Watauga County District U
Tourism Development Authority — Board Meeting Minutes
Watauga County TDA / Explore Boone Office
Tuesday, February 10, 2026

PRESENT: Matt Vincent — Chair
Missy Harrill
Tony Gray
Lisa Cooper
Tina Houston
Eric Woolridge
Brad Moretz

TDA Staff:
Wright Tilley
Emily Neeley
Hope Thingelstad

GUESTS: Cindy Randolph CPA, PLCC
Jordan Sellers and Eric Hiegl, Blue Ridge Conservancy

Call to Order: The meeting was called to order by Chairman Vincent at 8:30 a.m.

Approval of the February 10, 2026 board meeting agenda:
Wright requested an amendment to the agenda; moving the discussion of the Sports Commission
from the Executive Directors report to a closed session item.

Lisa Cooper, seconded by Tony Gray, moved to approve the February 10, 2026 board

meeting agenda, with the amendment.
VOTE: AYE -7/ NAY -0

Approval of January 13, 2026 board retreat minutes:

Tony Gray, seconded by Lisa Cooper, moved to approve the January 13, 2026 board
retreat minutes. VOTE: AYE - 7/NAY -0

Board welcomed new member, Eric Woolridge.

Audit Presentation by Cindy Randolph, CPA

The presentation covered financial statements, supplemental schedules and the independent
auditors report for the year ending June 30, 2025. Audit was submitted and approved by the local
government commission. Cindy issued an unmodified opinion, which is standard. A suggestion
was made to clarify expenditures on the Middlefork Greenway project as some expenditures are
since the inception of the project, not just this annual audit’s time frame. Cindy acknowledged
this as an acceptable suggestion and would make a note to correct that. Cindy will also provide a
new contract for the current/upcoming fiscal year.

Cindy Randolph left the meeting.



Monthly Financial Update:

i.  Occupancy Tax Report

Numbers are good compared to previous year. Specifically, December numbers showed that
Blowing Rock was down 7.5%, Boone was up 2.2%, and Watauga County District U was up
15.27 %. Blowing Rock is down due to some accommodations being offline. A question
regarding Beech Mountain’s TDA numbers was raised. Wright will reach out to the Beech
Mountain TDA to find out about these numbers. New accommodations in Boone and the average
daily rate increases are contributing to positive numbers for Boone and the county.

ii. Revenues and Expenditure Report

Reported expenditures and revenues are as expected. Some membership and association fees
increased. Note that the Howard Knob Park line item is subject to the county’s billing cycle. The
board agreed to add funds for repairs and maintenance of the Explore Boone offices and visitor
center, to the expenses budget in the amount of $25,000. This will be utilized for needed general
repairs and landscaping.

Brad Moretz, seconded by Lisa Cooper, moved to approve the funds for building
maintenance and repairs in the amount of $25,000.
VOTE: AYE - 7/NAY -0

Tourism Qutreach Report

Beech Mountain Request: Hope reviewed a sponsorship request from Beech Mountain Resort for
support of their Summer Concert Series. It was clarified to Beech Mountain Resort that it would
have to be a marketing sponsorship. The resort targets areas within a 2.5 hour driving distance.
There would likely be some spillover into accommodations within Watauga County as this event
is popular and typically sells out. Concert capacity is 5000 since it is held outdoors. Board would
like to consider a multi-year option for support for this and revisit this at the next meeting.

Jordan Sellers and Eric Hiegl left the meeting.

Outreach and Partnerships: Hope reported that visitor guide requests were good for November
and December of 2025. For the entirety of 2025, there was an increase in single visitor guide
distribution and in bulk shipments. January 2026 also showed an increase in guide requests.
Guides were also distributed at travel shows in January 2026. The 2026 newly redesigned guide
will be available soon. We will begin sending them out individually and to visitor and welcome
centers. The monthly e-newsletter performance continues to grow in subscribers with good open
rates. The partners e-newsletter is getting good engagement. The exploreboone.com website has
580 partner listings which get updated on a regular basis. The website is performing consistently,
with organic search metrics trending down industry wide. This is due to the use of Al, which
provides summaries and overviews of content to users, thus the user doesn’t have to click
through to the website. Voice search is contributing to this as well. Therefore, we optimize the
website content in structure and formatting to work with this new Al paradigm. 2025 statistics
show that over 75% of website users are on mobile.




March 31, 2026 is the date for the yearly partners meeting. It will be held at The Mill at Rock
Creek from 11:00 a.m. until 2:00 p.m. We will have our advertising agency represented with a
new campaign, lunch, and our annual partner awards.

PR/Social Media Report

Emily reported that in 2025 both proactive and reactive pitches yielded great numbers of
impressions in the media. 2025 was also a successful year for PR in regards to retaining travel
interest during the shoulder seasons. Emily hosted 16 media members and 2 fam groups
throughout the year as well. Campaigns that had “Recovery” and “Back to Boone” messaging
were well received. Page likes, views and follows continued to grow on both Facebook and
Instagram. Paid ads continue to be primary on Facebook, with organic interactions supporting,
whereas Instagram is the opposite. New 2026 photo and video content is in planning phases and
will be implemented seasonally.

Some discussion about getting a marketing intern was held. The details of what an intern would
provide and the specific parameters of working with them are still to be decided.

For January 2026, Boone was featured with EATER and Southern Living Magazine. Also in
January, Emily hosted a SkiFAM weekend with 4 writers. Even with bad weather, the group
participated in several local activities and visited a number of places. Two Travel and Leisure
articles came from that FAM. Also in January, social media impressions continued to grow with
the cost per clicks remaining good. Our data partners; AirDNA, CoStar and Arrivalist provide us
detailed information on tourism visits. It was discussed how the data is presented in terms of
lodging, length of stays, event participation and other detailed visitor statistics.

Executive Directors Report

Marketing Updates: Wright reported that we are shifting our advertising campaigns to a new
message, and we are working on making the transition this Spring. Also, Wright will attend a
travel and leisure show in Ft. Lauderdale, Florida at the end of February. In mid-March, Wright,
Hope and Emily will attend the Visit NC Conference in Asheville. Also in March, Wright will
attend the Southeast Tourism Society Board meeting in Atlanta. This board is in a transition
phase with leadership and is in the process of filling the CEO and other positions.

Infrastructure Updates: Howard Knob Park is still progressing well. A problem with the flooring
for the overlook arose with the contractor, who is specifying a better type of flooring. They will
honor the original cost estimate.

The Wayfinding signs have had some problems — several have fallen over the last few weeks.
The reason seems to have to do with the high winds and the required “breakaway” bolts. This is
being investigated and a solution is being pursued with the original company who designed and
installed the signs. All of the signs will have to have bolts replaced to avoid similar problems in
the future. The use of the warranty and the details of how to proceed are in review. A formal
letter is being written addressing these problems to “Signs etc.”, who facilitated the design,
construction and installation of the signs.



Wright and Matt met with Blue Ridge Conservancy (BRC) to discuss their priorities moving
forward. The primary projects for the near future are The Middlefork Greenway, including the
Boone Gorge Park portion, and their acquisition of the land near Howard Knob and what
opportunities that will present. They have plans for hiking trails and parking areas at Howard
Knob Park. They have requested monetary support for these projects already and will continue to
do so. It was discussed how the parameters of this relationship with BRC, and the opportunity to
review plans for exact use of the support given, should be concise and transparent.

TDA Report to Commissioners will be February 26, 2026 at 12:30 p.m. Wright will attend this
meeting. It is open to the public. An update to the commissioners will be provided; mostly
concerning infrastructure projects.

Closed Session

Lisa Cooper, seconded by Tony Gray, moved to enter a closed session at 10:25 a.m.
VOTE: AYE —7/NAY -0

Lisa Cooper, seconded by Missy Harrill, moved to come out of the closed session at 10:39 a.m.
VOTE: AYE — 7/ NAY -0

The meeting was adjourned at 10:39 a.m.




