
Chapel Hill/Orange County Visitors Bureau  
Advisory Board Meeting 

The Graduate Chapel Hill 
June 18, 2025 

8:00 – 9:30 AM 
 

Board Members Present: D.R. Byran, Allison Reid, Matt Hughes, Creston Woods, Randee Haven-
O’Donnell, Ben Marklin, Sarah Potter (filled in for David Putman), Jon Hartman-Brown, Sally Greene 

Not Present: Karen DeHart, Paris Miller-Foushee, Craig Lloyd, Heidi Werner-Dawson, Wendy Smith, Lisa 
Kaylie, Meredith Saybe 

Staff Attendance: Laurie Paolicelli, Marlene Barbera, Tina Fuller, Steve Brantley, Katie Murray 

Guests: Dennis Edwards, President and CEO of Visit Raleigh, Danielle Claudio, GM Graduate by Hilton 
Chapel Hill 

Call to Order 
DR  Bryan called the meeting to order at 8:05 AM. 
 
Round Table Introductions 
 
Guest Speaker: Dennis Edwards, President and CEO of Visit Raleigh 

1. Welcome and Introduction 
• Dennis Edward was introduced by DR Bryan. He has been in the tourism business for 42 years and 

is Laurie’s counterpart in Raleigh. Laurie asked Mr. Edwards to speak to the board to provide some 
context for tourism trends in the boarder Triangle area. 

2. Visitation, Budget & Representation 
• In 2023, tourism in Wake County saw 18.5 million visitors generate $3.2 billion with $370 million 

in tax revenue for both state and local. Tourism in Wake County now directly employes 26,000 in 
full-time positions. 

• Visit Raleigh represents 12 municipalities, has a budget of 12.7 million, and a staff of 35.  
• They have seen an increase in occupancy two years post-COVID. In 2024 saw an average of 69.7% 

in Occupancy and ADR at $145 with 186 hotels county wide, 19,000 hotel rooms 
3. Trends 

• Nationally tourism has been seeing a flattening of key metrics such as occupancy and ADR for 
several factors including tariffs and international travel rhetoric.  

• Business travel has slowed down, however meetings and conventions still have consistent 
attendance. 

• Youth, amateur and collegiate sports and some professional is still a big driver to the area 
• The sales team reports that leads are flat, but attendance and room nights are up 15%. This seems 

to be due to less larger meetings and more small corporate meetings.  
4. Ten-Year Destination Strategic Plan 

• In 2018, noticed competitors around the country start expanding convention centers and arenas.  
• Brought in JLL Properties to do a 12- month assessment to help determine what needed to be done 

to increase visitation by 5.1 million in 2028. They talked with clients, stakeholders, residents to 
propose what existing assets could be enhanced, what new assets could be built and how do they 
make that happen, and identify marketing opportunities. 

• 8 pillars in the assessment: Meetings & Conventions, Sports, Events, Key Attractors, Destination 
Development, Regional Demand Generators, and Quality of Place  
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o Meetings & Conventions 
 The need for a new hotel near the convention center and the expansion of the 

convention center itself – funds were allocated from the hospitality tax to fund both 
projects. RFPs were sent, brought an additional $75 million in incentives to help 
with the project. The Omni Hotel was selected, and construction is slated to begin in 
January 2026. 

o Questions & Discussions 
 Laurie inquired about the incentive as tapping the future occupancy revenue – Mr. 

Edwards confirmed in the form of municipal bonds. $375 million to expand 
Conventions and new amphitheater.  

 Shelly Greene inquired about exactly where the hotel would be. Mr. Edwards 
explained the location was in front of the performing arts complex, surface lots 
owned by the city. 

 Creston Woods asked how large the Omni will be, Mr. Edwards replied 550 rooms 
and 50,000 sq ft of meeting space. 

 Mr. Edwards informed that the deal with the Omni hotel came with a booking 
agreement of at least 80% room block capacity, 3 yrs. and out with a sliding scale 
percentage of how many rooms they must commit up to 12 months out. Additionally 
they have a rate provision that protects Visit Raleigh from a rate standpoint based on 
ADR from downtown hotels giving them a percentage in growth per year. 

 Creston Woods inquired if the other Raleigh hoteliers were in favor of the plan?  
Mr. Edwards replied only if the convention center expansion was a part of it and had 
to have the booking agreement as well. They weren’t thrilled with the $75 million 
but most of the other developers wanted $100 million or more.   

 Laurie stated that it’s not the property owner’s money, it’s the occupancy tax, the 
visitors money regenerating for the future so allocating those funds for future 
growth makes sense. Mr. Edwards also informed that there is a review committee of 
8 that meets quarterly including Mr. Edwards, the budget directors of the city and 
county, city and county managers to review the model to see how it’s performing. 
City and county officials have to have assurance with their lenders and the right 
talking points before bonding this money out. 

 Sally Greene inquired about how the RFP was structured to allow for the difference 
of the incentive. Mr. Edwards replied the city hired a hotel negotiator to assist with 
the process.  

o Sports 
 Allocated dollars to keep Hurricanes in Raleigh as their lease was coming to an end 

as Tom Dundon made it very clear that he was interested in other cities. 
 The 10-year plan also identified the need for a smaller indoor arena to host amateur 

sports.  
o Events 

 Mr. Edwards stated he is learning that events are a big factor in tourism and a CVB 
needs to be involved in some capacity. Allocated $200,000 out of budget to identify 
and bring in signature events that will have a significant impact on overnight 
visitation. Criteria involved and working on a grant basis. Sports, festivals, esports, 
etc.  

o Key Attractors  
 Supports attractions like downtown Cary Park, Dix Park, history museum, Kids 

Museum.  
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 For individual leisure, working closely with Travel South, Visit North Carolina, 
Michelin South Guide coming to the south. Announcement will be made in 
November on which restaurants will be awarded some kind of Michelin rating. 

 
Executive Directors Report 

1. Long-term tourism strategy 
• VisitRaleigh’s presentation shows the need for long-term tourism strategy for Orange County. 

Orange County has some challenges that Wake County doesn’t face with land use restrictions and 
is smaller at 1600 hotel rooms. 

• Current Orange County statue allows that Chapel Hill only has to allocate 10% of occupancy tax 
revenues to tourism. Laurie would like to see their statue updated and asks the board to take a hard 
look at how to do this.  

• Future occupancy tax in Chapel Hill of $1.32 million a year would allow us to bring partners to the 
table, including Ackland Art Museum, Smith Center, etc.  

• The Visitors Bureau wants to bring on Chris Cavanaugh of Magellan Strategies to lead a planning 
session and talk to community and county stakeholders to recommend a plan for future planning. 
Laurie asked for the board’s approval and have him speak at the September board meeting. Orange 
County revenues generally have been difficult this fiscal year, but tourism is doing well. Having a 
long term strategy will prevent tourism dollars from being used to plug budget holes. 

o Discussion: 
o Creston Woods inquired about the cost of Cavanaugh’s services. Laurie replied that the cost 

would be around $25k for 18 months and would focus on meeting with hotels to see what 
they would like to see the Visitors Bureau do to support them. 

o Chris Cavaughn is familiar with the area and has worked with CVB’s in Raleigh, 
Wilmington, Asheville, etc.  

o Creston Woods agreed that it would be beneficial to bring in a strategist to provide 
continuity year over year.  

o Katie Murray asked if they would only be talking to hoteliers. Laurie responded that they 
would also be talking to community leaders, but that the hotels are a critical part. 

o Matt Hughes agreed that it makes sense and would welcome more conversation about how 
to promote Orange County to increase its draw as a tourist area. He commented the Orange 
County is boring, especially for 20s-30s demographics. Laurie commented on the shift in 
trends from a marketing focus to a product development focus.  

o Jon Hartman-Brown stated that he thinks Orange County has the assets, but they need 
further development.  

o Katie stated that we have the resources in Orange County but the priorities are more 
focused on sports but there are not enough resources allocated to arts and entertainment. 
Laurie mentioned that the strategist would talk to commissioners and other leaders.  

o Sarah Potter stated that she supported the plan but cautioned to stay focused on developing 
an action plan rather than a strategic plan.  

 
2. MexTour 2025 & Future Summer Events 

• Laurie showed a video of the recent MexTour. The event included a really quiet behind the scenes 
plan. It was a lively event that ended up with about 26k seats sold, no issues with safety, and 
campus was transported to a new cultural experiences.  

• The Visitors Bureau did a lot of work to get the community involved. The bureau had to reach out 
the Turkish Football Federation to have them visit the Sancar Turkish Center. We hired a PR 
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consultant to get the Mexican community involved due to fears over ICE. The event required an 
organic marketing effort.  

• Next year UNC Athletics wants to bring in the Savanna Bananas. The goal is to bring the Savanna 
Bananas June 2026. UNC contacted the Visitors Bureau for incentive money at $25k but might 
need more funds to attract the bid. 

• Discussion: 
o Both Matt & Allison commented that we wouldn’t have to market them that hard. Laurie 

disagreed saying that we would need to market it to ourselves. Laurie said we would need 
buy in from the community with regard to logistics.  

o Sally Greene asked about funding and Laurie responded we would use advertising funds. 
o Dennis Edwards informed the board that the state of North Carolina has a “major event 

fund,” but it currently requires the venue host a professional team. The general assembly is 
being lobbied to base eligibility on attendance instead. It was recommended that Visitors 
Bureau ask about eligibility for assistance.  
 

3. Budget Update 
• Laurie reported that tourism is flat due to national uncertainty with travelers. May is usually a 

stellar month, but not this year. We’re predicting a 2% increase in budget. 
• Our recommended budget was passed but lost our fund balance and lost some funding from Chapel 

Hill. Also hoping to talk with Chapel Hill separately to assist with incentive for Savanna Bananas.  
• Danielle Claudio informed the board that the Graduate is in a good position with its portfolio doing 

well. Laurie asked about the Michael Jordan room, if it was an attraction or available to stay – 
Danielle replied, attraction.  Laurie proceeded to show the Places and Spaces video of the 
Graduate. 
 

Update from Board Members 
 
Jon Hartman-Brown informed board members that he and Laurie and group of others will be traveling to 
Denver, CO to pitch Carrboro as a finalist for the All-American City Award. 
 
Katie Murray, OC Arts Commission– Uproar is 6 weeks out and has some changes with the artists that will 
be featured. Fund raising is the biggest challenge, as they are currently needing $50,000 by June 30th. 
Requested that board members help with sponsorship recruitment. Uproar is partnering with the Visitors 
Bureau and Hillsborough to develop a comprehensive marketing plan that countywide and would appeal to 
businesses where marketing is a priority.  
 
There was a brief discussion about how arts are funded in other communities, as Raleigh and Cary both have a 
tax that funds the arts. Denny mentioned United Artist has a grant.  Laurie reminded members that that there 
will be 60 artist installations: Katie confirmed 20 UNC & Chapel Hill, 20 Carrboro and 20 in Hillsborough. 
Laurie mentioned trolleys will have hop-on, hop-off service the first three Saturdays in August. Marketing 
with WRAL and Visit NC begins next week.   
 
Union Grove Farms – Laurie mentioned that the proposal for Union Grove Farms for an amphitheater and 
hotel did not pass the board of adjustment. Meredith Saybe asked to have some time to speak at the August 
meeting. A representative from the state who is overseeing a tourism bill will speak as well.  
 
Approval of Minutes  
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The Minutes from May 21, 2025 will be brought to the August meeting for approval. The June meeting did 
not have a quorum. 
 
With no new business, DR asked for a motion to adjourn. Matt Hughes motioned for the meeting to adjourn, which 
was seconded by Randee Haven-O’Donnel. All were in favor and the meeting was adjourned at 9:00 AM. 
 
Next meeting: August 20, 2025 8:00 AM at the Carolina Inn  

 


