
Chapel Hill/Orange County Visitors Bureau  
Advisory Board Meeting 

Hyatt Place at Southern Village 
May 21, 2025 

8:00 – 9:30 AM 
 

Board Members Present: Craig Lloyd, Wendy Smith, Matt Hughes, Karen DeHart – Chair, Sally Greene, 
Heidi Werner Dawson, David Putnam, DR Bryan – Vice Chair, Creston Woods, Randee Haven-O’Donnell, 
Ben Marklin, Meredith Saybe, Jon Hartman-Brown, Allison Reid 

Not Present: Paris Miller-Foushee, Lisa Kaylie 

Staff Attendance: Laurie Paolicelli, Marlene Barbera, Hannah Hemphill, Katie Murray – OC Arts 
Commission 

Guests: Ivy Taylor – UNC Director of Local Relations, Carter Hubbard – Chapel Hill Downtown Partnership, 
Mary Jane Nirdlinger – Town of Chapel Hill Interim Manager 

Call to Order 
Karen DeHart called the meeting to order 8:09 AM. 
 
Round Table Introductions 
 
Approval of Minutes 
Karen DeHart requested a motion to approve the minutes from the April 16, 2025 board meeting. Matt Hughes 
made a motion to approve the minutes for both meetings and Sally Greene seconded the motion. With all 
members in favor, the minutes were approved as submitted.  
 
Visitors Bureau Updates 

1. Places and Spaces Meeting Videos 
o The Visitors Bureau has updated the meeting spaces videos. Marlene Barbera showed the 

Graduate Chapel Hill and Friday Conference Center videos. 
2. Update on MexTour2025 

o Overview: 
 This year’s major event: Mexican Nationals League vs. Turkey on June 10. 
 First non-European international event hosted. 
 Venue capacity: 55,000 seats; currently 17,000 tickets sold. 
 The Mexican National team will be taking over the Siena 
 The Turkish National team will be at the Weston due to dietary needs 

o Marketing and Community Engagement  
 Marketing budget: Approximately $100,000 spent on English and Spanish promotions. 
 Collaborations with Latino community stakeholders and downtown businesses. 
 Challenges identified: 

• Latino community hesitant due to fears around public gatherings. 
• Many Latino staff members at local restaurants reluctant to attend despite 

cultural ties to the team. 
 Hired PR consultant Pablo Vega to engage Catholic and Latino communities. 

https://youtu.be/nLNgeGGQgGg?si=3C1G_ct67idp3dwE
https://youtu.be/K3oZ1kV8wWw?si=Y4cAJPPLVX0wlB9x


Approved June 18, 2025 

2 | P a g e     C H O C V B  B O D  M e e t i n g  M a y  2 1 ,  2 0 2 5

 Strong desire within community but lacking assurances about safety and law
enforcement support.

o Safety and Law Enforcement
 Law enforcement and public safety teams (including UNC Public Safety and local

police) are aware and involved.
 Concerns about guaranteeing safety have been raised by community members and

parishioners; no absolute guarantees possible.
 POTUS statement on 2026 World Cup emphasized safety and no deportations, but

skepticism remains locally.
o Operational Challenges

 Coordination with UNC for parking and tailgating rules is complex.
 Tailgating is only permitted after 5 p.m., but MLS advertised 4 p.m., causing confusion.
 Issues with alcohol service due to local ABC regulations:

• Major sponsor Grand Centenario Tequila unable to serve freely due to
regulations.

• Ongoing discussions with MLS and legal advisors to find possible solutions for
private boxes or seated areas.

o Invitation and Community Involvement
 Board members invited to attend the game on June 10.
 Pregame events from 5 p.m. to 8 p.m., with tailgating and family-friendly activities.
 Additional community outreach through Latino media and PR campaigns ongoing.

o Discussion and Questions
 Concerns about American athletes’ safety addressed; no reported issues so far.
 Suggestions made to explore alternative venues or watch parties (e.g., pop-up shops,

alumni spaces) to involve community in smaller, safer settings.
 Acknowledged regulatory challenges related to alcohol and event size for such

alternative gatherings.

3. Group Meetings Market Advertising & Outreach Report: Annual Investment $500k
o Discussion on Manish Atma and Visitors Bureau role in hotel sales.

 A prominent hotelier (Mr. Atma), who owns approximately 50% of Chapel Hill’s hotel
inventory, has voiced concerns about the Visitors Bureau’s effectiveness and alignment
with hotel interests.

 Mr. Atma has expressed dissatisfaction publicly, including at a Chamber board meeting,
and in conversations with a County Commissioner.

 He perceives the Bureau’s programs—especially those related to group sales and
meeting services—as not directly beneficial to his properties.

 He views the Visitors Bureau as an entity that should serve as a more hotel-focused
sales arm.

o Visitors Bureau Response
 Mr. Atma was previously on the Visitors Bureau board but was unable to participate

regularly due to travel.
 A request has been made to meet with Mr. Atma.
 The Bureau clarified that its statutory mission is to promote the entire county—not just

hotels—and its efforts are guided by state legislation and county/town directives.
 As meeting space has grown in recent years, so has the Visitors Bureau’s expenditures

in marketing convention hotels (see slide deck).
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 Bylaws for the Chapel Hill/Orange County Visitors Bureau Advisory Board passed out
to board for reference.

o Board Member & Hotelier Feedback
 Board Member & Hotelier Feedback on marketing efforts in group and leisure business,

remains an important goal.
 Several hoteliers acknowledged that the Bureau is a valuable partner, especially for

filling gaps and driving general awareness of the destination.
 Some acknowledged a general disconnect between hotelier expectations and the

Bureau’s statutory mission.
 Others reiterated that hotel sales teams remain primarily responsible for direct business

development, and that the Bureau’s broader focus brings value to the entire community.
o Meetings and Group Sales Program Overview & Budget Allocation

 The Bureau allocates approximately 25% of its $2 million annual budget (~$500,000) to
group and meeting sales efforts.

 Tools and initiatives include:
• Direct solicitation of potential meetings in Orange County
• Outreach to key sectors, including government, education, life sciences,

associations.
• Participation in CVENT with sales navigator platform, advertising,
• Membership in HelmsBriscoe meeting planning division.
• Targeted sales missions,
• Digital marketing (LinkedIn, Google AdWords, retargeting),
• Incentives and post-booking support for events.

o Industry Standards & Peer Comparisons
 Benchmarking with Raleigh, Durham, and other peer cities confirms that current

practices are industry standard and reflect the best use of resources for a mid-sized
destination without a major convention center.

 The Bureau does not operate as a Convention & Visitors Bureau (CVB), but rather as a
Visitors Bureau—intentionally focused on leisure, cultural, and community-based
tourism. As meeting space grows, so does the Bureau’s allocation to this sector.
Staff hope that more hotels will provide input on marketing.

Dr. Ivy Taylor, UNC Director of Local Relations 
1. Welcome and Introduction

• Dr. Taylor introduced herself, sharing her background as an urban planner with a master's
degree from UNC Chapel Hill.

• Professional experience includes municipal government, higher education leadership, and
elected office.

• Currently Director of Local Relations at Carolina, which is situated within public affairs
reporting to Chris Poole.

2. Role and Approach
• Dr. Taylor aims to serve as a bridge between the university and local communities.
• Focus on maintaining strong local connections while supporting university-wide initiatives.
• Emphasizes two-way communication: sharing university updates with the community and

bringing community concerns to the university.
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• Offers herself as a point of contact for community members needing university assistance or
information.

3. Current Priorities and Initiatives
• Franklin Street Issues:

o Addressing concerns about aggressive panhandling and support for the unhoused
population.

o Collaborated with Chapel Hill town staff and Orange County on resources and gaps.
o Sponsored a service provider breakfast in March to explore resource coordination.
o Exploring the possibility of a day center for unhoused individuals using university space

on Homestead Row.
• Downtown Chapel Hill Partnership:

o Serving on the board during a period of reimagination to enhance downtown vitality.
• Lot 2/ Behind Raising Cane’s and former Spanky’s Restaurant.

o Working on possible redevelopment of “Lot 2” surface parking into a community
gathering space.

• Transportation Planning:
o Engaged in a corridor feasibility study where the powerplant is located, considering

future development possibilities.
• Town Manager Hiring:

o Supporting Chapel Hill’s process to hire a permanent town manager.
4. Updates on University Projects

• Downtown Undergraduate Admissions Visitors Center:
o Ongoing discussions on whether the center should be on Franklin Street or more

centrally located on campus.
o Commitment remains to revitalize Franklin Street, with other potential uses being

explored. But it looks like the admissions center will be kept centrally located on
campus.

• The Junction and Innovation Carolina Initiatives:
o The Junction serves as an innovation hub with coworking space, a student-run coffee

shop, and Launch Chapel Hill programs supporting small business growth.
o Collaboration with KKMG aims to accelerate startups in emerging sectors including AI,

biotech, and robotics.
o The university has a ten-year lease on the space, currently in year three or four.

• University Budget FY 26:
o Proposed budget is approximately $4.5 billion with priorities on data science,

enrollment growth, and campus master planning.
o Emphasis on managing financial uncertainties and communicating the value of

university research to state and federal officials.
o The Board of Trustees requested the administration identify an additional $50 million

savings for the upcoming fiscal year to offset potential reductions in federal funding.
5. Carolina North Project

• Re-envisioning an older plan for development about a mile from campus, focusing on mixed-
use community development including:

o Enrollment and academic growth
o Athletics facilities (with ongoing evaluation of feasibility and cost, especially

concerning the Dean Dome)
o Affordable and market-rate housing (3,000-5,000 units planned)
o Campus recreation and dining facilities
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• The university is hiring a project manager for Carolina North with a strong community
engagement role.

6. Discussion and Q&A
• Addressed concerns about feasibility of athletic facilities on the Carolina North site,

emphasizing comprehensive planning and creative transportation solutions.
• Some of the on campus options for relocating the Dean Dome are limited by other plans for

hospital expansion.
• Opened the floor for ways the board and advisory groups can support university-community

initiatives, including upcoming events like the International Town Association conference in
Chapel Hill (2027).

• Dr. Taylor encouraged continued collaborative thinking to address ongoing challenges like
those on Franklin Street, stressing the need for innovative solutions beyond current approaches.

Update from Board Members 

Matt Hughes – Horace Johnson passed away and he helped spearhead the creation of the tourism board. 

Katie Murray -  UpRoar needs to raise $70k and the OC Arts Commission is looking for sponsorships. 
Sponsorships starting at $500. 

Karen DeHart called for a vote to elect DR Bryan as Chair for the next year. Randee Haven-O’Donnell made 
the motion, which was seconded by Heidi Werner Dawson. With all in favor, DR Bryan has been elected 
Chair beginning July 1, 2025. A vice-chair has not been identified yet. 

Next meeting: June 18, 2025 8:00 AM at The Graduate – 311 W Franklin St., Chapel Hill, NC 

Heidi Werner Dawson made a motion for the meeting to adjourn, which was seconded by Wendy Smith. The 
meeting was adjourned at 9:33 AM.  


