Watauga County District U
Tourism Development Authority — Board Meeting Minutes
Watauga County TDA / Explore Boone Office
Tuesday, May 6th, 2025

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

ABSENT: Kim Rogers
GUESTS: Charlie Brady

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

Approval of the May 6, 2025 board meeting agenda:

Tony Gray, seconded by Tina Houston, moved to approve the May 6, 2025 board meeting
agenda. VOTE: AYE - 6/ NAY -0

Approval of March 11, 2025 board meeting minutes:

Tony Gray, seconded by Lisa Cooper, moved to approve the March 11, 2025 board
meeting minutes. VOTE: AYE - 6/ NAY -0

Monthly Financial Update:

1.  Occupancy Tax Report

The March occupancy tax figures were similar to those from the previous month. Blowing Rock
reported an 11% decrease, Watauga County saw a 13.70% decrease, while Boone experienced an
11.74% increase. Overall, the data indicates very slow improvement. Wright commented that
spending on summer travel is also expected to decline this year.

ii.  Revenues and Expenditure Report

Overall, items on the report are in line with expectations. However, a budget amendment and
adjustments may be required for certain infrastructure items, such as rollover for maintenance at



Rocky Knob Bike Park and general services. This also includes capital outlay for the new office,
which experienced delays with move in.

New Business:

i.  Health & Dental Insurance Renewals FY 25/26

Wright has been in touch with our TDA insurance representative about health and dental insurance
renewals for FY 25/26. So far, no renewals policies haven’t been presented yet, but the WCTDA
can expect a 5.3% increase from Blue Cross and Blue Shield, as well as a 7.4 % increase from
Humana. The board agrees to go ahead and move forward with the renewal.

Tony Gray, seconded by Tina Houston, moved to approve the renewal for employee
health and dental insurance. VOTE: AYE - 6/ NAY -0

ii.  Liability & Property Insurance FY 25/26

The liability and property insurance cost for the WCTDA in the current fiscal year is $16,353.
For the new FY 25/26 fiscal year, the cost has increased to $17,887. The increase is primarily
attributed to the inclusion of wayfinding signs under property coverage.

Lisa Cooper, seconded by Tina Houston, moved to approve the new property and
liability insurance amount of $17,887. VOTE: AYE - 6/ NAY -0

iii.  LHG Contract Renewal for FY 25/26

LHG presented a contract renewal for the upcoming fiscal year, which included a 5% increase
from the previous year. Wright has negotiated with LHG to defer the increase until the following
fiscal year, allowing time for occupancy tax revenues to improve.

Lisa Cooper, seconded by Brad Moret;, moved to approve the new LHG contract
renewal. VOTE: AYE - 6/ NAY - 0

iv.  Miles Partnership — Media Budget

Miles Partnership has not yet submitted a new contract for the WCTDA. Wright noted that while
a 5% increase may be included, he intends to negotiate a delay in that increase—similar to the
arrangement with LHG—to allow occupancy tax revenues time to recover. As part of the FY 25/26
budget planning, the media plan will reflect a $150,000 reduction in general advertising, with $1.6
million allocated toward overall promotion, focusing on a recovery campaign.

v.  Sound Masking Proposals

Northwest Drywall submitted a proposal to Wright for sound masking the entire Explore Boone
office building at an estimated cost of $25,000. Wright recommended that the board proceed



initially with only part of the proposal—sound masking the upstairs offices and board room—to
evaluate its effectiveness before committing to the full project. This partial implementation
would cost approximately $11,000.

Brad Moretz, seconded by Tina Houston, moved to approve the partial sound masking
proposal for the office building. VOTE: AYE -6/ NAY -0

vi.  Rocky Knob Park

The Boone Area Cyclists (BAC) submitted a funding proposal to the WCTDA requesting
$30,000 for Rocky Knob Bike Park, with $12,000 allocated for a new Trail Director position and
$13,000 for ongoing park maintenance. An initial request for an additional $7,000 has been
removed, as that amount may be covered by FEMA funding. Wright then informed the board that
the county plans to build an emergency repeater tower on top of Rocky Knob, which will require
rerouting several upper trail systems; BAC estimates the cost of this rerouting at $5,000.

Lisa Cooper, seconded by Tina Houston, moved to approve the request of $30,000 to
BAC for Rocky Knob. VOTE: AYE -6/ NAY -0

Preliminary FY 25/26 Budget Review

Wright presented the proposed FY 25/26 TDA budget of $3,400,000, noting a decrease in interest
income and highlighting key allocations, including $484,697 from the Boone TDA and
$1,400,000 from fund balance appropriation. Total projected expenditures for the upcoming
fiscal year amount to $5,428,897. Wright also addressed current funding for the Boone Sports
Commission, stating that future support will depend on the commission’s organizational structure
and communication with the TDA. Additionally, the TDA plans to shift more funding toward
public relations efforts rather than traditional advertising.

Tourism Qutreach Report

Hope reported that the TDA’s Administration and Guest Services position will soon be vacant,
with interviews currently being scheduled and a goal to have the role filled by June. Visitor guide
requests declined in March but rebounded in April, with April physical requests reaching their
highest post-COVID levels. Over 100 bulk visitor guide boxes have been distributed so far,
including recent distribution to MerleFest 2025. The March e-newsletter reached 16,983
subscribers, and April saw a slight increase to 16,985, with both months showing solid
performance. Website analytics for March and April were also reviewed, including average
engagement times and top cities for website traffic.

Missy Harrill and Lisa Cooper left the meeting.
PR/Social Media Report

Emily reported recent media coverage for Boone, including features in Forbes, National
Geographic Traveler, and Martha Stewart Living. She provided updates on PR pitching, spring



influencer negotiations, and hosting plans for the summer. Both Emily and Wright met with other
High Country TDAs and attraction members to collaborate on spring/summer recovery
campaigns. The top-performing social media post highlighted the new 1850 Hotel. Emily also
reviewed social media metrics, noting a slight decrease in reach due to the slow season.
Additionally, Explore Boone is currently working with Miles Partnership on a new general brand
advertising campaign for the TDA.

Executive Directors Report

Mark File, board member of High Country Host, has developed a High Country summer road
trip map, now being distributed by local TDAs to support regional recovery and promote travel.
Explore Boone is partnering with Our State magazine on a “Back to Boone” recovery feature.
Wright proposed a joint meeting between the Boone TDA and Watauga TDA boards with Miles
Partnership to collaborate on the next advertising campaign. Charlie Brady provided updates on
Blue Ridge Conservancy initiatives and progress on the Northern Peaks Trail.

The meeting was adjourned at 10:13 a.m.




