Watauga County District U
Tourism Development Authority — Board Meeting Minutes
Watauga County TDA / Explore Boone Office
Tuesday, January 14, 2025

PRESENT: Matt Vincent — Chair
Tony Gray — Vice Chair
Brad Moretz
Kim Rogers
Tina Houston (virtual)
Missy Harrill
Lisa Cooper
Wright Tilley
Emily Neeley
Hope Thingelstad

ABSENT:
GUESTS: Eric Woolridge
Tim Johnson

Kristen Lynse

Call to Order: The Meeting was called to order by Chairman Vincent at 8:24 a.m.

Approval of the January 14, 2025 board meeting agenda:

Lisa Cooper, seconded by Tony Gray, moved to approve the January 14, 2025 board
meeting agenda. VOTE: AYE - 6/ NAY -0

Approval of November 12, 2024 board meeting minutes:

Tony Gray, seconded by Lisa Cooper, moved to approve the November 12, 2024 board
meeting minutes. VOTE: AYE - 6/ NAY -0

Presentation from Auditor — Cindy Randolph CPA:

Eric Woolridge, Tina Houston, and Brad Moretz entered the meeting.

Cindy Randolph highlighted the WCTDA’s 2024 audit report. Cash and investments are
$10,995,193. Total assets are $11,663,473. Fund balance was $11,140,820. Revenue went up
$5,115,587 in 2024 from an increase in occupancy tax. Total expenditures were $5,522,186.
Change in fund balance was a loss of $406,599. The WCTDA’s 2025 audit report will be submitted
next year once a new contract is approved for Cindy.



Financial Update:

i.  Occupancy Tax Report

Occupancy tax collections were significantly impacted in the aftermath of Hurricane Helene in
October 2024. Blowing Rock experienced a decrease of 35.11%, Boone saw a decline of 11.64%,
and Watauga County reported a drop of 77.54%. As of November, 2024, the WCTDA’s occupancy
tax collection is approximately $600,000 lower than anticipated. It remains difficult to predict
future trends in occupancy tax revenue until winter data is available. Additionally, Boone numbers
may be affected by the presence of disaster relief workers and families with FEMA vouchers
occupying accommodations in the area.

1i.  Revenues and Expenditure Report

Adjustments need to be made to the expenditures report due to the delayed move-in to the new
office building. Wright expressed concern about the TDA's ability to recover revenue lost during
the hurricane event. However, the remaining fund balance remains strong, and will be sufficient to
sustain the WCTDA until revenue numbers begin to improve.

New Business:

i.  Cove Creek Project / Imagine Watauga Plan

Eric Woolridge presented a scope of services to the WCTDA board for the design and development
of Cove Creek Park, which was damaged by Hurricane Helene. Destination by Design (DBD) will
lead the planning and public engagement efforts for the project. The total estimated cost is
$3,190,350 for the project, in addition to DBD's proposal for services at $438,300. Initial project
costs are expected to be supplemented by $750,000 in grants secured by DBD. However, if the
WCTDA moves forward with this project, along with the Howard Knob Park project, future
initiatives may be limited until the WCTDA'’s fund balance is replenished. The board is hesitant to
approve funding this project at this time. The decision will be tabled until the county and Eric
present a more detailed design cost and revised budget. Matt and Wright will meet with county
manager Daron Geouque to review updated numbers and estimates before proceeding.

ii.  Occupancy Tax & Budget

Wright is optimistic about the WCTDA regaining lost revenue, noting that there is a much stronger
fund balance remaining on the marketing portion of the budget. However, the WCTDA will need
to obtain more winter numbers before making significant decisions regarding projects or hiring a
destination development position.

iii.  TDA Board Seats

Tony Gray and Kim Rogers' board seats are due to expire soon and are up for renewal the end of
February.

PR/Social Media Report

Emily provided an overview of Explore Boone’s year-end PR and social media, noting a strong
number of media mentions. Explore Boone participated in the Visit NC media mission and will



also take part in an Atlanta media mission in October 2025. The recent NC ski FAM writers trip
resulted in high praise from writers for the Boone area ski resorts. Explore Boone plans to start
experimenting with YouTube Shorts later this year as a precaution against a potential TikTok ban.
Top-performing social media reels were collaboration posts, which facilitated greater community
engagement. Both Facebook and Instagram followers are increasing, with Facebook’s reach up
and Instagram’s down. Emily also outlined Explore Boone’s PR and social media goals for 2025.

Tourism OQutreach Report

Hope reviewed visitor guide statistics, noting a decline in both physical guide requests and digital
guide views compared to last year. Bulk guide distribution was also down, likely due to the
hurricane event. The 2025 visitor guides are set to be printed and will be distributed in February.
Hope also highlighted the 2024 website engagement cooperative survey and shared some early
results. This study aims to gather visitor feedback on which parts of the Explore Boone website
are most useful for destination and trip planning. Hope then discussed recent e-newsletter
performance and tourism partner numbers. Visitation at the Explore Boone visitor center remains
down, and Hope is continuing efforts to secure banners to increase the center’s visibility. Website
analytics were also reviewed.

Executive Directors Report

Ad sales for the 2025 visitor guide have been slower this year. Wright mentioned that the WCTDA
might consider experimenting with creating visitor guides without ads in the future. This would
require an investment from the TDA to cover print costs. The print run for 2025 has been reduced
due to increased ad costs from VistaGraphics. The WCTDA won an award at the NC Travel
Industry Conference for their “Preserve the Awe” campaign. Appalachian State basketball
advertisements have been running and Explore Boone will be the game sponsor for the February
20" game. Wright will attend the Travel and Adventure Show in New York from January 24th to
26th, and will also be in Washington, D.C. at the end of March for a travel show there.

The meeting was adjourned at 10:06 a.m.




