logistical point of view, the response to a missing child
event should be full force regardless of the circumstances of that child's disappearance. And of
course, the cases are going to unfold differently based on the different circumstances surrounding
their disappearance. But we always want to respond with the full capacity to any missing child
case.

But you are absolutely right that, I mean, this is a worst case scenario. And that's why it's good to
look at worst case scenarios, because the next one could be a worst case scenario. And as I
mentioned at the beginning, you want to be prepared for the worst. And if you're prepared, then
you might not need that preparation. But if you do, then the cost of preparing fades in
comparison.
OK, thank you. And we have another question here. Is there a facet of the Laura Recovery
Center that specifically focuses on support for siblings?
That's a great question. In 2014, the Laura Recovery Center officially shut down its search
operations. So from 1998 until 2014, the LRCF was actively engaged in searching for missing
children, assisting search efforts, doing a lot of law enforcement training around the country, and
supporting families in real time who were responding to cases in real time. And in 2014, it was
decided amongst the board of directors that the need for that type of service was not needed
anymore because so much progress has been made in law enforcement to respond to these cases.
There's a lot of other nonprofit organizations that were started by families of missing children
around the country. And several of them came to the same conclusion that ours did. The active
search engagement wasn't needed as much.
But going back to the question, when it was decided in 2014 to stop the active search efforts, it
was decided to focus more on education and particularly to do something to reach out to the
siblings, because it had been recognized that there was this great lack of resources and support
available for siblings. So a couple of years ago, the Laura Recovery Center hosted what we
called The Sibling Project. And we gathered together several siblings from around the country
who had all experienced some kind of a missing sibling incident. The details, of course, varied in
each case. But we all had that in common.
We met over a weekend and had very intense discussions that were facilitated by a professional
licensed clinical therapist who knows a lot about missing children's cases. And we worked on
preparing materials to support siblings who currently don't have so many materials available to
them. So the proceedings of that conference are still forthcoming. We're hoping that they will
launch maybe in the fall of this year, maybe the spring of next year. We've had a few logistical
delays. But there are resources that are coming forward from the LRCF specifically to address
that lack.
And there's other programs that have been sponsored through the National Criminal Justice
Training Center of Fox Valley Technical College, through OJJDP, through the National Center
for Missing and Exploited Children. And I've been fortunate over about the last 10 years or so to
take part in some of these gatherings where we have prepared some different resources. And I'm
sure we can maybe in a follow-up email maybe send out some links to those resources.
OK, like you said, yes, great question and absolutely great response and answer on that. We have
another que-- I think we have time for a couple more here. So I was looking at this one question
here. And I think there's kind of-- especially from a law enforcement perspective, it always
crosses their mind.

It's a very broad question, so answer it as best you can, or maybe you want to focus on one part
of it. But the question is the old, honest question. If you knew then what you know now, how
would you want things to be handled differently?
Oh man, well you're right. That's a very broad question.
Maybe you could focus just on one little part of it, because it sounds like-Well, yeah. I can make it-- I can make it very practical. I mean, from the standpoint of what
we're talking about here today in terms of being prepared, I wish that-- I wish that we had an
active CART Team in our community in 1997. I wish that there were people who knew
something about these cases, who could have responded more rapidly and more competently to
the event.
I mean, I talked earlier about how much chaos and confusion there was. And I mean, we had
hundreds of people showing up every day. And to a large extent, they were being self-organized.
I mean, we had some natural leaders step forward out of our local community and our local law
enforcement. And within the first few days, there was some kind of structure that started to take
place.
But there was no-- you know, there was no blueprint for organization at the beginning. And that's
really what CART is all about. CART is about having a team of people in place before this thing
happens so that when it happens, they know how to organize. There is a clear division of labor, a
clear understanding of who does what, who's responsible for what, everything from logistics to
getting the word out, different local law enforcement jurisdictions to media to providing food for
searcher volunteers.
I mean, there's so many facets of this thing. And you can-- if you reach out to the AMBER Alert
Training and Technical Assistance Program-- and the contact information is there on the screen
there. If you call that number or email them there, you can get access to a lot of resources.
Whether or not you go through the full CART training, there's resources there in place and
manuals and guides to be better prepared when something like this happens.
And in one sentence, that's what I wish was different. I wish that we were prepared. It doesn't
mean that the outcome would have been any different. I mean, the statistics are well known.
In a worst case scenario like ours where you're dealing with a non-family abduction of a child
that ends in a homicide, a huge percentage of those children are dead within the first three hours.
I think it's like 97% or 98%. I mean, it's a huge number.
Practically speaking, even if you have an active CART team in place, you might not be able to
organize that quickly that you're going to rescue the child. But even if the outcome in terms of
recovery or survival of the missing child doesn't change, you're going to spare the family and the
community a tremendous amount of grief if you can respond in an organized and competent way
rapidly rather than chaotically. And just from a practical point of view, you'll save a lot of

resources that way also instead of floundering about figuring out what to do if you already know
what to do ahead of time.
OK, you took that very complex question, David, and really, I want to say, brought it home with
that answer. I found myself just mesmerized. And I like how you really brought that in on what
we need. So very, very good job.
And Dave, we're kind of getting towards the end here. So I want to thank you for providing your
amazing insight and taking the time to provide this information to us. I think I can speak not only
for myself, but our entire audience. I've known you for quite a while. And I'm always touched by
your story and always find value and insight and things we can do differently.
So again, I want to thank you. And I thank you on behalf of all of our audience. Do you have any
final thoughts before we close out this webinar that you'd like to give to the audience?
Yeah, I mean, go get better prepared. And that's going to look different for everybody. I mean,
the preparation that we all need to do, whether as individuals, as parents who want to protect
their own children, to law enforcement professionals, to agencies-- that's a matter of personal and
organizational discernment, who needs to go through a full CART training and bear that
responsibility for a community versus just being more aware and informed about these things.
I could never make a blanket statement and say everybody needs to go through a CART training.
But I can make a blanket statement and say that according to your station in life and your
responsibility, would all benefit by being better prepared. So I hope that that's really the main
takeaway from this webinar today is that according to your state in life, your station, your
responsibilities, you will take that into your own personal reflection and discernment and take
the appropriate actions to be better prepared.
OK, thank you so very much, David. Upcoming program and webinar announcements for
AMBER Alert Training and Technical Assistance Program will be made in the coming weeks
and can also be found at www.NCJTC.org.

