Wild Horse Tour Advisory Group
October 5, 2010, 2:00 pm – 4:00 pm
The Wild Horse Tours Advisory Group met on October 5th and the following members and citizens were present:  Ben Woody, Jennie Newbern, Jason Litteral, Lynne Wilson, Kimberlee Hoey, Karen McCalpin, Wesley Stallings, Richard Brown, Bob White, Scott Trabue, Tom Hudak, Connie Johnson, Jerry Gillet, Alice Gillet.

Mr. Woody called the meeting to order, introductions were made, and ground rules were presented.  

Mr. Woody discussed that the purpose of the advisory group is to give staff feedback to share with the Board of Commissioners

Mr. Woody asked if the special use permits (SUPs) were successful.

Mr. White stated that he believed the SUPs were successful, that the horse tours were more manageable this year and that it helped his jeep business.  He also stated that he had only received one call of complaint.

Mr. Brown agreed.

Mr. Trabue stated that the SUPs had no impact on his business.

Ms. Hoey stated that the “concept” of guided tours was excellent and that she noticed a difference especially with the jeep tours. It is her understanding that limits on the hours of operation were to be included in the SUPs and also a provision that vehicles should not stop in certain roads behind the dunes.
Mr. Woody clarified that neither were conditions of the SUPs but traffic law violations constitute violations of the SUPs.

Ms. Hoey stated that the Wild Horse Tour Advisory Group had discussed and recommended that the hours of operation be included in the SUP.

Mr. White stated that his first tour leaves at 8:30 am and the last tour returns at 8:30 pm

Mr. Brown stated that he runs his tours as long as it’s not dark out.

Citizens in attendance were concerned that the tours are out too early.  Ms. Johnson indicated that she meets tour vehicles on the beach as early as 7:00 am.

Ms. Wilson stated that she has received word from citizens that there are tours starting as early as 6:00 – 6:15 am.  She added that the group who did traffic counts that were out on the beach from 6:00 – 8:00 pm stayed even later and reported seeing many tour vehicles on the beach after 8:00 pm.

Ms. Gillet expressed concern about the speed of the jeeps and the liability of tour companies when it comes to patrons (including children) that stand in the tour vehicles with no seatbelts on. She is also concerned about the tour groups that sit and wait for horses to approach them.

Ms. Johnson expressed concern about the tour vehicles behind the dunes when the roads are flooded.

Mr. White indicated that he does not allow his jeeps behind the dunes when there is standing water in the roads.  

Mr. Brown expressed concern about rental companies to the south.  He also indicated that he has cameras in his jeeps that will flag events such as a sudden stop or impact.

Mr. Woody summarized that the consensus is that the guided tours are a positive thing and that labeling the vehicles has probably brought more attention to the tours.
Ms. Hoey expressed concern about the tag-a-long tours with vehicles that are not part of a tour company as it increases the already long lines of jeeps and vehicles.
Mr. White indicated that he has received a lot of calls from individual jeep owners who would like to follow his tour.  He points out that it is not clear whether it is more detrimental to ignore the tag-a-longs or to try to educate them and allow them to follow.

Mr. Brown indicated that he does not allow private vehicles to follow his tour guides. He does not endorse this nor does he accept payment for it.

Mr. Woody stated that this might be one of the unintended consequences of the marked jeeps.

Mr. White stated that if the individuals are going to follow regardless; perhaps it is better to at least impart the rules.

Mr. Woody stated that the BOC can include limits on the hours of operation in the SUP and asked if the County should address the sunrise and sunset tours.

Mr. White stated that his tours leave after 8:00 am and that would be no big deal for the sunrise tours.
Mr. Brown stated that he runs his sunrise tours for the avid photographer, that he doesn’t push these tours, but the sunrise time is more picturesque.

Mr. Woody asked if sunrise and sunset tours should be prohibited.

Citizens expressed concern about the speed of the tours at the sunset hour.

Mr. Brown reiterated that he has cameras in his jeeps that also monitor speed and that his patrons are required to wear seatbelts.

Mr. White stated that he also requires seatbelts to be worn and that he occasionally monitors his tours out on the beach.

Ms. Wilson expressed concern about the headlights in the community associated with the sunset tours.

Mr. White stated that his last tour in the summer would be back to the office by 8:45 before dark.

Mr. Trabue indicated that his last tour is at 5:30 and he would be back way before dark.

Mr. Woody suggested that time regulations may need to be considered but that it may be appropriate to look into the measureable impact on adjacent properties.  He asked that citizens email him their thoughts/ideas/concerns/impacts.

Mr. Trabue added that it should be a substantial report.

Ms. Gillet indicated that Ricks Jeeps and Beach Jeeps are the companies that she believes cause the most problems.

Mr. Woody suggested that if the BOC were to regulate tours for inclement weather it would be tough to work that in under the scope of “zoning”.

Ms. Hoey suggested that a “memorandum of understanding” could be executed on good faith by the tour companies to address other issues not included in the SUP.
Ms. Newbern stated that the condition of the SUPs regarding the size of lettering on the tour vehicles is not being strictly adhered to.  None of the tour companies are completely in compliance with the condition.  It is suggested that the required size of lettering should be reduced and a new standard put in place that includes a minimum size as well as the condition that the lettering be legible from a distance of 50’.

Mr. Woody moved the discussion along by discussing the impact on the Carova Beach Park.  He suggests a fee to tour companies in order to use the restrooms as we don’t want patrons using the dunes as bathroom facilities.

Mr. Brown indicated that he would pay a user fee.

Mr. White agreed that he would also pay a user fee.

Mr. Trabue indicated that he and Jay Bender had suggested a similar fee and the Parks and Recreation Department rejected the idea.

Ms. Wilson agreed that a fee is a good idea.

Mr. Woody stated that the County may charge a fee for use of the park based on the number of vehicles and vehicle capacity of each company.

Mr. Woody stated that consensus is that the smaller strings of vehicles are more manageable, and that the jeeps are more problematic than other vehicles.  He suggests that we may potentially want/need to “phase out” the jeeps.
Mr. Brown stated that he believes there is more profit margin in running the larger capacity vehicles but he would rather run a smaller more personable tour.

Ms. Johnson indicated that she is concerned about the long lines of the jeep tours.

Ms. Wilson agreed that the larger capacity vehicles may have less impact.
Ms. Hoey stated that she is in favor of a moratorium on SUPs, vehicle capacity and tour size until further study is conducted on impact.
Ms. McCalpin stated that creating the national awareness brings more people to see the NC State horse.  She indicated that the horse fund has seen a difference in the behavior of the wild horses.  She gave the example that the horses have been coming to the beach more at night vs. the daytime because of the number of people and vehicles.  She is concerned about this change as the risk of an accident is higher.  She stated that the horses are suffering and we need to find a balance.

Mr. Stallings indicated that the ecology of the area is at stake and not just the tour operators.

Mr. Woody stated that the moratorium was not successful and franchising the horse tour companies is an alternative. Also, a more intricate study of the whole Carova area was suggested.
Ms. Hoey recommended that a broader independent study of Carova/4x 4 areas should be performed.

Mr. Trabue opined that the market is saturated at this point.  Mr. White & Mr. Brown agreed.

Mr. Woody discussed 3 potential ways to move forward 

1.  Remove from UDO as permitted use 

2.  Move enforcement to Code of Ordinances

3. Gather quantifiable data that shows that tours are degrading the environment

Mr. Woody opined that the best way may be to franchise horse tour companies through the Code of Ordinances and suggested that the group prepare to move recommendations forward to the Board of Commissioners in December.
Ms. Hoey agreed that franchising tours through the Code of Ordinances would be an excellent idea and recommended also that we move enforcement to the Code of Ordinances.

Mr. Woody asked if the County should address vehicle capacity and tour size and the long strands of jeeps.
Mr. White expressed concern that he and Mr. Trabue operate from the same shopping center and he has a no compete clause with Mr. Trabue and he is locked into running the jeeps from the town center location.

Mr. White stated that he runs tours with a lead vehicle and no more than 3 jeeps.

Mr. Brown opined that the limit should be 3 jeeps.

Ms. Newbern discussed the condition of the SUP that allows for reserve vehicles.  General consensus was that this condition should be removed as it is difficult to enforce.

Ms. Hoey suggested that tourists should not be allowed to get out of the vehicles behind the dunes and that there be no stopping in the roads as her opinion is that most problems occur when tourists are out of their vehicles.
Mr. Woody brought the meeting to a close and stated that staff will work on the recommendations of the group regarding the changes to the SUPs and another meeting will be scheduled  towards the end of October or beginning of November.

