Watauga County District U
Tourism Development Authority — Board Meeting Minutes
Watauga County TDA / Explore Boone Office
Tuesday, September 16th, 2025

PRESENT: Matt Vincent — Chair

Brad Moretz

Tina Houston (virtual)
Missy Harrill

Lisa Cooper

TDA Staff:
Wright Tilley
Emily Neeley

ABSENT: Tony Gray
GUESTS: Wendy Patoprsty, Middle Fork Greenway Director

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

Approval of the September 16, 2025 board meeting agenda:

Lisa Cooper, seconded by Brad Moretz, moved to approve the September 16, 2025
board meeting agenda. VOTE: AYE -5/ NAY -0

Approval of June 10, 2025 board meeting minutes:

Brad Moretz, seconded by Lisa Cooper, moved to approve the June 10, 2025 board
meeting minutes. VOTE: AYE -5/ NAY -0

Presentation and Requests by Wendy Patoprsty (Blue Ridge Conservancy)

Wendy had two requests for the board: 1) To reallocate $500,000 from the Angler Park project to
the Boone Gorge Park from FY 24/25 funds. 2) Request for $800,000 for FY 25/26 for Angler
Park to match other funds they have received. Trail building to start in April of 2026. DOT has
performed a feasibility study and approved initial plans. Cooperation with local land owners has
been good. Details are still being worked out with DOT, FEMA, Engineers and others, but some
portions of work are already out for bids. Once the Boone Gorge Park is completed, the next
phase would be the connection near the hospital. The total parking will exceed 100 spaces once
the project is completed.



Wendy also reported that the “Round Up for the Greenway” with local businesses has been very
successful in helping them reach their financial goals. The addition of the painted mural inside
the tunnel area beside Mystery Hill has drawn significant interest and positive response in people
wanting to visit the Greenway. Many visitors, as well as residents, have expressed excitement of
the continued development of the remaining sections of the Greenway. She also expressed
gratitude for the TDA’s support in the past.

Monthly Financial Update:

i.  Occupancy Tax Report

For the end of FY 24/25 Watauga occupancy tax collections were down 18%, Blowing Rock was
down 5% and Boone was up 11%. The combined total was down 7%. For the new FY, the
numbers are also down with Watauga reporting down by 15%, Blowing Rock down by 19% and
Boone up by18%, yielding a total of 8% down. The down numbers can be partially attributed to
inventory loss, particularly short term rentals, and negative public perception of safety and
accessibility of the area from the impact of Hurricane Helene in 2024.

ii.  Revenues and Expenditure Report

Everything is tracking as it should so far. General Workman’s Compensation policy saw a slight
increase over what we budgeted

New Business:

1.  Middle Fork Greenway Request from Wendy Patoprsty
(Lisa Cooper recused herself from voting on these two requests as she is also a member of
the BRC board.)

The board voted on the first request of fund reallocation.

Brad Moretz, seconded by Missy Harrill, moved to approve the request for reallocation
of $500,000 from Boone Gorge Park to Angler Park.
VOTE: AYE -4/ NAY -0

The board voted on the second request for funds for Angler Park.
Missy Harrill, seconded by Brad Moretz, moved to approve the request for $800,000

for Angler Park.
VOTE: AYE -4 /NAY -0

ii.  Rocky Knob Park Repairs

The playground area, stairs, rails and ramp need to be repaired. Quotes have been procured for
this work by local businesses. The repair work would utilize concrete and steel to replace wood,
making the repairs more long lasting and maintenance free. The quotes do not include any
potentially required permits. The current budget for Rocky Knob Park should cover the cost of
the work.



Lisa Cooper, seconded by Tina Houston, moved to approve the repairs to Rocky Knob
Park. VOTE: AYE -5/ NAY -0

1.  Merlefest 2026 Contract

Request to continue the sponsorship of the Traditional Stage at Merlefest in the amount of
$10,000. This would be shared by $5000 from the Watauga TDA and $5000 from the Boone
TDA.

Lisa Cooper, seconded by Tina Houston, moved to approve the Merlefest 2026
Contract. VOTE: AYE -5/NAY -0

iv.  Valle County Fair Request

Not an event traditionally financially supported. The TDA typically does not fund events in
October, due to the popularity of the area at that time and no extra promotional effort is needed.
Can be reconsidered for next year.

This request was denied by the board.

Tourism Qutreach Report

Hope was out of town at a conference, so Wright presented this report. Data was shown in
printed documents included in the meeting packet that detailed visitor guide requests and
distribution and in-person visits to the Explore Boone visitor center. Visits to the center are being
tracked to develop a comprehensive look at visitor center hours. Online marketing, which
includes e-newsletters and visitor guide requests, is being evaluated in terms of how leads and
requests are received and distributed. The goal is to develop more qualified leads that are
fulfilled with a more likely positive response.

PR/Social Media Report

Emily reported recent media coverage for Boone, including features in Smithsonian, Southern
Living and Travel+Leisure magazines. Afar magazine also featured Boone as one of the top 10
places to travel worldwide. “Atlas Obscura”, an online travel related website with a wide-
reaching audience, featured the Boone Fork Trail. Travel+Leisure magazine also named Boone
as the Best Small Mountain Town. This led to a TODAY Show television feature that reached an
audience of over 1 million people.

There are several upcoming media visits scheduled. These will highlight Boone as a tourism
destination. Two exciting ones are a potential visit from “Fox and Friends” with a domestic
travel focus, and a “Positively Charlotte WJZY” segment focusing on Boone. The details and
calendar of these visits is being worked out for the near future as scheduling permits.

Our social media following continues to grow for Explore Boone. Emily will discuss a greater
reach in out-of-state interest with our advertising agency.



Executive Directors Report

1. Marketing and Promotion Update

Outreach efforts regarding the area in terms of the effects of the hurricane of last year will be
determined on a case-by-case approach as opposed to a centralized recovery message. Some
attempts from industry professionals in Asheville to coordinate a media effort for Western North
Carolina were considered. They were ultimately abandoned for an approach that focuses on
individual locations specifically.

The Explore Boone Visitor Guide is being redesigned. A new company, Lunar Cow, has been
chosen to design and produce the guide, and the cover design is underway. The guide will not
have advertising, and the paper will be upgraded. We have a lot of great photography to work
with. All these efforts are made to produce a guide that is less salesy and more
inspirational/editorial.

We are also working with our advertising agency on a new campaign, which will replace the
“Inspiring Awe” advertising campaign. After several meetings and brainstorming sessions, the
concept of “Feel Something More” is now in development. This concept is designed to feature
Boone, and the area, as a place of depth and renewal, showcasing reasons to visit and explore.
This is a work in progress and all suggestions and ideas are welcome.

1i. Infrastructure Project Updates

Howard Knob Park — Monthly progress meetings are being held with crew leaders. Progress is
being made. The grading is almost complete. It is taking shape with poured concrete, fencing,
signage and stacked stone. Two change orders have been requested and implemented; 1) manage
water drainage properly to avoid runoff and problems with the road and 2) adding safety railing
from the parking area. The overlook portion is awaiting the fabricated steel. A completion date is
still to be determined. Pictures will be provided soon.

Crab Orchard Falls — It has been suggested that new signage is needed here. The suggestion
seems appropriate and measures will be taken to address this.

The board entered closed session for 143-318.11.(a)(5) at 9:57 a.m. on a motion by Lisa
Cooper and a second by Missy Harrill.

The board came out of closed session at 10:11am with a motion by Lisa Cooper and a
second by Brad Moretz.

The meeting was adjourned at 10:24 a.m.




