
 
 

Tourism Advisory Board 

August 13, 2026 9:30 am 

Caucus Room, City Hall, 1st Floor 
 

 

          9:30 am    Call to order, approval of past meeting minutes      
 
          9:35 am    Sarah Lynch – QCMM Update 
 
          9:45  am   Samantha & Sheena -  Monthly Tourism Report 
 
          9:55  am   Sector Reports 

• Lodging 
• Restaurants 
• Retail 
• Attractions/Arts 

 
        10:10 am    Staunton Shout-Outs 
 
        10:15 am    Old Business 
 
        10:25 am     New Business 

 
        10:30 am Adjourn 
 
       
 

 
 
  
 



Tourism Advisory Board Meeting 
July 9, 2026 9:30 am  

Caucus Room, City Hall, First Floor 
 
  

Board Members/City Staff Participating: 
Brad Arrowood – Vice-Mayor, City Council  
Jessica Blythe – Assistant Director of Economic Development 
Erin Butler – New At Large Tab Member 
Stephanie Cabacoy – American Shakespeare Center  
Michelle Davis – Hotel 24 South (Zoom) 
Camille Dierksheide – Staunton Music Festival 
Breanna Grant – Juniper Lane/Atlas & Ember 
Paige Hildebrand – Frontier Culture Museum 
Samantha Johnson – Director of Tourism  
Sheena Logan – Sales and Marketing Manager 
Sarah Lynch – Baja Bean 
Josh Knight – Engagement & Communications Manager 
Annette Spencer for Brian Gearhart – Heritage Hospitality 
Heifetz Rep for Andrew Greene - Heifetz Institute 
 
Board Members/City Staff Absent: 
Sandi Carraro – Book Dragon 
Corrie Park – City Council Liaison 
No One Present – Woodrow Wilson Presidential Library  
 
 

Call To Order and Approval of Minutes 
 

The meeting was called to order. Introductions were made around the room. Camille made a motion to 
approve the minutes, seconded by Sarah.  All others were in favor. 

 

Ian Callahan and Jordan Zipser – City DEI Commission 
 

Ian Callahan and Jordan Zipser introduced themselves as representatives of the Community Connections 
Subcommittee of the City's Diversity, Equity, and Inclusion (DEI) Commission. They provided the 
following background and updates: 

• The Commission has been active since before 2022 and conducted a citywide survey to assess 
community DEI needs, which informed a set of goals and sub-goals. 

• The Community Connections Subcommittee's goal is to build relationships with other boards and 
commissions and identify opportunities for alignment and collaboration. 

• The presenters were not requesting action at this meeting but invited TAB members to reach out 
with ideas for collaboration or to attend future meetings. 

• The Subcommittee meets the first Wednesday of each month at 6:00 p.m. on the second floor of 
the library; the full Commission meets the third Wednesday of each month at 6:00 p.m. at City 
Hall. 

Sarah thanked the presenters and offered to collect contact information for members interested in 
follow-up. One member requested to connect with the presenters after the meeting. 



 

 

Monthly Tourism Report – Samantha Johnson/Sheena Logan 

Marketing Highlights  
• The Tourism Office finished the fiscal year strong, with website traffic up 5% year over year, 

including 27% growth in organic and direct traffic. 
• Sheena attended the Pennsylvania Bus Association Marketplace in Pennsylvania for the first time, 

resulting in 26 four-minute meetings with motor coach operators and charter bus companies; 
follow-up is underway. 

• Motor coach mailers went out and generated organic inquiries; the office booked its first group 
from this outreach within about a week of the mailer going out. 

• Season two of the tourism office's podcast concluded successfully; a third season is planned for 
fall/winter. 

• The Virginia Scenic Railway's 611 excursion weekend concluded with strong positive feedback. 
• Brownfields annual conference (a few hundred attendees) was held in Staunton as well as 

additional board retreats and conferences. 
• The office closed out and submitted final reporting on Virginia Tourism grants. 
• 280 welcome packets were distributed to Heifetz Institute students, faculty, and staff. 
• USA Today featured Staunton in coverage of best places to celebrate America's 250th anniversary; 

organic PR reach for June exceeded 143 million impressions. 
• Website user traffic in June was up nearly 32% year over year; the team continues to monitor AI-

driven shifts in search behavior in coordination with its marketing agency. 
• Visitor guide requests were down slightly year over year (131 in June 2026 vs. 189 in June 2025). 

Visitor Spending Data and New State Data Law  
Samantha advised the Board that Virginia Senate Bill 338, effective July 1, restricts the sale or purchase 
of third-party geolocation data; Virginia is now the third or fourth state (after Maryland and Oregon) to 
enact such a policy. As a result, the Tourism Office's data vendor (Zartico) will no longer be able to 
supply geolocation-based movement data, though first-party geolocation collection and credit card 
spend data remain available. The office will shift to presenting spend data going forward and noted that 
May/June data is already reflecting this transition. 

Reporting on May spend data (two months in arrears): 

• Washington, D.C. remained the top source market for visitor spending at 17% of the market, up 
slightly from 2025; Richmond declined slightly; Norfolk, Roanoke, and New York rounded out the 
top five. 

• The overall visitor share of local spending rose from 12% to 16%, and average daily visitor spend 
grew from $43 to $48 (a member asked whether this figure accounts for inflation; staff indicated it 
likely does to some degree). 

• The visitor share of spending going to local businesses grew from 22% to 25%. Food and beverage 
remains the top spending category. 

• Restaurant spend: visitors made up 16% of local restaurant spend. 
• Retail spend: visitor share rose from 7% to a higher share, though average visitor retail spend 

declined from $97 (2025) to $84. 
• Arts, entertainment, and attractions: visitor participation rose from 12% to 43% following a data-

categorization correction by the vendor; average spend in this category was $147 in May. 



• Hotels: occupancy was roughly flat year over year (down about 0.5%), while revenue rose 
approximately 5.4%. Short-term rentals saw occupancy up 9.6% and revenue up nearly 19% in 
May. 

 

Sector Reports – Lodging 

Michelle Davis - Hotel 24 South 
• May: occupancy up 4%, average daily rate up 8%, and food/conference sales up 3% year over year. 
• June: occupancy up 9%, average daily rate up $9; a strong summer overall. 
• July is trending to finish about 10% up in overall revenue; August is projected up 5%; September 

through year-end is expected to be flat, which is considered a good result heading into the busier 
fall season. 

Samantha 
• In discussion, Samantha confirmed that visitor spending data can be analyzed by short-term rental 

booking trends (e.g., lead time and length of stay) but that segmenting data too narrowly (e.g., by 
specific days of the week) reduces its statistical reliability. She also explained that short-term 
rentals are licensed through the City Commissioner of the Revenue’s office and are subject to the 
transient lodging tax, though Airbnb currently remits taxes in a single lump sum rather than an 
itemized statement, unlike hotels; legislation to require itemization has been proposed previously 
but has not passed. The City tracks short-term rental trends (approximately 130–150 units in 
Staunton) through a data platform called Key Data. Samantha noted that Staunton has more 
rooms in short-term rentals than in traditional hotels, and that some hotels with Staunton 
addresses fall outside city limits and therefore do not contribute tax revenue or count toward the 
City's room inventory. 

 
Sector Reports – Restaurants 

Sarah - Baja Bean 
June was strong, aided by seasonal ramp-up and World Cup viewership; sales were roughly flat to last 
year despite reduced weekly lunch hours. 

 
Sector Reports – Retail 

Brianna - Juniper Lane / Atlas and Ember 
• Juniper Lane was flat month over month but slightly up year over year; colleagues reported 

increased foot traffic tied to the 611 train excursion weekend. 
• The bridal shop had its best month since opening and is now booking weekdays in addition to 

weekends, with customers traveling from the Richmond/D.C. metro area as well as North Carolina, 
West Virginia, and Maryland. 

• A discount partnership with The Blackburn Inn is driving overnight stays; the presenter offered to 
develop similar packages with other businesses to encourage visitors to treat Staunton as a 
destination trip. 

• Wharf-area marketing grant funds have supported paid social media and staffing for content 
management. 

 
Sector Reports – Attractions & Arts 
 



Stephanie - American Shakespeare Center 

Reported that both summer repertory shows (Our Town and As You Like It) are open, with audiences 
building. A Fourth of July flash sale drove strong advance bookings into the fall season, with 
Frankenstein (opening in October) already nearing its sales goal. Data on purchasing patterns is 
informing planning for the 2027 season, including a possible full-year rollout and announcement. A 
Christmas Carol flash sale is planned for July 24 to build early-run audiences in December. 

Camille – ASC and Staunton Music Festival 

Camille also reported for the American Shakespeare Center's ad sponsorship program, now one year in 
and sold out through the fall, with availability remaining for the holiday season. On behalf of the 
Staunton Music Festival, she announced the festival will run August 14–23 with 10 days, 33 concerts, 90 
musicians, and an estimated 1,200 individual patrons. Programming highlights include free noon 
concerts most days at First Presbyterian Church, a "Brave Gay New World" program featuring LGBTQ 
composers, a partnership with the Shenandoah LGBTQ Center, a drag show at Silver Line, and a two-
night one-act opera. A sponsor is still being sought for the opera performance. 

Keith - Mary Baldwin University 

Reminded the Board that freshman move-in begins August 17 and classes begin August 24. He noted the 
University recently welcomed a new president and disclosed that Mary Baldwin was placed on 
accreditation probation by its regional accreditor. He clarified that the university remains fully 
accredited during this observation period and that the change does not affect community-facing 
operations or the fall welcome of students. Incoming freshman enrollment is estimated between 200 
and 210 students. 

Carrie - Heifetz International Music Institute  

Reported the organization is in week three of its 30th anniversary season, with concerts Monday–
Saturday at Mary Baldwin University's Francis Auditorium, a free Friday chamber matinee (12:30–1:30 
p.m.) at the Blackfriars Playhouse, and Sunday matinees at JMU's Forbes Center. The upcoming session 
changeover between Junior Division sessions will bring significant foot traffic to campus (roughly 15 
families departing, 15 arriving, and 50–60 new students). The Institute has also been performing at 
community venues, including area churches and the Staunton Public Library, and reported a record-
breaking audience at a recent library performance. 

Paige - Frontier Culture Museum 

Reported attendance up approximately 10% year over year and month over month, aided by strong 
summer camp enrollment across three camp sessions. Independence Day saw reduced local visitation 
due to heat but increased out-of-town visitation from travelers whose original plans (e.g., in the 
Richmond/D.C. area) were canceled due to weather. The museum recently welcomed a new executive 
director, Robin von Seldeneck, who started the Monday prior to the meeting. 

 

Staunton Shout Outs 
• Josh Knight and Susan Wilson were thanked for leading the recent downtown design-process 

public demonstration, including collecting and reviewing extensive community feedback. 
• Staunton Public Works was recognized for effectively managing traffic and logistics during the 

recent Happy Birthday America event and subsequent flooding response. 
• The Happy Birthday America event organizing team — an entirely volunteer-run group — was 

commended for proceeding safely despite extreme heat and rain, and for the quality of the event 
overall. 

• Tiny Town Rundown is amazing! 
• A visitor anecdote about a Portuguese family who said their visit to Staunton was exactly what 

they had hoped America would be. 



 
Old Business 
 
With the departure of the previous Vice Chair (Robin), Sarah nominated Camille to serve as incoming 
Vice Chair. Stephanie motioned and Brianna Grant seconded to approve Camille as Vice Chair; the 
motion carried with no members opposed. 
 

New/Other Business  
 

Staunton Black Business Collective — Community Capital Investment Accelerator 
Jessica reported that the Staunton Black Business Collective was selected as the only 
cooperative/collective in Virginia to participate in a national Community Capital Investment Accelerator 
program through the International Economic Development Council. As part of the program, the 
Collective is conducting two community surveys (of entrepreneurs and of broader community 
stakeholders) to identify supports and gaps in services, with a particular focus on Black and Brown 
entrepreneurs. Members were asked to complete and share the survey; links will be distributed by the 
Tourism Office. 

Staunton Farmers' Market/Wharf Signage 
Members discussed impacts on downtown foot traffic related to the ongoing tunnel construction 
project and the Farmers' Market's relocation. Downtown business representatives noted reduced 
Saturday morning traffic, particularly earlier in the morning, though traffic has remained steady later in 
the day. Caroline from Sunspots requested updated signage, rack cards, and online information directing 
visitors and longtime patrons to the market's current location and to wharf businesses. The Staunton 
Downtown Development Association (SDDA) reported that new directional signage for both the Wharf 
and Central/North Central business districts is in final draft and expected to be printed within the next 
week or two; members were invited to review the draft before printing. The Market Advisory 
Committee is preparing a community survey (with a QR code) to gather public feedback on the market's 
location, which will be shared with the City. 

Virginia Restaurant, Lodging & Travel Association (VRLTA) Update — Katie Campbell 
Katie represents the Shenandoah Valley chapter of the Virginia Restaurant, Lodging & Travel Association 
(VRLTA), and encouraged members to explore the organization's advocacy, membership, and outreach 
resources. She highlighted several new state laws effective July 1 affecting restaurants: 

• A ban on single-use polystyrene (styrofoam) food packaging. 
• A new requirement for restaurants to include an allergy disclaimer on menus. 
• Revised alcohol-to-food sales ratio requirements, which are now less restrictive for restaurants. 

 
Shenandoah Valley as a Wine Region 

Suzanna Larner shared that a Today Show clip named the Shenandoah Valley a "Napa alternative," 
which included a feature on Barren Ridge Vineyards and noted a recent blind tasting in France in which 
Virginia wines rated highly against French wines in several categories. Members discussed the region's 
positioning between two of the state's leading American Viticultural Areas (AVAs) — the Shenandoah 
Valley AVA and the Monticello AVA — as an opportunity to promote Staunton as a wine-tourism 
destination. 



Molly Murphy – Queen City Music Studios 
• Noted that new BMI licensing has been secured for Queen City Mischief and Magic, covering house 

concerts and partnering venues for the Staunton Music Festival and other events; the organization 
is also meeting with the Community Foundation to explore establishing a nonprofit entity 
alongside its existing business operations. 
 

Short Term Rentals and Extending a Weekend Stay Into Monday 
• Erin raised a question about the percentage of hotel and short-term rental guests who extend 

their stay through Monday. Elizabeth from Sweet Addie’s noted that she is open Mondays and 
Tuesdays and visitors are often upset that more restaurants and retail encouraged more 
businesses to consider Monday/Tuesday hours. 

• Members welcomed the opening of a new arcade business (The Art-Cade) at 103 W. Beverley St., 
noting its evening hours and suggesting downtown restaurants direct waiting diners there. 
 

With no further business, the meeting was adjourned. Minutes: Kim Cormier 
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