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If you’re watching television in August, you might see spots on Fox News Charlotte promoting West Jefferson.

The West Jefferson Tourism Development Authority, in partnership with High Country Host, has put together a series of TV spots aimed at boosting the profile of West Jefferson in the Charlotte market.

Carol Dodson, the current chairwoman of the West Jefferson TDA and owner of ‘Tis The Season said, “The ads are focused on the Charlotte market because the numbers we have show the majority of tourist traffic in West Jefferson flows from that area.”

Dodson’s own anecdotal evidence backs up those numbers. West Jefferson also receives significant traffic from the Raleigh/Durham area.

Founded in 2005 with the authorization of the North Carolina General Assembly, the West Jefferson TDA’s mission is to “promote and guide West Jefferson’s tourism offerings.” The TDA also administers the town’s occupancy tax proceeds.

Authority was granted the TDA to levy a 3 percent occupancy tax by the state of North Carolina. Any room for rent within the municipal limits of West Jefferson is subject to the tax.

West Jefferson Town Manager Brantley Price said two-thirds of the proceeds go to marketing costs for West Jefferson, and the final third is used for capital improvements. In the case of West Jefferson, that money went to improvements for the town clock, and underground lines for the new street lamps. Funds have also been used to help with improvements to Backstreet Park.

Much of the TDA’s job is coming up with the most effective way to draw more eyes, and more tourists to West Jefferson and Ashe County. Dodson says the organization has to strike a balance between providing information and straight marketing.

“I don’t know how many times someone has stopped in my store and said, ‘We just didn’t know you were here.’ At first I thought they just meant my store, but then I realized they meant the town, too,” said Dodson.

The TV campaign is the latest in a series of marketing initiatives by the TDA designed to determine the most effective means of spreading the word about the town. The early fall ads will feature the Ashe County Farmer’s Market and local food initiatives, the arts district, and the Christmas tree industry.

In the past, the organization has used rack cards and brochures, web-based video highlights of West Jefferson, and billboards, which have proven so effective the TDA plans to rent signs in August and September on northern routes out of Charlotte and western exits from Raleigh. The signage will be emblazoned with the phrase, “Imagine…a different destination. Historic West Jefferson”

“We want to catch the football crowd and remind travelers where they need to head during leaf season,” said Dodson.

The group also has a permanent billboard on 421 North exiting Wilkesboro. The sign is strategically placed to syphon off traffic heading up the mountain, and divert travelers to West Jefferson instead of them just heading to Boone and Blowing Rock.

“With all the construction on 321, much of the traffic into the high country is coming up 421. We’ve got to take advantage of that,” said Dodson.

The West Jefferson TDA has also partnered with several different groups and programs, notably HandMade in America, a small town revitalization program whose mission is to “grow handmade economies through craft, cultural heritage, and community assets.”

HandMade is a non-profit that is spread across 13 towns throughout western North Carolina. The organization claims to have attracted $52 million in investment for member towns over the last 15 years. Theirs is a mix of community-based tourism, the promotion of local economies of artisans and craftsmen, and smart marketing aimed at using a town’s uniqueness to it’s advantage.

“West Jefferson has a lot of natural advantages. The town is well laid out, we have natural draws in the form of an arts district, the farmer’s market, the library, and the local Christmas tree industry. HandMade has been a big part of helping us promote that,” said Dodson.

The TDA has also found a valuable ally in High Country Host, a no-cost cooperative development organization composed of area businesses and TDAs. West Jefferson’s $5,000 contribution to the partnership’s $250,000 operating fund was the driving force behind the Charlotte and Raleigh billboards and the TV spots.

Each member organization provides input on the direction they want High Country Host’s marketing efforts to go. After the decision is reached, each member gets equal time on the chosen media outlet. “It’s been a huge help for us. High Country Host brings a lot of talented, connected people under one roof to help us spread the word about our great region,” said Dodson.

Regular TDA meetings are scheduled for the fourth Tuesday of each month at 10 a.m. at West Jefferson Town Hall. The public is welcome to attend the TDA’s meetings.

“We’d like everyone to attend. We’re funded by tax dollars and we’d love to hear the direction the community wants us to go,” said Dodson. 
