
FLORIDA LEGISLATURE PASSES PROJECT LEO 
 
In 2014, a 9-year-old boy named Leo with ASD, wandered from his home 
in Suwannee County and drowned. It was after this event that a House of 
Representatives member, Elizabeth Porter, put forth a pilot project called 
Project Leo. 
 
Earlier this year the Florida Legislature passed Senate Bill 230, approving 
Project Leo. Project Leo will provide funding to certain facilities to 
administer tracking devices to people with autism spectrum disorder, ASD, 
in certain counties to protect people from the often dangerous effects of 
wandering from safe environments. 
 
The Centers for Autism and Related Disabilities, otherwise known as CARD 
facilities, that have been given the funds to implement this pilot project 
are located at the University of Florida, Florida Atlantic University and 
University of South Florida. 
 
Tracking devices are available to those with ASD in Alachua, Baker, 
Hamilton, Columbia and Suwannee Counties. 
 
Ann-Marie Orlando, research assistant professor at the University of 
Florida’s Center for Autism and Related Disabilities, said the tracking 
device is a wrist watch style device that can be worn on the wrist or ankle.  
 
Each sheriff’s department that is a part of Project Leo has a transmitter and 
receiver that can track these devices. 
 
The various sheriff’s departments involved and Project Lifesaver 
International, a Port St. Lucie-based nonprofit that provides tracking 
technology, have teamed up with CARD to make this pilot project a 
success, Orlando said. 



Project Lifesaver International has already provided tracking technology 
and training for a couple of the sheriff’s departments, but it was the 
CARD’s responsibility to supply these devices for the ones who did not 
have them. 
 
“There is a sense of relief and peace of mind when parents are able to call 
the sheriff’s office and find their child,” Orlando said. 
 
It is CARD’s job to identify the individuals who meet the criteria for this 
tracking device, and this is done through advertising in local publications 
and schools, Orlando said. 
 
According to the CARD website, the criteria for the device is that the 
individual must live in one of the five counties, they must have a diagnosis 
of autism spectrum disorder, they must be at risk for wandering, they must 
require adult supervision and they cannot operate a vehicle. 
 
Danielle Liso, assistant director at CARD, said wandering is a pervasive 
problem across autism in general regardless of age and level of disability. 
 
A lot of the time, wandering has to do with the individual not 
understanding the concepts of safe and dangerous, attention seeking 
behaviors and sensory seeking behaviors, Liso said. 
 
“A person with autism has a very different way of taking sensory input from 
the world. We don’t understand what that feels like, but we do know 
running is one of the ways they cope,” Liso said. 
 
CARD is hoping this project will bring awareness to wandering, Liso said. 
 
One of the main problems is that these individuals have obsessive 
thoughts about certain things and will run to seek those things out, Liso 
said. 



Laurie Hunt, mother to a son with ASD, is completely in support of Project 
Leo and hopes to get one for her son. 
 
“My son’s habit of wandering to find water made me uneasy every day,” 
said Hunt. 
 
“Parents only want to protect their children from danger, and I think this 
tracking device not only makes the ability to find our child easier, but also 
sleep better at night knowing our son is safe,” Hunt said. 
 
Ann-Marie Orlando said the pilot project will run through December 2017. 
The hope is that the Florida Legislature will decide to expand funding 
statewide, so that families do not have to add to the list of expenses. 
 
“This project will help save lives of many people with ASD before it is too 
late,” Orlando said. 
 
CARD is requesting that if you know anyone who meets the specific 
criteria, to have their legal guardian contact Ana Vilfort-Garces at 352-273-
0581 or ana501@ufl.edu. 
 


