
Watauga County District U 

Tourism Development Authority – Board Meeting Minutes (DRAFT) 

Watauga County TDA / Explore Boone Office 

Tuesday, May 12, 2026 

PRESENT: Matt Vincent – Chair 

        Lisa Cooper 

        Missy Harrill 

       Tony Gray 

                   Tina Houston  

                   Eric Woolridge 

  ABSENT: Brad Moretz 

                   

 TDA Staff:  

       Wright Tilley 

       Emily Neeley 

        Hope Thingelstad 

 

GUEST: 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 May 12, 2026 board meeting agenda: 

Lisa Cooper, seconded by Tony Gray, moved to approve the May 12, 2026 board 

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

Approval of April 14, 2026 board meeting minutes: 

Tony Gray, seconded by Lisa Cooper, moved to approve the April 14, 2026 board 

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

 

Monthly Financial Update: 

i. Occupancy Tax Report 

March occupancy collection numbers are complete and as follows: Blowing Rock is up 2.69%, 

Boone is down 4.07%, and Watauga County is down 8.34%. For the fiscal year, July 2025 to 

date, the numbers are as follows: Blowing Rock is down 8.58%, Boone is up 6.86%, and 

Watauga County is up 13.46%. 

 

   ii.    Revenues and Expenditure Report 

 

County financial staff is out of the office, so this report was not available for meeting. This report 

will be emailed out to board upon receipt, likely next week. 

 

 



New Business 

 

i. Dental and Health Insurance Renewals for FY 26/27  

 

The dental insurance will see an increase of 5%. Blue Cross/Blue Shield is proposing a 22% 

increase. The TDA’s insurance representative is gathering other options for review at the June 

meeting. 

Lisa Cooper, seconded by Missy Harrill, moved to approve the dental insurance policy 

increase for FY 26/27.                    VOTE: AYE – 6 / NAY – 0 

 

 

ii. Liability and Property Insurance FY 26/27 

 

This policy is through the North Carolina Association of County Commissioners – NCACC 

County Risk Group. The possibility of increasing the deductible on the property coverage portion 

of the policy was discussed. The board made the decision made to keep current $1000 

deductible. A question was raised about specifics on the coverage for “Privacy and Security 

Event Liability”. Wright will get more information on that and report to the board. 

Tony Gray, seconded by Missy Harrill, moved to approve the Liability and Property 

Insurance renewals.  

                                                                       VOTE: AYE – 6 / NAY – 0 

 

iii. LHG Contract Renewal FY 26/27 

 

Lou Hammond Group, Explore Boone’s PR agency of record, has requested a 5% increase for 

the FY 26/27 contract. They did not raise the rate last year.  

 Missy Harrill, seconded by Tina Houston, moved to approve the 5% contract renewal 

increase for LHG.                                  VOTE: AYE – 6 / NAY – 0 

 

Preliminary FY 2026/27 Budget Review 

 

The board reviewed the preliminary budget document which detailed the expenses proposed. 

Some line items are already vetted, with others still to be finalized. Salaries are still being 

determined in light of potential new positions to be filled. The health insurance numbers will be 

finalized once the proposals are submitted and reviewed. Travel, conference and educational 

expenses will change some. Wright would like to add a membership to Destinations 

International, which has solid industry recognition and content.  

     The preliminary budgeted amount for Promotion and Advertising fees includes an option for a 

3% increase, but that may not be fully implemented. There will some budget increase for 

acquiring marketing assets, such as updated photography, which is greatly needed.  

      The sponsorships category will likely be increased for the next budget, as will the legal 

expenses category. Also, Wright is recommending the purchase of a vehicle for TDA staff use. 



The vehicle would be wrapped in marketing graphics and the Explore Boone logo.  

      Acknowledgement was made of the addition to the budget for the Blue Ridge Conservancy 

trails. The rest of the reviewed budget is in line with the current year expenses. The final 

proposed budget will reflect other additions and considerations, and line-item numbers will be 

adjusted as needed. The budget ordinance will be voted at the June board meeting. 

 

Future Projects Discussion 

i. Jon Pardi Concert 

 

Appalachian State Sports has requested a presenting sponsorship for a Jon Pardi concert to be 

held at Kidd Brewer Stadium on July 25, 2026. Requested $25,000 for this event.  

 

               Lisa Cooper, seconded by Tony Gray, moved to approve the $25,000 presenting 

               sponsorship for the Jon Pardi Concert.   VOTE: AYE – 6 / NAY – 0 

 

ii. Savannah Bananas Baseball Team 

Appalachian State Sports has an opportunity to submit a proposal to host the Savannah Bananas 

for an event to be held at the university. The Savannah Bananas play a high-energy, 

entertainment-focused version of baseball officially called “Banana Ball”. The current discussion 

is around the commitment to support the event, not a final sponsorship proposal at this time. The 

Board is in agreement that the Savannah Bananas are proven to be a hugely popular sports team, 

and their events generate a positive economic impact in host cities. The Board agreed this would 

be a commitment worthy event and will communicate to ASU that they will support up to 

$50,000 for a two-game event held at the university, with exact details to be confirmed and 

finalized when more specific details and information is provided. 

 

iii. Blue Ridge Conservancy (BRC) Parking Lot 

 

The BRC is requesting funds to design the final configuration of the parking area adjacent to 

Howard Knob that will be utilized by visitors to the Howard Knob park, as well as “The Knob, 

Boulders, and Nature Preserve”, which is the name for this BRC park area. The amount 

requested is $32,000, and it includes survey work and permits. BRC reports the MOU document 

draft is underway and a meeting will be held soon to review it.  

 

          Tina Houston, seconded by Lisa Cooper, moved to approve the $32,000 funds for BRC to 

          procure the final design, survey and permits needed for the parking area located at  

         The Knob, Boulders, and Nature Preserve.            VOTE: AYE – 6 / NAY – 0 

 

 

iv. Imagine Watauga Plan 

 

Other suggestions for future projects included areas and plans laid out in the Imagine Watauga 

Plan. The board discussed designing and installing county Gateway signage and improvements 



to currently existing hiking trails at Brookshire Park. Additionally, the signage at existing river 

accesses that have been funded by the TDA are in need of replacement. 

 

Tourism Outreach Report 

 

Hope reported that the new visitor guides are being delivered to local locations as well as other 

visitor and welcome centers in North Carolina. The requests for single guides are increasing 

steadily, as are the online guide views. The new visitor guide also comes with some built-in data 

collection that will be interesting and informative to see as the season progresses. The e-

newsletters that go out each month are continuing to have good open rates, and the subscribers 

list continues to grow. Partnership listings are steady, with numbers staying consistent as some 

businesses close, while new ones come aboard. Hope attended the Simpleview Summit last 

week, which was insightful as we progress toward a CRM transition soon. AudioEye has been 

implemented into the website, which facilitates compliance with federal accessibility standards. 

It also helps with SEO. The website shows good performance data. The impact of AI in searches 

still relies on website content to present searched information to users. So, while AI has impacted 

organic searches, the integrity of the website information is informing AI.  

      Hope provided an update on the Beech Mountain Resort sponsorship. Two options for brand 

exposure have been chosen; 1) Annual lift signage on lift 5, which consists of year-round 

exposure that can be updated seasonally and 2) Community sponsorship for the summer music 

series. This includes stage side logo, two digital signs, video wall, 4 VIP tickets, and social 

media exposure. 

     Arrivalist data, which can be filtered by designated marketing areas, would provide a good 

measure of what the advertising impact currently is in various markets. A meeting to take a 

closer look at this data will be scheduled for the near future. 

 

PR/Social Media Report 

Emily reported about recent writer visits; a Grandfather Mountain visit that generated a piece in 

National Geographic with the topic about state parks, a Brit+Co destination focused article that 

included the area, and a feature in Our State for Venture Chocolate & Wines. This coverage is a 

result of pitches made to these publications. Upcoming TDA-hosted trips include freelance 

writers and social media influencers for outdoor adventure, dining, and biking events. LHG has 

also been working on pitching stories to freelance writers, publications and TV stations regarding 

summer trips. Some suggestions from the board of other influencers to consider was well 

received and will be researched for future pitches. Recent content creators have performed very 

well for us and provide a great ROI in terms of expense versus social media engagement. Social 

media continues to show solid performance. Followers on social media continue to grow, with 

Instagram showing high engagement month over month. 

 

Executive Director’s Report 

 

Wright reported that the advertising plan is being finalized with the agency. New marketing 

assets are being formulated for the new campaign. The summer social media intern has been 

chosen and will be starting on May 26. The internship position will be budgeted and scheduled 

as an independent contractor. Wright will be attending the Blue Ridge Parkway Association 



meeting later this week and the STS Marketing College in June. Merlefest was a great event for 

Explore Boone, with excellent visibility and many visitors to our booth. We are in the process of 

updating the adventure maps for road cycling and Rocky Knob Bike Park.  

 

BRC Report 

 

Eric reported that the work on the Middle Fork Greenway project is showing good progress, with 

trail and bridge work picking up momentum this spring. 

 

Closed Session   

           

          Lisa Cooper, seconded by Missy Harrill, moved to go into closed session at: (time?) 

          The motion passed.                                               VOTE: AYE – 6 / Nay – 0 

 

Closed session ended: time to be filled in by Wright 

 

The meeting was adjourned at: Wright fill in time. 


