Memo To:  Sen. Joe Sam Queen, Clark Wright, Don Walton, Jack Dalton, Brian King
From:  Morgan Sommerville

Date:  11 July 2005
Subject:  NC A.T. License Tag Meeting, 7/2/05, MINUTES
To recap:

The NC A.T license tag program has the potential to grow to a $1 million per annum program;

Its main purposes are to build A.T. advocacy and partnerships, and ATC membership;

It is likely to result in institutional synergy.

First order of business:

Develop a high impact promotion of the disbursement of the first check to ATC in summer, 2005.

Second priority:

Develop an ongoing promotion of the NC A.T. tag program (and other specialty tags) in order to meet a short term goal of at least 5000 A.T. plates, state-wide, by end of 2006.

Third priority:

Develop grant criteria, new partners, means to leverage the $, and identify sexy projects for rapid completion!

The above named six people met from 11 am until about 1 pm on 2 July 2005 in Johnson City at the Appalachian Trail Conservancy biennial meeting at East Tennessee State University.  The meeting was called to discuss NC A.T. License Tag program.  Attendees were:

- Former N.C. state Senator Joe Sam Queen, the legislator that introduced the legislation which enacted the NC A.T. license plate, which provides proceeds of $20/plate to “The Friends of the Appalachian Trail”, a.k.a. the Appalachian Trail Conservancy, and A.T. enthusiast;

- Clark Wright, the A.T. enthusiast and volunteer from New Bern, NC that provided the vision, enthusiasm, coordination and logistical support necessary to get the plate over the hurdle of the minimum threshold for production;
- Don Walton, ATC Regional Partnership Committee Chair and Carolina Mountain Club immediate past president and A.T. enthusiast;
- Jack Dalton, Hot Springs area resident, Hot Springs Trailfest Coordinator, and A.T. enthusiast;

- Brian King, ATC Associate Director of Communications, who provided the ATC facilitation of the license plate, e.g. ATC website advertising, press releases, etc.;

- Morgan Sommerville, ATC Regional Director for GA, NC and TN, based in Asheville, who will coordinate ATC’s ongoing involvement with the NC A.T. license plate program.

A general discussion was held about the benefits of the NC A.T. license plate program, its history, and potential directions for the program and uses for the funds generated.

Clark Wright reported that presently, 417 regular plates and about 100 personalized plates have been sold.  @ $20/plate this equals about $10,340 generated so far this year.  Clark and Sen. Queen expect that the first disbursement from NC will occur by the end of July.  For the sake of comparison, Clark pointed out that the Friends of the Blue Ridge Parkway have sold about 5800 tags so far, and Friends of the Smokies have sold about 8200 tags.
Clark also reported that in the NCDMV database, the A.T. plate is listed under “F” for “Friends of…”, instead of “A” for “Appalachian Trail”.  He hopes to get that changed so it is easier for prospective supporters to find.

Morgan asked Clark and Sen. Queen if they had suggestions for how to spend the tag proceeds.  Clark’s suggestions:  Would like a Trail protection tie-in, i.e. with land trusts; use the proceeds to partner with other organizations to greatly leverage the dollars; need for ongoing marketing program due to turn-over in plate owners.
Sen. Queen:  Increase size of program significantly, have statewide goal (e.g. 5000 plates by X year); preservation, Trail experience enhancement, public information & education.

All agreed that it would be wise to use part, or even all, of the first disbursement for promotion to increase the program.  Clark also suggested that trying to get a sexy grant or helping to preserve some significant feature or tract along the A.T would be a great selling point.
A brainstorming session on ways to promote the A.T. license tag program then ensued.  Sen. Queen suggested a targeted, high impact promotion of some sort, perhaps with an ATC membership or membership discount as a premium for buying a tag.  A quick computation determined that the proceeds from the tag exceed the proceeds from a membership for at least the first two years of a new member.

It was suggested that we need to find out who is buying the tags.   We will try to get addresses from the tag agency, at least for all the tag applications that Clark forwarded to them.  We will need to make a decision about where to send people to buy the tags.  If we send them directly to the NCDMV we will have no record of who they are.  However, if we send to ATC’s website to get the form, we can keep track of who they are.
We will also consider developing a special card and card rack for placement in the numerous A.T. license tag offices (private, for profit agents), along with a mock up of the tag to post on the wall, and related product the tag office can mark-up for some additional profits.

Sen. Queen also suggested developing a partnership with the other western NC specialty tags (Friends of the Blue Ridge Parkway, Friend of the Smokies, and Rocky Mt. Elk Foundation) for promotion of all the tags, as they all benefit from purchase of any of the tags.  Promotions might include free spots on public access channels, news releases, etc.
We all agreed that it would be very useful to hold a press conference to mark the receipt of the first disbursement check to the ATC.  We determined that an excellent venue would be downtown Hot Springs.  We would like to have a “big check” for Sen. Queen to present to Don Walton and Morgan, and a “big A.T. license tag” to show off.  We will need a PRESS KIT, etc., which Brian and Marty Bartels at ATC HQ will help to develop.  We will also encourage a feature page article on the license tag program in area newspapers.

With a goal of at least 5000 tags, NCwide, the program will amount to $100k annually, which it was estimated could be leveraged to $1 million per year.  The $100k is all new money, which does not duplicate any other funding source!
A.T. features to accentuate for “selling” the program would likely include:

- The Roan Highlands

- Max Patch

- Biological diversity
- Completion of the basic A.T. right-of-way

Potential partners include:

- The Southern Appalachian Highlands Conservancy

- The NC Clean Water Management Trust Fund

- The Blue Ridge Natural Heritage Area (NPS)

- Hot Springs Trailfest

- Area Hiking Clubs (including non A.T. specific ones) (small kick-back/plate sold?)

- Scouts

- Other land trusts

- Car dealerships

- Other commercial partners

We agreed that the five of us would serve as the committee for guiding the license tag program (Clark, Sen. Queen, Don, Jack, & Morgan) and will, of course, work closely with ATC HQ (Brian, Marty, Mari Omland [Director of Conservation], and Karen Kinney [Director of Development]).

We expect to draft generic criteria for grants from the tag program eventually, and provide annual accounting to ATC membership and NC.  The money must be spent in NC.
Submitted by Morgan Sommerville

7/11/05

