
The Coast Star (1/3/2013): A southern perspective 
Belmar mayor heads south for post-Sandy rebuilding tips 

 

Belmar Mayor Matt Doherty [right] traveled to Pass Christian, Miss., last week to talk to and learn from Mayor Leo “Chipper” 
McDermott, of Pass Christian, Miss. [left], as well as residents and small business owners, like Joe Rodgers. Together, they discussed 

their recovery and rebuilding effort after Hurricane Katrina in 2005. Photo courtesy MATT DOHERTY 

By Haley Behre 

BELMAR — Mayor Matt Doherty set out for Pass Christian, Miss., the day after Christmas, on Dec. 26, to 
speak with the mayor of the Gulf Coast town about what it went through during rebuilding and recovery efforts 
after Hurricane Katrina. 

When Hurricane Katrina hit in 2005, Belmar “adopted” Pass Christian, donating an ambulance and delivering a 
truck full of goods and toys to the community. So, seven years later, when Hurricane Sandy hit, the community 
of Pass Christian returned the favor by sending money and donations to Belmar. 

Since the hurricane, Mayor Doherty has been conversing with Mayor Leo “Chipper” McDermott, of Pass 
Christian, and decided to go down to learn about the recovery and rebuilding efforts firsthand. 

Mayor Doherty paid for the trip out of his own personal funds. 

Mayor Doherty said he met with Mayor McDermott, as well as the mayor’s team — which consisted of the 
borough attorney and engineer — and also met with small business owners and residents to learn from their 
recovery and rebuilding efforts.  

“It was a great opportunity to get a real hands-on feel for what their community went through during the 
recovery and rebuilding effort,” Mayor Doherty said.  

Belmar and Pass Christian, are similar towns, Mayor Doherty said. 

They are both small towns located near the shore, have a similar population size, they are tourist destinations 
and both were devastated by a hurricane, he said.  

Belmar has about 5,800 residents, while Pass Christian, has about 4,700 residents.  



While in Mississippi, Mayor Matt Doherty said he learned a lot. 

Mayor Doherty said he learned it was important to fix the underground infrastructure, such as sewer lines, 
quickly. The sewer lines in Belmar were “more than likely” damaged, but cannot be seen, the mayor said, 
noting the borough will look at the underground infrastructure with cameras to see if there is damage. This will 
be done in January, he added. 

“You can see a boardwalk destroyed and foundations of houses ruined,” the mayor said. But, “you don’t see 
what happened underground.” 

According to the mayor, Pass Christian, Miss., is still replacing its underground infrastructure seven years after 
Hurricane Katrina hit. 

Mayor McDermott said a majority of the town has seen its damaged sewer and water lines replaced. The project 
is expected to be completed in the next six months, the Mississippi mayor he said. 

Mayor Doherty said Belmar will look into fixing its underground infrastructure, if work needs to be done. 

The mayor also learned about the importance of keeping businesses operating. 

“Any time there is business interruptions, it makes it a challenge for that business to come back,” Mayor 
Doherty said. 

By having the beachfront ready for summer 2013, this will ensure businesses will be operating, the mayor said.  

The boardwalk will be rebuilt by Memorial Day weekend, while the pavilions along the beachfront will not be 
completed until summer 2014. 

Mayor Doherty said the mayor of Pass Christian, Miss., gave him some personal advice.  

Mayor Doherty said Mayor McDermott told him, “As you go through decision making processes, listen to what 
the evidence is, use empirical data, be thoughtful, but once you make a decision stick with it.” 

Sticking with a decision may be difficult, Mayor Doherty said, but it will be the one that will “prove to be right 
in the long run.” 

The mayor also learned some information about the Federal Emergency Management Agency [FEMA] that he 
did not know before his southern trip. For instance, FEMA will always hold back 10 percent of what they 
agreed to reimburse on a project.  

FEMA will reimburse 75 percent of a project, while the other 25 percent the borough is responsible for. The 
state is looking for that 75 percent threshold to be pushed to 90 percent, although a decision has not bern made 
on that. 

“Make sure you budget for that,” the mayor said about FEMA withholding 10 percent of what will be 
reimbursed. So, “budget really for 35 percent.” 

The 10 percent, Mayor Doherty said, will be held until the project is closed out, which could be years down the 
road. 



Even when the project is closed out, the mayor said, there can still be an audit from the Office of the Attorney 
General, who can say FEMA should not have paid for a certain portion of the project. At this time, a 
municipality might have to fight to keep that portion of the project reimbursed. 

A FEMA representative did not return calls by press time to confirm Mayor McDermott’s understanding of the 
agency’s regulations. 

After seeing how houses in Pass Christian were rebuilt after Hurricane Katrina, Mayor Doherty said it is clear 
Belmar will have to make changes to zoning, increasing the allowable height of houses in certain areas in 
Belmar.  

Only certain areas of town will be changed, not all of it, he said. 

The mayor said he hopes the council will be considering this measure at its Jan. 16 meeting. 

“Residents and small business owners easily and readily talked about their stories as if it happened to them 
yesterday,” Mayor Doherty said, noting they talked about their experiences in detail and it was still emotional 
for them. 

“I imagine that is something we are going to be dealing with for several years to come,” he said. 

Mayor Doherty also said he learned a lot of information in the short time he was in Mississippi. This 
information, he said, could not have been learned except going there and seeing it firsthand.  

When asked about what his town learned from recovery efforts after Hurricane Katrina, Mayor McDermott said 
they learned “the world is a good place.” 

Mayor McDermott added, “The generosity of the American people is the greatest fixer in the world.” 

As for the meeting with Mayor Doherty, Mayor McDermott said, “We hope that we were able to give him some 
useful information to help him restore his town, which we have been doing and are still doing down here.” 

	  


