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Recover, Rebuild, Restore Southeast Mississippi home to EF-4 Tornado Survivor 
HATTIESBURG, Miss. (June 4, 2015) – For more than 30 years, Linda Gilmore lived on East 
5th Street, where the Hattiesburg native raised her four children, created memories with her 
grandchildren, and, in the more recent years, enjoyed visits with her great-grandchildren. 
However, in early 2013, when the catastrophic EF-4 tornado swept through East Hattiesburg, 
her cherished family home was left in ruins. 
Gilmore, 62, who has worked as a site manager for the Forrest County Board of Supervisors 
for 21 years and has given back tirelessly to her community through volunteer service, is like 
countless elderly Pine Belt residents who were permanently displaced by the storm. 
However, today, Recover, Rebuild, Restore Southeast Mississippi Inc., which was founded by 
the United Way of Southeast Mississippi in 2006, sought to improve Gilmore’s life as Thomas R. 
Smith II, R3SM board chair, presented her with keys to a new home, located in the Woodlawn 
Court area of Hattiesburg, during a ribbon cutting and celebration.
The 1,040-square foot house is the second new home the local, independent organization – 
which provides sustainable community services to the Pine Belt area, including disaster relief 
– has presented to an elderly resident through its Mississippi Tornado Program.
Built on a 50-by-100 square-foot lot owned by R3SM, construction on the two-bedroom, 
two-bathroom house began in December 2014. With support and contributions from several 
businesses, including Economy Supply Company, Dirt Cheap Building Supply, Home Depot 
and Lowe’s, the house was constructed by 50 volunteers who donated 3,506 hours toward its 
completion.
The home features upgrades such as energy efficient windows and appliances; architectural 
shingles; aluminum cladding around the windows, fascia and doors; and an open-plan kitchen 
with a breakfast bar. 
“I would like to thank God for this Day, R3SM, all the people (volunteers) who helped and the 
city of Hattiesburg that took part in helping the Gilmore’s get back in our home again!” said 
Gilmore, who was selected by R3SM through the organization’s unmet needs committee.
“The totality of destruction left in the wake of a natural disaster is often counted in dollars; 
however, as we have seen with Mrs. Gilmore, the pain and loss survivors are left with is 
enumerable,” said Demetria Simpson, executive director of R3SM. “To be able to provide 
housing for low-income individuals, especially seniors, who have been impacted by a disaster, 
is a core goal for our R3SM. However, we do not stand alone in this calling, as this house was 
also made possible by our dedicated and generous partners, including civic and government 
organizations as well as some incredible individuals.”
Among the organizations and individuals that assisted with the construction of the home are 
the United Way of Southeast Mississippi; Gulf Coast Community Design Studio; the American 
Red Cross of Southeast Mississippi; A&M Construction; Dillon Plumbing; Mennonite Disaster 
Services; NOMADS, a service organization affiliated with the United Methodist Church; 
Mississippi Annual Conference of UMC; Pinebelt Electric Heating and Air; John Corley, who 
donated toward construction costs and supplied volunteer labor; and Darrell Lewis, R3SM 
construction manager and independent contractor.
Since 2006, R3SM has actively engaged in long-term recovery, helping repair 450 houses 
and constructing 16 new homes for low-income individuals and families following hurricanes 
Katrina, Isaac and the EF4 tornado last year. 
Editor’s note: High-resolution photos from the event will be available by emailing Lori@Eckert.
com or calling 850-855-0055. 
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R3SM FACT SHEET

Overview: R3SM (Recover, Rebuild, Restore Southeast Mississippi) coordinates restoration, 
rebuilding and recovery services to low-income families and individuals living in Mississippi’s 
Pine Belt. The nonprofit was founded in 2006 by the United Way of Southeast Mississippi as 
a long-term recovery agency to assist and support victims of Hurricane Katrina. An affiliate of 
the Mississippi Case Management Consortium, the independent organization’s work continues 
by assisting residents affected by 2012’s Hurricane Isaac and 2013’s EF4 tornado. Recovery 
work begins by delivering high-quality disaster case management to low-income individuals 
and families who meet eligibility criteria by focusing on the processes of assessment, 
planning, advocacy, linking and monitoring. Through partnerships with numerous community 
organizations, R3SM has repaired more than 400 homes and built 14. 
Mission: To help Mississippi Pine Belt’s most vulnerable RECOVER from natural disasters, 
substandard housing, economic crisis, and toxic effects of chronic poverty, REBUILD their 
homes, communities, and lives, and RESTORE financial stability, dignity, and hope.
Office Location: 301 Buschman St. Hattiesburg MS 39403
Executive director: Demetria Simpson
Website: R3SM.org
Social media: Facebook.com/R3SMs
Email: Info@R3SM.org
Phone: 601-544-5115
Date Founded: July 2006
Geographic scope: Mississippi’s Pine Belt
Programs: The organization currently is centered on three programs, each offering its 
individual benefits to the area served while utilizing overlapping resources. These three 
synergistic programs combined create a strategy that establishes R3SM as an important 
community partner that delivers varied yet vital services. 

• Disaster Services: As the founding R3SM program, the Disaster Services program 
coordinates restoration, rebuilding and recovery services to low-income families and 
individuals living in Mississippi’s Pine Belt region. The efforts include assisting eligible 
residents affected by natural disaster by delivering high-quality case management while 
focusing on the processes of assessment, planning, advocacy, linking and monitoring. 

• Affordable Housing: Through new construction and housing preservation methods within 
Mississippi’s Pine Belt Region, the Affordable Housing Program was created to decrease 
the gap in safe and appropriate housing for low income families and individuals, including 
the elderly and working poor.

• Workforce Development & Training: R3SM’s Workforce Development & Training Program, 
aka Onward & Upward offers a curriculum to build knowledge and skills in the areas of 
building, design, life skills and community services for low-income individuals, creating a 
prepared, productive and sustainable workforce that will contribute to the improvement of 
the Pine Belt’s economic and community health, as well as provide a critical  resource to 
support the needs of R3SM’s long term disaster and economic crisis recovery efforts.



R3SM FACT SHEET, continued

Time line of programs:
• 2006-2010 – Hurricane Katrina recovery
• 2011 – Continued Hurricane Katrina recovery through the Mississippi Development 

Authority’s Neighborhood Home Program 
• 2012 – Hurricane Isaac
• 2013-2014 – EF4 Tornado, Mississippi Tornado Program through the Department of 

Labor’s National Emergency Grant Program
• 2015 – Affordable Housing Program

By the numbers: 
• 450 homes repaired
• 16 new homes constructed
• 10,000-square-foot, two-floor Lucas-Varnado Volunteer House opened in 2013
• $8,520,000 funds dedicated to the organization’s mission 
• $2.5 million reimbursed to case management services
• $1.3 million dedicated to managing services through the National Emergency Grant 

Program
Funding: United Way of Southeast Mississippi; the Asbury Foundation; the Mississippi 
Power foundation; Mississippi Emergency Management Agency; United Methodist 
Committee on Relief; and other federal, state and private grants; and corporate and private 
donations
Partners: 
Asbury Foundation
American Red Cross
Americorps
City of Hattiesburg
Catholic Charities of Biloxi
Christian Services
The First, a National Banking Association
Federal Home Loan Bank of Dallas
Forrest General Hospital
Gulf Coast Renaissance Corp.
The Greater Pinebelt Community Foundation
Hattiesburg American
The Home Depot
Kensington Woods Church of Christ
Main Street United Methodist Church
Mennonite Disaster Services
The Mississippi Conference of the United Methodist Church
Mississippi Emergency Management Agency
Mississippi State University - Gulf Coast Community Design Studio
Mississippi Power Company
Nomads Mission Volunteers
Oak Grove United Methodist Church
Parkway Heights United Methodist Church
St. Thomas Aquinas Catholic Church
Trinity Episcopal Church
True Light Baptist Church
United Methodist Committee on Relief
United Way of Southeast Mississippi



R3SM FACT SHEET, continued

Partners continued: 
USM’s Community and Civic Engagement
Volunteer Mississippi
Volunteer Hattiesburg
WDAM-TV
Westminster Presbyterian Church
William Carey University
Board of directors:
Tom Smith - board chair
     regional vice president, Primerica Financial Services
Annie McMillan - vice chair
     district manager, Mississippi Power Co.
Dave Ware - treasurer
     business owner
Dena Parker - secretary
      project coordinator, Chris Albritton Construction Company
Julia Brown
     coordinator, Pinebelt Mental Healthcare Resources
David Fortenberry
     BancorpSouth Insurance
Dr. Scott Hummel, 
     provost, William Carey University
Tommy May
     vice president, The First, a National Banking Association
Jerry Shemper
     business owner (retired)
Joe White 
     business owner



PROGRAM FACT SHEET - ONWARD & UPWARD

Overview: Onward & Upward is an occupational skills training pilot program, founded and 
operated by R3SM (Recover, Rebuild, Restore Southeast Mississippi), a locally based nonprofit 
that coordinates restoration, rebuilding and recovery services to low-income families and 
individuals living in Mississippi’s Pine Belt.

Program mission: To serve as a comprehensive training program that will offer a curriculum 
to build knowledge and skills in the areas of building, design, life skills and community services 
for low-income individuals, creating a prepared, productive and sustainable workforce that will 
contribute to the improvement of the Pine Belt’s economic and community health, as well as 
provide a critical  resource to support the needs of R3SM’s long term disaster and economic 
crisis recovery efforts. 

Training location: 301 Buschman St. Hattiesburg MS 39403, as well as on site

Duration: 12 weeks of classroom and hands-on training, as well as three additional weeks of 
community service

Recurrence: Biannually 

Program size: 10-12 students

Instruction: Provided by Mississippi State University - Gulf Coast Community Design Studio

Participant qualifications: 18 years or older who reside in underserved communities. Each 
participant is sponsored through individuals, civic or private organizations or faith-based 
groups. 

Participant benefits: Each student will receive a weekly stipend during the duration of the 
course; social services and job placement assistance through partner companies; assistance 
with college placement for further certifications; and an Onward & Upward certificate of 
completion

Community benefits: In addition to developing a skilled and self-sustaining workforce, each 
student will participate in three weeks of community service at an R3SM job site, providing 
them the opportunity to give back to the Pine Belt community.

Partners: Various agencies that may provide social services support, such as counseling 
agencies; vocational and educational institutions; financial literacy groups; and companies that 
are willing to hire.  

For more information: 601-544-5115
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EF-4 Tornado victim moves into first Recover, Rebuild, Restore Southeast Mississippi home

HATTIESBURG, Miss. (June 29, 2014) – On Sunday, Feb. 10, 2013, Mattie McDonald’s world changed 
as an EF-4 tornado struck Hattiesburg. In the path of the historic tornado, which was reported to have 
winds reaching 145 mph, was the modest home where McDonald had lived with her husband Charles, 
80, for more than years.
Amongst the debris where she once raised four daughters, McDonald, 75, was able to salvage a few 
cherished personal items, but the couple was left homeless and feeling hopeless. They found temporary 
shelter with family and friends, but, like so many victims of the tornado, they were left with little options 
for a permanent resident. 
When officials of Recover, Rebuild, Restore Southeast Mississippi, learned of McDonald’s situation, 
they knew they could help. The locally based nonprofit, which was founded in 2006 by the United Way 
of Southeast Mississippi as a long-term disaster recovery agency for the Pin Belt area, had already be-
gun the process of case management for low-income individuals and families affected by the tornado. 
By utilizing its partnerships with several community organization’s and volunteers from across the coun-
try, R3SM put a plan in place to rebuild McDonald’s home. Demolition on the site, located in East Hat-
tiesburg, began in the fall of 2013, and construction was kicked off the following December.
In June, McDonald’s world changed once again, but this time for the better, when Demetria Simp-
son, president of R3SM, handed her the keys to the couple’s new two-bedroom, one-bath home. The 
1,030-square-foot house was built with handicapped-accessible features and includes energy-efficient 
appliances, ceiling fans a washer and dryer and dishwasher.
“At the heart of R3SM’s mission is to give hope whenever possible, and by providing a lifelong Hatties-
burg citizen in need with a beautiful new place to live after such a devastating event, we know we have 
reached our goal,” said Simpson. “But I must note that while we create initiatives to recover, rebuild and 
restore in Southeast Mississippi, it is our many partners who help us reach our goals, and I sincerely 
thank each of them for helping us make a difference in our community.”
Among the organizations and businesses who assisted in the rebuild of the McDonald home were the 
Mennonite Disaster Services, an independent, national volunteer network; the Suntree United Method-
ist Church of Melbourne, Fla., which handled the demolition; the United Methodist Committee on Relief, 
a worldwide service nonprofit; the City of Hattiesburg and Rough Riders Bikers, which planned and 
installed the landscaping. 
McDonald’s home is one of more than 50 houses that are currently or soon will be undergoing renova-
tions or rebuilding by numerous volunteers as part of R3SM’s EF-4 disaster recovery plan for the Pine 
Belt.
Since 2006, R3SM has actively engaged in long-term recovery, helping repair 400 houses and con-
structing 15 new homes for low-income individuals and families following hurricanes Katrina and Isaac 
and the EF4 tornado last year. 
Related, this spring, R3SM dedicated the 10,000-square-foot Lucas/Varnado Volunteer House, located 
in downtown Hattiesburg, which now provides accommodations to disaster-relief volunteers serving all 
United Way of Southeast Mississippi agencies.
Editor’s note: A photo can be downloaded from http://bit.ly/TJKmcZ. The accompanying caption: Mattie 
McDonald (front-center) is surrounded by daughters (back row, from left) Sharon Aiken, Felicia Bell, 
(middle row, from left) Bonita Waters and Vickie Terrell Miller, at her home, which was recently rebuilt as 
part of R3SM’s EF-4 tornado recovery program for the Hattiesburg area.



Recover, Rebuild, Restore Southeast Mississippi to dedicate 10,000-square-foot volunteer house

HATTIESBURG, Miss. (March 25, 2014) – Recover, Rebuild, Restore Southeast Mississippi officials 
today hosted a ceremony to dedicate the locally based nonprofit’s new, 10-000-square foot Lucas/
Varnado Volunteer House. 
University of Southern Mississippi President Emeritus Dr. Aubrey Keith Lucas and retired U.S. Army Col. 
Shelia Wimberly Varnado, who served as the founding executive director of R3SM for eight years, were 
honored at the naming and plaque unveiling ceremony for their unwavering support and commitment to 
developing the house. 
Located at 301 Buschman St. in downtown Hattiesburg, the two-story house was purchased by R3SM, 
a United Way of Southeast Mississippi agency, in 2009. Construction immediately began to convert the 
96-year-old former boarding house for railway workers. The house, which was renovated in phases and 
reached completion in 2013, can provide lodging for up to 70 volunteers who come to the area to help 
with recovery after natural catastrophes.
Since 2006, R3SM has actively engaged in long-term recovery, helping repair 400 houses and 
constructing 15 new homes for low-income individuals and families following hurricanes Katrina and 
Isaac and the EF4 tornado last year. 
“The Lucas/Varnado Volunteer House gives our community a proactive strategy in ensuring a faster, 
more efficient recovery following a natural disaster,” said Demetria Simpson, who joined R3SM in 
January 2014, following Varnado’s retirement. “I thank United Way of Southeast Mississippi, the Asbury 
Foundation, the Mississippi Power Foundation, Mayor Dupree and the city of Hattiesburg and the R3SM 
board of directors for their support in creating this valuable solution for our community, as well as the 
countless volunteers who worked tirelessly to help get us to this important day.”
Simpson added, “Dr. Lucas and Ms. Varnado are visionary leaders who make great things happen by 
personally investing their own time and energy. They saw the need and potential for the Volunteer House 
and were instrumental to our success. Their leadership will be felt for many, many years to come. On 
behalf of the R3SM Board of Directors, it gives us great joy to dedicate this house today in their honor.”
The Lucas/Varnado Volunteer House, which also houses R3SM’s administrative office, is open to 
volunteers serving all United Way of Southeast Mississippi agencies. The extensive makeover was 
made possible by a substantial lead gift by the Asbury Foundation and by several private donors. The 
renovation was completed by volunteers from AmeriCorps, World Renew, Camp Shelby, the Youth 
Challenge Program, local soldiers and area residents.
The Lucas/Varnado Volunteer House includes a large kitchen, dining spaces, a recreation and gathering 
room, laundry facilities and a conference room.
Editor’s note: For high-resolution photos of the event: 850-855-0055 or Lori@Eckert.com. 
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R3SM EXECUTIVE DIRECTOR BIO

As executive director of Recover, Rebuild, Restore Southeast Mississippi, Demetria Simpson 
is responsible for the day-to-day activities of the independent Hattiesburg-based nonprofit. 

Simpson, who has worked in the housing 
and community development and nonprofit 
sectors for more than 15 years, is committed 
to R3SM’s mission to help Mississippi Pine 
Belt’s most vulnerable overcome the chal-
lenges that result from disasters and trage-
dies through the organization’s innovative 
programs.

Prior to joining R3SM in January, Simpson 
previously served as president and CEO of 
South Mississippi Housing and Development 
Corp., where she oversaw $150 million in 
affordable housing developments in low-in-
come communities throughout South Mississippi. 

Complementing her work in affordable housing, Simpson has also been involved in planning 
and economic development, providing housing and community development consulting ser-
vices to municipalities and nonprofits throughout Mississippi and Louisiana. 

Simpson’s passion for making a difference in underserved communities extends beyond her 
career obligations. She currently serves as a board director for the Mississippi Association of 
Affordable Housing Providers and the Pinebelt Community Foundation and on the Mississip-
pi Gulf Coast community advisory board of the Extra Table, a nonprofit committed to ending 
hunger in Mississippi.  

A Hattiesburg Native, Simpson received a Bachelor of Science degree in community and 
regional planning from the University of Southern Mississippi. She is also a graduate of the-
John F. Kennedy School of Government Executive Program at Harvard University. 

Demetria Simpson, R3SM executive director
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