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

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

GUESTS: Amber Bateman, Watauga Arts Council
Reggie Hunt, Boone Area Sports Commission
Eric Hiegl, Blue Ridge Conservancy
David Ray, Blue Ridge Conservancy

Call to Order: The Meeting was called to order by Chairman Vincent at 8:30 a.m.

Approval of the October 14th, 2025 board meeting agenda:

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

Approval of September 16th, 2025 board meeting minutes:

Tony Gray, seconded by Lisa Cooper, moved to approve the September 16, 2025 board
meeting minutes. VOTE: AYE - 6/ NAY -0

Brad Moretz entered the meeting.
Reggie Hunt entered the meeting.

Presentation and Requests by Amber Bateman

This presentation centered on the topic of Public Art for Boone and the surrounding area.
Working with several local groups to facilitate more outdoor art has been a big focus for the arts
council. There has been an increased interest in outdoor and public art in both the town and
county. Amber plans to meet soon with the county commissioners to establish the Watauga Arts
Council as the primary county agency for public art. This will facilitate proper record keeping,
accountability and identifying new public art opportunities. This would also enable the



overseeing of the quality of public art and managing grants and funding. Current outdoor art
projects being considered are more murals, more art style benches (such as the Doc Watson
bench on King St.) and sculptures using recycled materials from storm debris by an artist who
has created works for other storm damaged areas. To help community members and visitors to
the area locate and experience all of our public art, the Arts Council would like to work with
Bloomburg Connects. This is a digital platform and a guide to art throughout the area. While the
digital guide is free to use, the procurement of the components therein will incur a cost. Funding
is requested in the amount of $16,270 to populate the digital platform with local, public art
content. The funds would be used to obtain professional photography, high quality audio and
video and written descriptions. A portion of the funds would also be used in marketing efforts,
working with the TDA to integrate these efforts into attracting tourism related to art, educational
and cultural experiences in the area. A second request for $10,000 was made for funding murals
in the Tweetsie Railroad area of the Middle Fork Greenway. The funding would enable a series
of murals to be completed.

Report by Reggie Hunt, Director of the Boone Area Sports Commission

Reggie reviewed the mission of the Sports Commission; to facilitate Boone in being a destination
for sports tourism. The sports commission is working on having events that are multiple day
events that encourage overnight stays and increased shopping and dining in the town. The
commission has partnered successfully with Watauga High School and Watauga Parks and
Recreation. The use of facilities with these organizations has been very helpful. Reggie would
like to encourage the board to advocate for more events to be brought into the community. He is
keeping communications open with ASU about the opportunities there. State funding is being
pursued as well, as it relates to sporting events here and encouraging conversations and exposure.
Reggie has been involved in opportunities to learn more from other areas of NC in regards to
what can be offered related to sports, travel and filling seasonal gaps. The focus is on what could
benefit Boone and the area as it relates to sports and hosting opportunities. Reggie expressed
great appreciation for the partnership efforts that have already occurred.

Monthly Financial Update:

1.  Occupancy Tax Report

Because we are only 2 months into the new FY 25/26 there is limited data available. Between
July and August, the negative gap closed some with Boone being down by 16% in July and only
12% in August. September and October should be up due to the time of year and increased fall
travel. Some of the lower percentages can be attributed to loss of inventory, but is difficult to
assess with complete accuracy. Blowing Rock showed decreased percentages as well, but also
should be looking better with increased fall season travel. However, national data is showing that
leisure travel is down overall. This is likely due to public sentiment regarding the economy.

ii. Revenues and Expenditure Report

With the FY ending in June for 2025, the county has paid for some charges related to the Howard
Knob Park that will be billed to the TDA for reimbursement. This will show in the new FY. An
audit is being performed, and all is tracking as expected. There has been an expense related to the
Wayfinding signage; 3 signs had to be replaced due to damage.



Report by Eric Hiegl and David Ray of the Blue Ridge Conservancy

All is going well and according to plans in regards to the Middle Fork Greenway and trail
connectors to be implemented in 2026. Much of the work is out for bids and progress is being
made through the rest of 2025. In regards to connecting the Rivers House Park trail to Howard
Knob, a determination has been made that a feasibility study and enlisted help from engineers in
developing this connection is needed. Adjacent to Howard Knob Park, the Greene property is
under contract with an expected closing date in December of this year. A survey of the 70 - 75
acre tract is underway. Trails and rock climbing areas can then be designed and implemented.
This will connect to the Northern Peak Trail. This project has been very long term with much
negotiation and planning involved. To see the coming results of this is exciting for everyone
involved as well as for the Town of Boone.

New Business:

i.  Choose and Cut Funding Request

The Watauga County Christmas Tree Association made a funding request. They asked for financial
support with the following; website redesign and launch, social media promotion, and advertising.
These requested funds total close to $6000. The TDA has budgeted $5000 for this request, which
occurs yearly from the association.

Lisa Cooper, seconded by Tony Gray, moved to approve $5000 for this request.
VOTE: AYE - 6 / NAY -0

ii.  Watauga Arts Council Requests

The board reviewed and discussed public art related requests that were made. The “Bloomberg
Connects” request for funding would come out of the marketing and advertising budget. The
board is in agreement that a greater focus on outdoor art and culture in the area is appropriate.
Discussion regarding subject matter of public art resulted in an agreement that each project
should be reviewed as to content and cost as presented by the arts council. Each request would be
considered on an individual basis with funding assessed per project.

Lisa Cooper, seconded by Brad Moretz, moved to approve the request for $16,270 for
use in the “Bloomberg Connects” project and $10,000 for the mural series project.
VOTE: AYE - 6 / NAY -0

Tourism Outreach Report

Hope reviewed visitor guide request statistics. There has been a big increase in guide requests
due to social media leads, but some issues had to be resolved regarding delivery of these leads
and quality of the leads. Visitor guide requests are consistent and public interest in having printed
media is staying positive. Visitor guides were also sent to NC Welcome Centers in September.
E-newsletter performance has been good with the number of subscribers continuing to grow.
Social media leads enhanced the subscriber list for e-newsletters as well in September. Partner
counts on the website continue to grow along with subscribers to the partner e-newsletter. The
website now has a new “Drinks” page, which includes coffee shops as well as bars. Hope also
presented website statistics. The visitor guide redesign is continuing and on schedule.



PR/Social Media Report

Emily reported that September was a good month regarding media placement and mentions. Area
activities and businesses have been a focus in several articles; one specifically was the River Girl
company featured in Our State magazine. Many pitch efforts regarding fall travel to Boone and
the area have come to fruition. More are underway with messaging regarding promotions
between leaf season and the holidays. Upcoming focus will also include winter sports with
Boone as a destination. Larger market focus has proven to be positive, with Boone being
considered for an article in an upcoming New York Times edition. Social media posts did very
well with recent interest in fall trips to the area. Visits and followers on social media continued to
perform well, especially on the Instagram platform. This is both in the area of organic and paid
posts. Statistics showed that the “scenic drive” boosted posts performed very well this season. As
a follow up from the last meeting, Emily spoke to the topic of targeted audiences and provided
some information to the board.

Executive Directors Report

1. Marketing and Promotion Update

Wright reported on work that is developing in the annual media plan. Elements coming back in
October include advertising in Charlotte, Raleigh/Durham and Nashville airports. In Atlanta and
South Florida there are also placements in the form of car wraps and advertising within the
Miami airport. Explore Boone has a partnership with FanDuel Sports in Charlotte and Raleigh
markets. Television spots are planned in October of this year through June of 2026.

The new advertising campaign is ongoing with our advertising agency. We have fully integrated
marketing plans and expect reports and presentations from the agency soon. The focus is shifting
from fall themed marketing to winter imagery and themes. Locally, Wright is continuing to do
the WATA “Mark in the Morning” show every other Wednesday. Content varies per show and
ideas for topics are welcome if presented in advance.

Wright will be attending a conference in Wilmington, NC later this year that he expects to be
informative in regards to the topic of occupancy tax and usage in NC. Both Wright and Hope will
be attending travel and adventure tradeshows this winter in New York, DC, and South Florida.

11. Infrastructure Project Updates

Rocky Knob Bike Park — The access road that was created to the emergency management tower
has been designated. Kristian Jackson worked with the county in efforts to minimize the impact
to the current park routes.

Howard Knob Park — The next meeting to view progress at the park will be in the morning of
October 30. The Watauga County manager made a decision to get new picnic tables and grills
and discard the old ones. The construction efforts are still awaiting the steel for the overlook.
Progress is being made with deliveries of asphalt and concrete. Completion is hoped for by end
of winter, but could be spring depending on weather and other factors.

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




