Watauga County District U
Tourism Development Authority — Board Meeting Minutes
Watauga County TDA / Explore Boone Office
Tuesday, March 11, 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: Charlie Brady

Call to Order: The Meeting was called to order by Chairman Vincent at 8:31 a.m.

Approval of the March 11, 2025 board meeting agenda:

Tony Gray, seconded by Lisa Cooper, moved to approve the March 11, 2025 board
meeting agenda. VOTE: AYE - 7/NAY -0

Approval of January 14, 2025 board meeting minutes:

Lisa Cooper, seconded by Missy Harrill, moved to approve the January 14, 2025 board
meeting minutes. VOTE: AYE - 7/NAY -0

Approval of November 12, 2024 closed session minutes:

Lisa Cooper, seconded by Missy Harrill, moved to approve the November 12, 2024 closed
session minutes. VOTE: AYE - 7/NAY -0

Monthly Financial Update:

i.  Occupancy Tax Report

In January 2025, Boone's occupancy tax increased by 37.57%, and Blowing Rock saw a rise of
12.20%, while Watauga County experienced a decline of 13.60%. This decrease may be due to



property inventory loss or damage, as well as a reduction in short-term rentals. Wright is working
to gather data comparing post-Helene inventory to current levels. Although occupancy tax
numbers remain below expectations, the WCTDA’s marketing and promotion fund balance
remains strong. A state legislative representative recently contacted Wright regarding the
WCTDA'’s remaining fund balance. Wright will follow up and provide the board with more
information once he has further details.

1i.  Revenues and Expenditure Report

Tina Houston enters

The WCTDA is performing well with its revenue and expenditures, though adjustments will be
needed for line items such as capital outlay for the new office building and several infrastructure
projects due to timing issues from the previous fiscal year. Aside from that, the WCTDA 1is on
track with interest income, and Wright is optimistic that numbers will improve with future
occupancy tax increases.

New Business:

i.  Cove Creek Project Update

The Watauga County commissioners have shifted direction with the Cove Creek project and are
no longer seeking funding from the WCTDA.. A design team from Blue Ridge Environmental
will now handle the project, and the county will pursue separate funding sources. However, there
may be a possibility that the WCTDA will be contacted in the future to fund specific elements of
the project.

ii.  Meal Per Diem Discussion

The WCTDA meal per diems, which have remained unchanged for 17 years and are lower than
the federal average, were brought up to the board for review. Wright compared the per diem models
of other organizations and explained the General Services Administration (GSA) guidelines, which
adjust per diem amounts based on location. The board decided to adopt the GSA guidelines with
combination of allowing employees to charge meals to their cards for flexibility during out-of-
state travel. Additionally, any alcohol purchases will be considered personal expenses.

Tony Gray, seconded by Lisa Cooper, moved to approve the update to meal per
diems for TDA employees. VOTE: AYE - 7/NAY -0

Tourism Qutreach Report

Hope provided an update on visitor guide requests and online guide views for January and
February, noting a significant drop compared to last year, though numbers are improving in
March. The Explore Boone 2025 visitor guides have been delivered to the new office, with 77.5
cases sent to regional visitor centers and 32.5 cases distributed to local tourism businesses. She
also highlighted e-newsletter data, which showed slower signups in January and February but
growth in March. Additionally, Explore Boone will host the Discover Watauga Tourism Summit
on March 25th. Finally, Hope presented website metrics for January and February, including
engagement numbers and top traffic by city.



PR/Social Media Report

Boone had a strong mix of media mentions in February, with many local businesses being
featured in Garden & Gun, US News & World Report, USA Today, and Eco Lodges Anywhere.
Emily has been pitching spring travel and collaborating with social media influencers recently.
On March 21st, Explore Boone staff will attend the 1850 Hotel soft opening, offering additional
pitching opportunities for Emily. Explore Boone’s top-performing social media post featured the
Forest Gump curve at Grandfather Mountain. Emily also reviewed Explore Boone’s social media
metrics and trends, noting some declines in February.

Executive Directors Report

Wright, Emily, and Hope will meet with Miles Partnership on March 18th to discuss the
WCTDA'’s upcoming ad campaign, with Wright seeking feedback on media budgeting from
Miles. Additionally, Wright mentioned upcoming travel shows and meetings, including attending
the US Travel Association Congressional Summit in June to discuss Hurricane Helene recovery
with legislators. Explore Boone will also be attending MerleFest at the end of April. On the
infrastructure front, Wright recently met with Kristian Jackson, who provided an update that
some trails at Rocky Knob will require professional restoration due to hurricane damage. Tree
removal and excavation will begin soon at Howard Knob Park as well. Lastly, it was noted that
the board retreat scheduled for April 22nd will need to be rescheduled due to several board
members being unable to attend on that date.

The meeting was adjourned at 10:05 a.m.




