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Abstract
The search for missing persons is a complex process in which logistics plays a key 
role for uniformed services. Services such as the Police, Fire Department and 
Military must collaborate in a coordinated manner to effectively utilize available 
resources and technologies.

Logistics involves organizing, managing and providing the necessary means, such 
as search equipment, vehicles, drones, as well as the engagement of personnel 
and volunteers. Key elements include quick response, proper planning, coordi-
nation of field operations, and communication between different units. Equally 
important are modern technologies such as GPS systems, ground-penetrating 
radars, databases containing information  on missing persons and data analysis, 
which help to quickly determine search areas and increase the chances of finding 
the missing.

This work discusses the issue of searching for missing persons in Poland, the strate-
gies and methods applied by uniformed services, as well as the logistical challenges 
they face during these operations.
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INTRODUCTION

We live in a world where privacy is becoming increasingly difficult to maintain. On 
the one hand, we accept the omnipresence of surveillance cameras and are aware 
that our activities can be tracked through smartphone apps or phone login analyses. 
On the other hand, many people voluntarily disclose details of their private lives, 
sharing information about their activities, hobbies, work, interests and posting 
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photos on social media, adhering to the principle: "If you’re not online, you might 
as well not exist." In a world where technology and globalization dominate our 
lives, it is hard to understand how someone can disappear without a trace. How 
is it possible that someone can suddenly vanish without any sign, just by going to 
work, a meeting, shopping, or for a walk?

The disappearance of a person is a traumatic experience for his or her loved ones. 
People disappear regardless of gender, age, social status or education. Missing 
persons can come from various age groups, social and professional backgrounds, 
both from cities and rural areas, from Poland and abroad. The issue of disappear-
ances is global and present in every country. People go missing, leaving behind 
thousands of loved ones struggling with everyday difficulties, legal issues and 
psychological challenges. The causes of disappearances are similar worldwide: 
running away from home (mainly teenagers), mental and physical illnesses (e.g., 
disappearances of the elderly caused by somatic diseases, memory loss), depres-
sion, life crises (financial, family and professional problems), accidents or crimes 
(kidnappings, murders), as well as disappearances related to war and politics. 
Some missing persons consciously sever contact with their families or decide 
to commit suicide. Therefore, a determined attitude to find a missing person is 
obvious, and effective searches should be facilitated by the principles and norms 
in place to regulate these matters.  

1. A MISSING PERSON – BASIC INFORMATION AND APPLICABLE 
LEGAL STATUS

A missing person is defined as an event which prevents the determination of 
an individual's whereabouts, requiring their discovery or assistance to ensure 
the protection of life, health or freedom.  The disappearance of a person should 
be reported to the nearest Police unit or through the emergency number 112. 
It is important to note that there is no required waiting time to file a report, 
despite the fact that there is still a strong societal belief that a person can only 
be reported missing after 24 or 48 hours. This stereotype is reinforced by media 
messages. The law on this matter is precise: a report should be made immedi-
ately. The basic rule is: The sooner, the better! The earlier we report this fact 
to the competent authorities, the higher the chances of a quicker recovery of 
the missing person are. This is particularly important if there is suspicion of 
a direct threat to the life or health of the missing person. When reporting, as 
much information as possible about the missing person should be provided, 
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including a photo, a detailed description of the person (including clothing) and 
specific information about the person’s health condition and any medications 
he or she may be taking. It is also helpful to provide the phone number used 
by the missing person, if the person took a mobile phone with him or herself. 
This information is crucial for determining the level of search efforts by the 
Police and taking appropriate action. 

The primary legal act regulating the search for a missing person is the Order No. 48 
of the Chief Commander of the Police dated 28 June 2018, regarding the conduct 
of police searches for missing persons and procedures in the case of identifying a 
person with an unknown identity or finding unknown human remains or body parts, 
along with the amendments specified in Order No. 32 of the Chief Commander 
of the Police dated 13 November 2020, and Order No. 8 of the Chief Commander 
of the Police dated 1 March 2021.  

To streamline and rationalize search efforts, specific levels of searches are assigned 
to missing persons. Currently, three levels are distinguished:

Level I – This level applies to a person whose disappearance is associated with a real, 
immediate threat to their life, health, or freedom, for which direct and immediate 
search actions are required, involving significant resources and efforts from the 
police. This includes cases involving persons such as:
•	 a minor under the age of 10,
•	 a minor aged 11 to 13, missing for the first time,
•	 a person unable to live independently,
•	 a person requiring continuous medication, whose failure to take it in a timely 

manner poses a threat to his or her life,
•	 a person who has gone missing with a real suspicion of a crime against his or 

her life or freedom being committed,
•	 a person whose behavior strongly indicates an immediate intent to commit 

suicide, where the immediate initiation of search efforts and the involvement 
of significant resources are highly likely to prevent a suicide attempt,

•	 a  person missing in weather conditions which pose a threat to his or her life 
if not found immediately.

Level II – This level applies to a person whose disappearance is associated with 
a justified suspicion of a risk to his or her life, health, or freedom, such as in the 
case of a person:  
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•	 who has declared an intention to commit suicide again, or whose declaration 
of intent did not provide reasonable grounds to believe the intent would be 
carried out,  

•	 a minor aged 14 to 18, missing for the first time,  
•	 a person capable of independent living, but requiring care and continuous 

medication, where the failure to take the medication could threaten his or 
her health,  

•	 a person missing abroad, for whom there is a justified need to provide assistance 
to protect his or her life, health, or freedom.  

Level III – This level applies to a person whose disappearance is not associated 
with an immediate or justified threat to his or her life, health, or freedom, such as 
in the case of a person:
•	 who has expressed a desire to sever contact with family, close persons, or the 

environment they were last in,
•	 who left their place of residence due to family misunderstandings,
•	 whose reasons or circumstances of disappearance cannot be determined,
•	 who has lost contact, but had expressed a desire to travel or whose disappearance 

is related to traveling or staying abroad,
•	 who does not require constant medical care or continuous medication, and who 

voluntarily left a care, medical, or other facility,
•	 a minor aged 11 to 13, missing for the second time. 

2. ACTIONS TAKEN IN CONNECTION WITH A DISAPPEARANCE

In Poland, every year between 17,000 to 20,000 disappearances are reported. The 
search for missing persons is a complex process, requiring coordinated efforts 
from multiple uniformed services such as the Police, State Fire Service, Volunteer 
Fire Service, Border Guard, Municipal Police, Municipal Guard, Military, Search 
and Rescue Groups, Mountain Volunteer Rescue Service, Tatra Volunteer Rescue 
Service, and Water Volunteer Rescue Service. The role of logistics in this context 
is crucial, as it ensures effective and quick action, which can decide about the 
survival of the missing individuals. Proper organization, planning and utilization 
of available resources are essential for the rapid and effective location of missing 
persons.  

Logistics in uniformed services refers to the management and coordination of peo-
ple, places, equipment and information necessary to achieve the search objective. 
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This includes everything from mobilizing units, to managing material resources, 
to data analysis and communication. Effective logistics operations allow for the 
minimization of time needed to begin and carry out actions, which is often critical 
for the life and health of the missing person. It is clear that the chances of successful 
search operations are greater when they are undertaken immediately. The afore-
mentioned services and units work together in the search for missing persons to 
maximize the effectiveness of their actions.

2.1   Actions of uniformed services during search operations – action 
algorithms

The first and most frequently involved service responsible for coordinating 
the search, gathering information, conducting investigations and collaborating 
with other units – and playing a key role – is the Police. The search for a miss-
ing person by the Police in Poland follows specific procedures and methods 
aimed at quickly and effectively locating the missing person, as outlined in the 
aforementioned Orders (of the Chief Commander of the Police). The Police 
conduct initial investigations to confirm that the report concerns a genuine 
disappearance. They check locations where the person may have been and 
establish contact with individuals in the person’s surroundings. The residence 
of the missing person and his or her favorite places are thoroughly searched. 
Various search methods are used, such as foot patrols, the use of tracking dogs, 
drones, and special units (e.g., police water units), as described later in the ar-
ticle. Information about the missing person may be published in the media, on 
websites, on social media and through mobile apps, provided that those filing 
the report give their consent. Announcements are made to the local community, 
asking for help and information. If there is suspicion that the disappearance 
is the result of a crime, additional, extensive investigative actions are carried 
out. Evidence is collected, witnesses are questioned and the footage from sur-
veillance cameras is analyzed.

In the event of receiving information about the disappearance of a person qualifying 
for Level I search operations, the most important task is to conduct a thorough 
analysis and evaluation of the facts and circumstances surrounding the disappear-
ance, as well as to immediately organize additional resources, appropriate to the 
planned actions, outside of the regular duty time of the Police unit’s personnel and 
equipment, to be used in the search operations carried out within the unit’s area. 
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If necessary, forces and resources from other Police units, including the superior 
unit and CPOZ KGP, should be included in the search efforts. At this level, the 
logistics of the services involved are crucial. It is necessary to inform non-police 
forces and resources about the search and utilize them in the search operations, 
such as the State Fire Service, Volunteer Fire Service, Border Guard, Municipal 
Police, Municipal Guard, Military, Search and Rescue Groups, Mountain Volunteer 
Rescue Service, Tatra Volunteer Rescue Service and Water Volunteer Rescue Service. 
In cooperation with these services, it is important to immediately organize and 
conduct a search of the area where the missing person was last located and of other 
identified locations. Then, it is also necessary to check hospitals and secure any 
traces and evidence related to the incident, including biological material which can 
help establish the missing person's DNA profile. If possible, surveillance footage 
in the area of the disappearance and places where the person may have been last 
seen should be secured and analyzed. Furthermore, the Police should use technical 
means to support the search and conduct telecommunications investigations if the 
missing person is carrying a mobile phone.

In the case of receiving information about the disappearance of a person quali-
fying for Level II or III, the actions are carried out similarly to Level I; however, 
organizing additional, appropriate forces and resources in line with the planned 
actions should be considered – as required during the search for individuals 
qualifying for Level I.   

It is important to note that if there is a suspicion that the missing person may have 
travelled abroad, international cooperation mechanisms are activated, including 
Interpol and Europol. In the case of a child’s disappearance, the Child Alert system 
is triggered. The Police can also cooperate with non-governmental organizations 
specializing in the search for missing persons (e.g., ITAKA Foundation).

All activities related to the search for the missing person are carefully documented. 
The Police regularly monitor the progress of the search and update the information. 
The Police aim to act as quickly as possible, as time is a crucial factor in searching 
for missing persons. Every minute can be critical in locating them and ensuring 
their safety.

The second most commonly used service during searches is the State Fire Service 
and Volunteer Fire Service, which play a key role in searching for missing persons, 
particularly in crisis situations where the threat to life is considerable, and the 
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search area is difficult to access or dangerous. The fire service has specialized 
equipment which is essential in challenging terrain conditions, such as boats, 
off-road vehicles, climbing equipment, drones and thermal cameras. These 
tools allow for effective searching of vast and inaccessible areas. Firefighters are 
among the first who can quickly mobilize and reach the site of the disappear-
ance. Their mobility and availability are crucial in situations where time plays 
a significant role. Within the fire service, there are specialized groups, such 
as Search and Rescue Teams, which are specialized in searching for missing 
persons, especially in difficult conditions such as building collapses, avalanches 
or forested areas.  

An example of such search groups is the Search and Rescue Group in 
Pomerania, which supports logistical operations, including: - The Search and 
Rescue Group of the Volunteer Fire Service (OSP) Gdańsk, which actively 
supports the Police's logistical efforts in searching for missing persons in 
open terrain. In addition to trained and certified dogs, the group includes 
professional navigators and planners. They also have the necessary equip-
ment for conducting any field operation – GPS devices, a computer with 
planning software, as well as thermal and infrared cameras. The individual 
equipment of the rescuers and the skills of the dogs allow them to operate in 
all weather conditions, both during the day and at night. In addition, there 
is a Special Rescue Group PCK Tricity (pl. Grupa Ratownictwa Specjalnego 
PCK Trójmiasto) – currently known as the GRS PCK Tricity, which is able 
to independently carry out the search for missing persons in the open area 
in a fully professional manner. The skills of the group allow to fully use the 
acquired knowledge and equipment.  

Special Search and Rescue Groups, such as the Mountain Volunteer Rescue 
Service (GOPR), the Water Volunteer Rescue Service (WOPR) in Poland, or 
other similar units around the world, play a crucial role in searching for miss-
ing persons, especially in challenging and specific environments. These groups 
specialize in difficult conditions. They are specially trained to operate in specific, 
often extreme natural conditions, such as mountainous terrains, caves, rivers, 
lakes or seas. Their skills and experience in navigation, rescue operations and 
survival in these environments are invaluable. Members of these groups regularly 
participate in intensive courses. These trainings cover search techniques, first aid, 
advanced resuscitation, as well as skills specific to the given environment, such 
as climbing, diving, or swimming. These groups are equipped with specialized 
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gear tailored to their unique needs, including climbing equipment, rescue boats, 
diving apparatus and gear for searches in cold and freezing conditions. Owing to 
their readiness to act and the ability to quickly mobilize resources, Special Search 
and Rescue Groups can respond very quickly to reports of missing persons. They 
often act as the first units at the scene. These groups effectively cooperate with 
the police, fire and medical services, as well as the military, which allows for co-
ordinated actions and increased search efficiency. Together, they plan strategies 
and share tasks to optimize rescue processes. Their primary mission is not only 
to find the missing persons but also to provide first aid and evacuate victims 
from dangerous locations. 

The military’s involvement in the search for missing persons is usually asso-
ciated with situations of particularly large scale or cases where other services 
need support due to limited resources or specialized skills. The military has 
advanced logistical resources which can be invaluable in difficult-to-reach or 
vast areas. These resources may include helicopters, off-road vehicles, ships and 
boats, which facilitate rapid movement and transportation of search equipment. 
The military also has access to advanced technologies which can be used in 
searches, such as drones with thermal imaging cameras, ground-penetrating 
radar, and satellite location systems. These tools can significantly accelerate 
search processes and improve their effectiveness. Military personnel are well-
trained in survival, navigation and tactics, which is useful in challenging search 
conditions. Additionally, some military units are specifically prepared for rescue 
and search operations.

An important factor in the selection of search and rescue groups used by the uni-
formed services is the group’s affiliation with the National Rescue and Firefighting 
System or registration in the registry of entities cooperating with the State Medical 
Rescue, maintained by the voivode. Using assistance from other groups by the 
services or by members of the missing person’s family can involve the risk of 
conducting searches independently without coordination with the police. Often, 
members of such groups establish individual contact with the families of missing 
persons, sometimes forbidding the family from contacting the police. They try 
to obtain information about ongoing searches from officers, and on their web-
sites, they publish statements claiming to have been invited and engaged by the 
police. This leads to the disclosure of “sensitive” information obtained from the 
family during these activities (e.g., messages posted on websites), the need to 
repeat designated actions, delays in rescue operations, and even a threat to the 
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health and life of the missing person. Furthermore, the activities of such groups 
expose the police to liability for damages due to their actions and in relation to 
their members. There have been incidents among such search participants, as 
they are often untrained and inexperienced. These searches are often directed 
on the wrong track. 

2.2  Algorithm of operation 

The procedure for disposing of Specialized Search and Rescue Groups of the 
National Rescue and Fire System for search activities carried out on the territory.
Based on an agreement between the Chief Commander of the Police and the 
Chief Commander of the State Fire Service, during search operations for missing 
persons conducted in the field – upon request of the Police – Specialized Search 
and Rescue Groups (SGPR) may be deployed. A request to deploy SGPR can be 
made during search operations for missing persons at Level I. Deployment of the 
SGPR from the National Rescue and Firefighting System occurs directly upon 
request of the Police—only at the county level, within the area where the SGPR 
operates. In all other cases, it must be done through the appropriate local and 
hierarchical position of the PSP (State Fire Service) command. These activities 
should be carried out by the provincial police command centers or the coordi-
nator at the provincial police headquarters, with simultaneous notification to the 
Missing Persons Search Center (Pl.: CPOZ) of the National Police Headquarters 
(Pl.: KGP). 

2.3  Selected Example of the Algorithm.

The procedure during operations in a county where the Specialized Search and 
Rescue Group of the National Rescue and Firefighting System does not operate, 
but is active within the province.

 



78

Logistics and Transport No 3-4(63-64)/2024

There are many more procedures, and they depend on whether Specialized Search 
and Rescue Groups of the National Rescue and Firefighting System are operating 
in a given county or voivodeship. Similarly, the procedure for using other services 
will follow the same pattern. For example, in the case of Forest Guard participation 
in the search for missing persons, the request for deployment should be directed to 
the relevant forest district authority for the area where the search will take place. To 
deploy the military in the search for missing persons, a request must be submitted 
to the voivode, who will then submit the request to the Minister of the Interior and 
Administration, with the final decision on military involvement being made by the 
Minister of National Defense

.
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3. INNOVATIONS USED BY SERVICES IN THE SEARCH FOR 
MISSING PERSONS

Mantrailing – this is a form of tracking which involves "tracking upwind," i.e., fol-
lowing an individual’s specific scent and identifying it at the end of the trail. This 
method combines the dog's natural ability to distinguish a particular human scent 
from a range of other odors and track the scent from the oldest to the freshest. It 
is typically used during rescue operations and police searches for missing persons, 
particularly in cases of disappearances involving children, elderly individuals, or 
people with mental disorders. At the start of the search, scent samples are taken from 
the missing person. These may include personal items such as clothes, a toothbrush, 
bedding, or other objects the person had direct contact with. Mantrailing involves 
the use of specially trained dogs; most often these are breeds with exceptional 
olfactory abilities, such as bloodhounds, German shepherds, or Labradors. Such a 
dog, led by its handler, begins to track the missing person's scent. The handler must 
be well-trained to accurately interpret the signals given by the dog. The dog can 
track the scent on various surfaces (asphalt, grass, forest) and in different weather 
conditions. These dogs are capable of tracking the scent for many hours and over 
long distances. This method is employed by rescue services, such as the police, fire 
department, GOPR (Mountain Volunteer Rescue Service), WOPR (Water Volunteer 
Rescue Service) and specialized search teams. The dogs are able to track scents 
which are undetectable to humans, thus rendering this method extremely effective. 

UAVs - Unmanned Aerial Vehicles, also known as drones, play a significant role 
in the police search for missing persons. Their use allows for quick and efficient 
searching of vast and hard-to-reach areas. Drones can rapidly cover large areas 
such as forests, parks, mountains, or fields, greatly speeding up the search process 
compared to traditional methods. Thanks to their ability to fly over obstacles, drones 
can access areas which are difficult for foot patrols to reach, such as swamps, dense 
undergrowth, or flooded regions. Drones equipped with thermal cameras can detect 
the heat emitted by the human body, which is particularly useful during nighttime 
searches or in areas with limited visibility. They can also provide detailed images 
of the terrain, allowing for precise monitoring of the search area.

Drones can be quickly mobilized and sent to the location of the disappearance, 
allowing for the immediate start of the search. Operators can control the drones 
from a safe distance, minimizing the risk to officers in dangerous situations. Video 
footage recorded by the drones can be analyzed in real-time or later, allowing for a 
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thorough search of the area and identification of potential traces. Drones can doc-
ument the search area, which is useful for further analysis and reports. They can fly 
over forests, scanning the terrain in search of missing persons. Thermal cameras 
can detect body heat, even in dense undergrowth. In mountainous regions, drones 
can reach hard-to-access areas where foot patrols would have difficulty moving. 
They can quickly examine areas with steep slopes and dangerous rock formations. 
Drones can search areas over rivers, lakes, and other water bodies. Thermal cam-
eras can detect people in the water or on the shore. Drones allow for faster and 
more efficient searches, increasing the chances of quickly locating missing persons. 
Thanks to remote control, drones minimize the risk to officers who do not have to 
directly expose themselves to dangerous conditions. They undoubtedly speed up 
the search process compared to traditional methods. The detailed rules for drone 
usage are currently regulated by Order No. 63 of the Chief Police Commander 
regarding the detailed principles of using unmanned aerial vehicles in the Police.  

I-Familia is a global DNA database managed by Interpol, which helps in the identi-
fication of missing persons based on genetic material. The project aims to facilitate 
international cooperation in the search for missing persons and the identification 
of unknown bodies, especially in cases where traditional methods have failed. 
I-Familia collects and stores DNA profiles of missing persons and their family 
members, thus enabling matching and identification based on genetic material. 
The database is accessible to law enforcement agencies from Interpol member 
countries, allowing for international information exchange and collaboration. The 
I-Familia system uses advanced algorithms to compare and match DNA profiles of 
missing persons with those of their relatives. Matches are made based on genetic 
inheritance, allowing for identification even in the absence of direct genetic ma-
terial from the missing person. Advanced algorithms and the global reach of the 
DNA database increase the chances of effective identification of missing persons. 
In short, I-Familia is an innovative system which significantly improves the ability 
to identify missing persons through the use of DNA technology and international 
cooperation. Thanks to this project, the families of missing persons have a greater 
chance of finding answers, while the law enforcement agencies gain a powerful 
tool for solving complex missing persons cases.

The Polish Police, like many other services around the world, is investing in the 
development and modernization of its drone fleet, as well as in the training of 
operators. Modern technologies, such as artificial intelligence for analyzing data 
from drones, can further increase the efficiency of search operations. Thanks to 
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continuous technological advancements, drones are becoming an indispensable tool 
in search-and-rescue operations, contributing to the quick and effective location 
of missing persons and ensuring their safety. 

4. SEARCHING FOR MISSING PERSONS - SELECTED CASES

An immediate and well-organized search operation conducted by police officers 
from the KPP in Sochaczew, with the involvement of officers from CPOZ KGP, 
firefighters, the use of the Mobile Search Support Center KGP, a police helicopter, 
and a tracking dog, led to the finding of a 72-year-old woman. 

The missing person informed her family by phone that she had gotten lost in the 
forest. Despite intensive search efforts involving local police officers, firefighters 
(PSP and OSP), the use of a police helicopter and a tracking dog, as well as main-
taining continuous phone contact with the missing person, her location could 
not be determined. Around 1:00 AM, the contact was lost. During the night, the 
Missing Persons Search Center (CPOZ) also became involved, sending a Mobile 
Search Support Center with a 3-person crew to the site. The search for the missing 
woman continued throughout the night. By 10:00 AM, despite difficult weather 
conditions, about 660 hectares of forest were searched. More than 200 people were 
involved in the search efforts. The helicopter was used twice, and two fire depart-
ment helicopters also arrived at the scene. After 10:00 AM, additional CPOZ KGP 
officers were sent to support the search by deploying a drone. Around 11:40 AM, 
one of the foot patrols composed of officers from the KPP in Sochaczew found 
the missing woman on one of the firebreak roads running through the Kampinos 
Landscape Park, and she was provided with the necessary assistance on-site. 

FINAL CONCLUSIONS

The current system for searching for missing persons is not perfect. An analysis of 
the existing legal solutions, as well as practices, reveals many gaps, imprecise, and 
unclear criteria which form the basis of decisions, which subsequently affect the 
effectiveness and efficiency of the actions taken. Many solutions could be imple-
mented even within the current system, although more necessary seems to be a 
general change—i.e., regulating this issue in a universally applicable legal act, such 
as a ministerial regulation.
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Contemporary search logistics increasingly relies on data analysis, which enables 
precise prediction and location of missing persons. The use of artificial intelli-
gence allows for the analysis of large amounts of data from various sources, such 
as surveillance cameras, mobile phone data, or satellite information. This enables 
authorities to quickly identify areas where search efforts should be concentrated, 
significantly shortening response times.

The logistical operations of uniformed services in the search for missing persons 
constitute a complex system which requires continuous adaptation and innovation. 
The effectiveness of these operations depends on many factors, from technology 
to interorganizational cooperation. Investing in modern solutions, training and 
international cooperation is crucial for further development and improving the 
effectiveness of searches. The goal is not only to find the missing persons but also 
to ensure their safety.
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