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Renewal. 
Without responsibilities.

BY CLARK MILLER

Salamander Technologies was founded 
by first responders shortly after the events 
of 9/11.

The patented tracking, tagging and report-
ing system for first responders has evolved to 
encompass a complete spectrum of users and 
their scenarios.

The 2001 startup was created in Traverse 
City by Mike Whelan and Russ Miller. 
Their goal was to create software that could 
save lives. It encompasses 
three elements:

• Tagging – Create iden-
tity documents or event-spe-
cific badges to track the 
whereabouts of people and 
equipment.

• Tracking – Enter that 
information into a database 
that can be accessed by 
iPhone or hand-held PCs 
to develop plans or respond 
in real-time to an ongoing 
incident.

• Reporting – Assess 
results of actions.

Robert Riess, a serial entrepreneur, liked 
the concept so much that he and his co-found-
ers at Minneapolis-based holding firm Or-
angeHook Inc. bought the company in 2014. 
The next year, Riess took over as president of 
Salamander. Under his watch, the company 
has become a provider to some 30,000 first 
response agencies across the country and has 
expanded its workforce to 12 employees.

Salamander built its brand by appealing 
first to smaller potential clients as a platform 
for ever-larger projects.

“It’s not the route many of our compet-
itors took, but it worked because it created 
credibility in the marketplace,” Riess said.

Scalability is another important reason 
for Salamander’s success. For about $1,000, 
smaller fire departments and emergency 
response centers can get a simple manual 
accountability system. At the other end of 
the scale, Salamander has expanded its cus-

tomer base in the last few years to include 
large, highly visible events such as presiden-
tial debates, Super Bowls, college football 
games, the U.S. Open golf tournament and 
various conferences.

During the pandemic, Salamander has 
become a resource management tool for 
COVID-19 responders.

Another term heard often at Salamander 
is “interoperability.” It means that when 
needed, Salamander can immediately expand 
to include an endless number of participating 

entities. Interoperability can 
extend to planned as well 
as unplanned events. In the 
run-up to the Super Bowl, 
for instance, the company 
developed a coordinated, 
single operating view that in-
cluded emergency planners 
and hundreds of vendors.

Another layer of the 
technology is the ability 
to receive and respond to 
calls for help during an 
emergency. For example, 
with no previous warning, 
Salamander was asked 

in November 2016 to help coordinate 
resources at a major wildfire in and around 
Gatlinburg, Tennessee.

Riess named the three priorities he be-
lieves work in business: Focus on employees; 
listen to your market – don’t get wrapped 
up in your own ideas without listening first; 
and proactively develop contingency plans 
for shifts in the market.

Riess said that the nature of his business 
means he has a job that he “loves.”

“I don’t like my job, I love it,” he said, 
“especially the fact that every day we’re help-
ing people make it home to their families 
after doing their jobs.”

The mission of the Grand Traverse Area Man-
ufacturing Council (GTAMC) is to support a 
sustainable and globally competitive manufactur-
ing sector for a stronger economy. Learn more at 
makegreatthings.org/
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