
Watauga County District U 

Tourism Development Authority – Board Meeting Minutes 

Watauga County TDA / Explore Boone Office 

Tuesday, March 10, 2026 

PRESENT: Matt Vincent – Chair 

       Missy Harrill 

       Tony Gray 

                   Tina Houston  

                   Eric Woolridge 

                   Brad Moretz 

  ABSENT: Lisa Cooper 

 

 TDA Staff:  

       Wright Tilley 

       Emily Neeley 

        Hope Thingelstad 

 

GUESTS: Jordan Sellers and Eric Hiegl, Blue Ridge Conservancy 

                   

Call to Order:  The meeting was called to order by Chairman Vincent at 8:32 a.m. 

 

Approval of the March 10, 2026 board meeting agenda: 

Tony Gray, seconded by Tina Houston, moved to approve the March 10, 2026 board 

meeting agenda.                                      VOTE: AYE – 6 / NAY – 0 

Approval of February 10, 2026 board meeting minutes: 

Brad Moretz, seconded by Eric Woolridge, moved to approve the February 10, 2026 

board retreat minutes.                           VOTE: AYE – 6 / NAY – 0 

Approval of February 10, 2026 closed session minutes: 

Tony Gray, seconded by Brad Moretz, moved to approve the February 10, 2026 closed 

session minutes.                                        VOTE: AYE – 6 / NAY – 0 

 

Monthly Financial Update: 

i. Occupancy Tax Report 

Occupancy tax numbers for January have not been submitted yet; later than usual due to 

properties reporting late. This applies to Boone, Blowing Rock and Watauga County. These will 

be provided to the board when received.  As for the months that have been reported, Blowing 

Rock is down 7.49%, Boone is up 2.2% and Watauga County is up 15.2%. Blowing Rock has 

some properties offline due to repairs and loss. A trend noted, from October 2025 to present, is 

that the occupancy numbers and average daily rates have dropped more than prior years in the 

same time frame. While this likely is an economic indicator, the supply of available 



accommodations affects these numbers also. 

 

   ii.    Revenues and Expenditure Report 

 

There is no report from Watauga County financial office for this month. 

Old Business 

 

Beech Mountain Sponsorship Request: As requested from the last meeting, Hope followed up 

with Beech Mountain to inquire about multi-year sponsorships with year-round logo recognition. 

In response, Beech Mountain is working on providing information about this, but has not 

submitted any replies to date. This will be addressed again at the next meeting. 

 

Sports Commission Update: Wright has met with the Sports Commission and addressed the 

changes to come in regards to funding. The existing Director is aware of the changes. As of June 

30, 2026, the Sports Commission and the Director position will no longer be within the Chamber. 

A new position will be managed by the TDA and housed at Explore Boone offices.  

 

Wayfinding Signage Update: A letter was sent to Signs Etc explaining the situation with the signs 

that failed and expressing that we have determined this to be a warranty issue. The TDA 

requested that they replace the breakaway bolts on all existing signs and reinstall the ones that 

are down at no charge. Signs Etc replied that there were no structural failures on any of the 

“phase one” signs, which is roughly half of the total signs that they installed. The “phase two” 

signs utilized a different bolt structure that was not in the original specifications. Since all of the 

signs that came down were in “phase two”, Signs Etc will address that first. Should any “phase 

one” signs have problems in the future, Signs Etc acknowledges that they would have to be 

responsible in that situation as well. As for now, the “phase one” signs will stand as is. All signs 

will be evaluated at this time for wear or damage. 

 

New Business 

 

Social Media Internship: There has been communication with the Hospitality Management 

Department at ASU in regards to finding candidates for a summer student intern position. The 

intern would be obligated to 400 hours of work for academic credit. The pay rate being 

considered is between $14 and $16 per hour from May 26 to August 6. An outline has been 

prepared for this position, and there are already some interested candidates. 

 

Annual Meeting Update: This year’s meeting will be held on March 31 at the Mill at Rock 

Creek. The space was chosen due to size, location and budget. There has been a great response; 

approximately 100 RSVP’s. If you haven’t RSVP’d and want to attend, let Hope know. There 

will be a presentation by the advertising agency in regards to the new campaign debuting Spring 

2026. The agency will also be presenting about trends in the tourism industry. There will be 

partner awards and a catered lunch. 

 

Blue Ridge Conservancy (BRC) Report: BRC reported that discussions are underway between 

the county and BRC to determine how Howard Knob Park and the adjacent land belonging to 



BRC will interact. Anticipated increased visitation to the park area will affect how the park and 

land is utilized. BRC recommends that the park stay open year-round. Parameters regarding 

parking on the adjacent BRC land are being discussed. Traffic patterns, of both pedestrians and 

automobiles, are being reviewed in light of these discussions. A landscape architect is being 

consulted to design the trail system. Trails will be developed first, and parking expansion 

thereafter. Funds will be needed to continue working on the adjacent land to provide trails and 

parking. Quotes are being gathered for trail building. BRC will pursue any available grants; 

noting that there are not as many available for privately owned land.  

 The Middle Fork Greenway projects are moving along well, with Boone Gorge Park 

expected to be complete by end-of-year. Bidding processes are continuing for trail and bridge 

building. 

Tourism Outreach Report 

 

Hope reported that visitor guide requests were up in January compared to last year. The newly 

designed visitor guide is available in digital form on the website. Delays on the printed guide 

have resulted in a later delivery date. It is expected to arrive before the end of this month. The 

visitor center hit the milestone of welcoming the 500th visitor. E-newsletter and website 

engagement statistics remain positive and subscriber numbers are growing. We have 578 partner 

listings that we monitor and update regularly. We are working with our website development 

company in transitioning to a new CRM. This new CRM will have a different process for our 

partners related to event submission. We are monitoring all aspects of the website transition to 

avoid any problems once it is complete. Depending on the data migration and software errors 

that we identify, our goal is currently the end of April to complete the transition. Hope also 

shared information that the ad agency provided with regards to reach, engagement and spending.  

 

PR/Social Media Report 

Emily reported that February was a good month. The SkiFAM weekend translated into great 

travel articles with Travel+Leisure and Matador Network. Participation in the NC Travel Guide 

Roadshow resulted in pitching stories for 2027 related to local attractions. Several media visits 

for 2026 are already scheduled. Media visits in February included 18+ area businesses which 

translated into a large domain reach within each outlet. Social media engagement is remaining 

strong and continuing to grow, with February posts about the coming of springtime and Tweetsie 

Railroad opening day garnering the highest engagement. The areas that were trending downward 

slightly can be attributed to seasonal fluctuations that are expected. Cost per clicks remain below 

industry benchmarks.  

 

Executive Directors Report 

Marketing Updates: Wright reported that the annual report to the commissioners went well. They 

were complimentary of the board and the Explore Boone team. We remain 15th out of 100 NC 

counties in regards to tourism impact. We are holding a great market share considering all of the 

counties in the ranks above us are much larger.  

    Wright, Emily and Hope will be attending the Visit NC conference in Asheville the week of 

March 16. Statewide tourism data will be shared at the conference, along with other insights and 

trends. Wright will attend a session focused on occupancy tax in the state.     



    Wright attended a travel show in Fort Lauderdale, Florida. While it was a good experience and 

gave confirmation that Boone has good name recognition in South Florida, overall the attendance 

was low. This was a new location for 2026. 

    A close eye is being kept on the Blue Ridge Parkway and the upcoming roadwork closures. 

Discussion on how to effectively let visitors know what is going on with this construction is 

underway. Consistent messaging with Boone, Blowing Rock, and local media related to closures 

and access will be the goal. 

    Wright will attend the Southeast Tourism Society Board meeting in Atlanta on March 25. This 

organization is going through restructuring and leadership changes.  

    The media planning for 2026-27 is underway. The approach is multi-level and details will be 

shared as they become firm. TV advertising with this year’s March Madness basketball 

tournament will continue as in previous years. 

    High Country Host has arranged a visit with tourism partners to the women’s prison in 

Raleigh, NC that handles print fulfillment and a call center for Visit NC.   

    

Infrastructure Updates: Rocky Knob bike park repairs that were made to the playground area to 

replace deteriorated wood and railings are complete. Metal and concrete were utilized in the 

repairs. The trails at the park are still closed at this time.  

 

Boone TDA Updates:  Howard Street renovations are progressing and hope to be wrapping up in 

the next few months. The town has hired a consultant to help with the process of hiring a new 

town manager. The town council appointed Todd Carter to the Boone TDA to fill the town 

council seat on the board. Gateway signage is being revisited. Downtown wayfinding signage is 

also being discussed. These would help visitors navigate in the downtown area to locate shops, 

restaurants, parking and trails.  

 

Blue Ridge Conservancy Trail Development  

Eric Woolridge, seconded by Tony Gray, moved to fund the BRC in the amount of $123,600 for 

approximately 2.5 miles of trail building with a professional trail contractor. This is contingent 

on a written agreement (MOU) being confirmed by both parties in regards to TDA access for 

marketing purposes.                                                                     VOTE: AYE – 6 / NAY – 0                      

                                                                                                  

 

The meeting was adjourned at 10:14 a.m. 


