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BIGGER AND BETTER

North Carolina’s tourism industry, especially its meetings and conventions
sector, has faced challenges during the past five years. But it continues growing,
investing in itself and generating business.

orth Carolina’s travel and
N tourism industry has jumped

some hurdles during the

past five years. First, the
COVID pandemic brought travel and
gathering restrictions, keeping people at
home. Then there was Hurricane Helene
in September, which caused more than
$50 billion in damage across western
North Carolina, keeping people from
many of the places and activities that
make the state special. “October is
the top revenue month for our lodging
partners, and the fourth quarter is the
largest in terms of visitor spending,” says
Explore Asheville President and CEO Vic
Isley. “There would be no good time for
a storm like Helene to hit, but this was
just the worst time in terms of the revenue
our businesses rely on to get through the
winter season.”
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Isley says Buncombe County and
much of western North Carolina have
rebounded from Helene, and recovery
continues in those places hit hardest.

She says the industry s meetings and
conventions sector has been a bright
spot in that process. “We've heard from
a lot of business groups that Asheville’s
resilient recovery has given them a sense
of purpose when choosing the Asheville
area for their meeting location,” she
says. Optimism and resilience may best
describe the sector. Its ability o overcome
challenges, whether environmental

or economic, is written in its member
businesses’ DNA.

Wit Tuttell is executive director
of Visit North Caroling, the tourism
promotion arm of Economic Development
Partnership of North Carolina. He senses
vigilance in the meetings and convention

CAROLINA

sector, though he’s concerned about
potential impacts from general economic
uncertainty. “It appears people are more
cautious, scheduling their travel closer to
their meeting dates rather than booking
further out, which is usually a sign they
are guarding against the danger of
having to cancel,” he says.

Visit NC chose Asheville for its annual
tourism conference in 2026. “We move
the conference around the state and were
just in the mountains a few years ago,”
Tuttell says. “But we moved next year’s
conference to Asheville to demonstrate
that we believe in the mountains.” This
year's conference was in Hickory. It
and other midsize markets statewide,
including Cabarrus and Iredell counties
in the Piedmont and Wilmington on the
coast, are seeing more meetings and
conventions. Recent investments have
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helped attract that business, which in turn
is fueling upgrades and welcoming more
leisure and business visitors.

Hickory Metro Convention Center
was built almost 30 years ago and was
expanded in 2005. It recently underwent
an $18 million renovation and expansion,
which added a 35,000-square-foot
exhibit hall capable of hosting shows,
expos and sporting events. Hickory
and Conover’s occupancy tax revenue
and event revenue generated by the
convention center funded the project.

Hickory Metro Convention Center
and Visitors Bureau CEO Mandy Pitts
Hildebrand says the investment was an
easy sell to the local tourism board. “We
began getting feedback from our clients
that the convention center was beginning to
look a little tired,” she says. The upgrades
are already generating a return. “We've
gone from having around 170 events a
year to over 220 conferences booked so
far this year,” she says. “Our community,
our local government leaders and our
tourism board know that the Hickory
Metro Convention Center is an economic
engine, not just for Catawba County but for
our region.”

Sarah Davis Jones is Hickory Metro
Convention Center and Visitors Bureau’s
director of sales and marketing. She
says Hickory's strong tourism economy
is the result of good fortune and strategic
planning. Voters passed a $40 million
bond referendum in 2014. Crafting
Hickory, as it became known, enabled the
city to build Trivium Corporate Center, a
Class A business park, give its downtown
a makeover and construct Hickory Trail,
a 10-mile multi-use path comprised of
five walks. “These pedestrian-friendly
options in our community have allowed
our hospitality sector to expand outward
from the middle of the city, creating
connectivity with the other attractions we
offer,” she says.

Raleigh Convention Center is a point
of pride for the Capital City, which has
become a mecca for food and culture,

HIGHLANDBREWING.COM /PARTIES
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fostering a sense of community for residents
and visitors. “We see a lot of demand
when it comes to associations and other
types of organizations looking for more
than a place to meet, eat and sleep,”
says Malinda Harrell, Greater Raleigh
Convention and Visitors Bureau director

Tryon Palace in New Bern of sales. "They want to feel the energy,
enjoy a welcoming destination and find @
sense of place where they can bring their
colleagues for education, networking and
building relationships.”

Harrell remembers when the
convention center was builtin 2003 as a
way of attracting conferences that were
bypassing Raleigh because of its lack of
space for meetings and conventions. The

addition of meeting space has created
an economic ecosystem. “We've seen
job creation and new opportunities, not
only for the folks working in the hotels
and convention center but other places
in town that benefit from conventions,”

STRENGTHENING BONDS SINCE 1846
PLAN YOUR RETREAT TODAY!

CHETOLA.COM | BLOWING ROCK, NC | 828.295.5527
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ELEVATE YOUR EXPERIENCE AT BILTMORE

Simply select Biltmore as the location_for your meetings and events. That’s it-
we'll take care of " the rest. With two distinctive hotels, exceptional culinary team, an

elegant winery, team-building activities, and more, your event just became legendary:

BILTMORE.COM / MEETINGS | 866-851-4661

BILTMORE'
MEETINGS & EVENTS |
Asheuille, NC !




she says. It'll do an even better job at
that thanks to a 300,000-square-foot
expansion that's underway. The $387
million project includes a new Omni Park
Hotel, which is scheduled to open in
2028. It will have 550 guest rooms and
55,000 square feet of meeting space.
Association Executives of North
Carolina counted on unique experiences
for its members when the organization
held its 70th anniversary gala and
annual conference at the Raleigh
Convention Center in July. Founded
in Raleigh in 1955, AENC provides

professional development and

" WERE THES,
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networking opportunities for its more
than 950 members, including CEOs
and staff of trade and professional
associations, service providers and the
hospitality industry.

AENC Executive Director and CEO
Rich Phaneuf says that while associations
suffered during the pandemic’s travel

restrictions, theyre making up for it today.

“AENC is a microcosm of the larger
meetings and conventions picture,” he
says. “Not only are people going back
to in-person events, but they re also
generating record attendance and are
feeling that it's good to be together.”
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"Pinehurst Resort

Phaneuf points to expansions, such as
at the Raleigh and Hickory convention
centers, as indicators of the tourism
industry’s strength. “There’s been so much
investment in our future, and we get to
bask in the wonderful qualities of our
state and in our economic prosperity,” he
says. “There's really never been a better
time to hold meetings in North Carolina

than now.”m

— Teri Saylor is a freelance writer
from Raleigh.

* 130,000+square feet of
beautiful, flexible space

e Capacity for over 2,000
attendees

WHY MEET
IN HICKORY?

* Budget-friendly rates across
the board

* Centrally located with easy
accessvia I-40 and Charlotte

* Walkable, vibrant downtown
with food, fun & flavor

= CVBand Convention Centerin
one: your planning made easy

* Aseriously awesome support
team from start to finish

INON IT.
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MEET, RELAX, OR BOTH. YOUR CHOICE.
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1000 Club Road * Greensboro, NC
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www.grandoverresort.com

3005 West Gate City Blvd.
Greensboro, NC
336-294-4565
www. holidayinn/gsocoliseum
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D E S ‘ N/ \ ’ Q N S for your next corporate meetings and events

Grandover East Course

EXPERIENCE IT ALL, IN ONE PLACE

Uncover the charm and history of Greensboro while enjoying a
distinctive stay at one of North Carolina’s premier resorts. Featuring
two challenging golf courses, The Spa at Grandover, tennis, Finial
Restaurant, Southern Inspired Fare, handcrafted cocktails at one

of our bars, live entertainment, a game room and an art gallery.
The conference center features meeting rooms, unique ballrooms
and lovely outdoor venues.

1000 Club Road | Greensboro, NC 27407
336-294-1800 | grandoverresort.com

MEETINGS MEAN BUSINESS IN GREENVILLE

Greenville is the vibrant economic, education, medical, and
entertainment hub of Eastern North Carolina. Greenville is a
growing destination situated conveniently between Raleigh and
our NC beaches, where from our Greenville Convention Center
Campus, o East Carolina University, to our Downtown Greenville
District, you will find a community dedicated to ensuring unrivaled
experiences and good company at every turn!

Rachel Whitten, CMP, Vice President of Sales & Services
252-329-4244 | VisitGreenvilleNC.com/Meetings
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WELL-CRAFTED EVENTS

Host your next meeting, fundraiser, holiday party or company
retreat in one of Highland Brewing’s award-winning venues.

The Event Center and Rooftop Bar offer a grand experience with
a multi-level venue, stage with AV, sunset vistas and mountain
views. The lush Barrel Room features skylights with hanging steel
planters perfect for more intimate gatherings and seminars.
Discover Highland Brewing, Asheville’s Original Craft Brewery.
Now booking for 2026 and 2027.

12 Old Charlotte Highway | Asheville, NC
828-299-3370 | highlandbrewing.com/parties

IT'S TIME FOR YOUR VISIT

Plan your next meeting in a riverfront town filled with charm,
convenience, and over 400 guest rooms within walking distance of
unique venues. With a walkable downtown, welcoming vibe, and
coastal beauty, New Bern makes gatherings easy, memorable, and
inspiring. Let's bring your event fo life, here.

sales@visitnewbern.com | New Bern, NC
800-437-5767 | www.visitnewbern.com

OH HEY!

At the Hickory Metro Convention Center, we pride ourselves

on offering exceptional customer service along with convention
planning services. Our team is happy to assist in making your event,
meeting, or conference a success in the Hickory Metro. Our new
and improved spaces are the sweet spot in meeting destinations
located just an hour outside of Charlotte and in the beautiful

N.C. foothills.

1960 13th Avenue Dr. SE | Hickory, NC 28602
828-322-1335 | www.visithickorync.com
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DISCOVER CHETOLA RESORT & SPA

Chetola Resort offers flexible meeting spaces, premium catering,
and a full range of resort amenities - everything needed for a
seamless and successful event. The breathtaking scenery and
Chetola’s outstanding banquet presentation combine to create
the perfect event venue. Our resort guestrooms and spacious
condominiums complete your stay!

events@chetola.com | Blowing Rock, NC
828-295-5527 | WWW.CHETOLA.COM
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BILTMORE'

MAKE YOUR MEETING OR EVENT
EXTRAORDINARY

Experience Biltmore® in Asheville, NC, where breathtaking
beauty meets timeless hospitality in a stunning mountain
sefting. Explore America’s Largest Home®, century-old
gardens, our splendid overnight properties, a wide selection
of venues, and a range of outdoor activities, all skillfully
tailored to enhance your group’s experience.

Biltmore Group Sales
One Approach Road | Asheville, NC 28803
828-225-1400 | groupsales@biltmore.com

HOMESTEAD

INSPIRING PLACES INSPIRE GREAT MEETINGS

Located in the stunning Virginia mountains, our unique and flexible
spaces are designed to inspire creativity and collaboration.

With exceptional amenities and a dedicated team of hospitality
professionals, we tailor every detail to fit your vision. Enjoy the
perfect combination of productivity and relaxation, transforming
your gathering into not just a meeting, but a memorable retreat.

888-796-5838 | HOMRST.leads@omnihotels.com
TheOmniHomestead.com

PINEHURS™
1895

1895.

That's when Pinehurst began welcoming guests to its tree-shaded

grounds. From executive boardrooms to expansive event spaces,

our seamless blend of Southern hospitality and innovation sets the
stage for gatherings that will leave your attendees energized and
inspired. Elevate your meetings at Pinehurst Resort, anchor site of

the U.S. Open.

800-ITS-GOLF
pinehurst.com
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Looking for your next
great meeting destination?

New Bern delivers with the grand opening of the
Tryon Riverfront Inn, Tapestry Collection by Hilton,
just steps from the Riverfront Convention Center.





