Natchitoches Historic District Development Commission
Full Commission Meeting

10:00 AM – 10:20 AM
April 17, 2025
PRESENT: Payne Williams, Sandra Dickens, Lee Akin, Van Erikson, Valencia Jones, Gayle Howell, Shanna LeBrum, Dustin Dauzat, Crystal Conway, Sarah Zeagler (proxy for Paige Alost)
GUEST PRESENT: Carrie Hough, Secretary; Norra Drenner, Natchitoches Times; Melissa Cloutier, Natchitoches Events Center; 
CALL TO ORDER: Van Erikson called the meeting to order. The commission reviewed the minutes from the March 20, 2025 Full Commission Meeting. Motion to approve the March 20, 2025 minutes made by Dustin Dauzat 2nd by Rebecca Blankenbaker. All approved, motion passes. 
FINANCIAL STATEMENT: Payne Williams, discussion on the financial statement as of March 31, 2025. Our balance as of March 31, 2025 is $298,306.86. Check register for March is $3,650.00. Motion to approve the March 31, 2025 financial statement made by Dustin Dauzat, 2nd by Rebecca Blankenbaker. All approved, motion passes. 

We will be working on the 2025-2026 Budget next month, if you have anything you want to add, suggestions to be made, etc. reach out to the executive committee.
OLD BUSINESS: 
NEW BUSINESS:  
Van Erikson gave a report for NSU. Baseball tonight, they are playing Lamar in a three-day series. Softball tonight at Nicholls, they have one last series at home against Texas A&M Corpus Christi. April 26th is the Delaney Bowl and Crawfest hosted (2 pm) by the Demon Brothers. $50 all you can eat crawfish and $90 per couple if tickets purchased ahead of time. Graduation is May 14 & 15. Freshman Connection dates: May 21-22, May 28-29, June 12, July 9-10.  They are hosting a mini University camp for 12-15 year olds in conjunction with the last FC session in July. Recruitment numbers are up as well as retention, housing and orientation numbers are up. They are prepping for spirit group auditions and summer camps. There are over 125 camps this summer bringing in over 10,000-12,000 people. The podcast at the beginning of the week, they are submitting a proposal to get a law school, it will go to the UL System in June and the Board of Regents after that.
Sandra Dickens gave an update for HDBA. They are already preparing for the Car Show. They are changing it up a little this year, bringing cars into town earlier. 
Sarah Zeagler gave an update to the Tourist Commission. They have a lot of in-house items going on to revamp things. They are having a “Toast for Tourism” at the Venue on Front Street, she has extra invitations for those who havne’t received one yet. There will be mocktails, going over the upcoming year, goals, etc. They are allowing their front line employees to be recognized, so if you want to vote for the four categories for the best of in front line staff. The link is on their partner page on Facebook, please follow Natchitoches Tourism Parnters. It is strictly for people who are associated with the tourism industry in Natchitoches. They got reports back from their digital marketing campaign, hotel occupancy and daily average rate has significantly increased since they started the campaign. 
Rebecca Blankenbaker gave a report on CRNHA. NPS is still fighting the good fight. They are on the advocacy front trying to advocate for their National Park Service sites and other federal land partners to ensure we have funding. The construction is underway and ahead of scheduled for the Mill District Seawall, retaining wall, in partnership with the Cane River Waterway Commission and the City of Natchitoches. It is for safety to build a retaining wall/adjacent to the Riverside Reserve and stretches across the city property to the wetlands area. They are hoping to have the project completed by June 1st, weather depending. Rebecca stated that they released a RFP for the downtown riverbank seawall and construction project this week. The RFPs are open until April 21st, they are accepting all proposals from qualified contractors. The RFP can be found on their website. They review and make a decision by May and the project will start around June 1st to have it all completed by festival season. They are hosting a Spring Soiree next Thursday, April 24th for a celebration of the Cane River Discovery Center, which will be a children’s nature center and a gateway for the the National Heritage Area. They will roll out renderings, exhibits, the current building is 4,200 square feet and they are adding on 6,000 square feet of plans.
Lee Akin gave a report for NHF. May 1st is their Membership Appreciation Evening at the NHF Headquarters, refreshments served and awards given, 5:00 – 7:00 pm. They are cancelling the Gathering in the Garden event on May 22, they are already working on next year’s event. 
Rebecca Blankenbaker gave a report for APHN. The Melrose Arts and Crafts Festival is May 3-4. Saturday, May 3rd will be 9 am – 5 pm, Sunday, Mary 4th from 10 am – 3 pm and they have over 50 vendors. They are in the planning stages in the Fall Tour of Homes in October. Save Americas Treasures Grant for an ongoing restoration project and to be completed by 2026. The Easter Eggstravaganza was phenomenal. Preservation is still going on at Melrose.
Jill Leo gave an update for Main Street. Jill passed out a calendar for the spring. There is a new event on the riverbank, April 6th Natchitoches Rowing Club Race (junior high and high school students) they will be competing with schools from New Orleans. They are planning a Hot Air Balloon Festival (Friday/Saturday) for this summer, NHDDC is helping with startup money and they are working with the Red River Balloon Festival in Shreveport, it will be on the July 4th weekend. Friday July 4th will be free and will include fireworks, food vendors live music and weather pending hot air balloons will fly over the riverbank. Saturday, July 5th the festivities will take place on NSU’s Campus (12 acre area where the magnet school was located) and will include food vendors, live music, 12 balloons and maybe some more business balloons. There will be balloon rides and a night balloon glow in the evening. They are working on sponsorships opportunities. Please share the event and help everyone get excited about this new event. Jill Leo stated that the Mayor’s Health & Fitness Council on the March 29, Zydeco Line Dancing fro 11 am – 1 pm on the riverbank and free to the public.
Dustin Dauzat gave a report for the Natchitoches Chamber. They hosted the Work Natchitoches Summit a couple weeks ago with over 50 employers and 600 students. The NEC faculty and staff were amazing during the event. NYP partnered with PLP at NSU to host a speed networking event, over 50 students in the PLP program and it was a success, it was on April 15. Dustin’s current job description is out and they are looking to fill his position. He and his family moving are moving to Dallas, Texas soon for his wife’s job in May. The commission thanked Dustin for his service to NHDDC and the Natchitoches community. 
Nora Drenner stated that she is excited to have her new intern start at the Natchitoches Times.

Shanna LeBrum gave a report for the City of Natchitoches. The Farmers Market will start next weekend, 8 – 12. They will be using the billboards to advertise the Farmers Market.
Melissa Cloutier gave a report for the Events Center. Makayla Smith is their new Administrative Assistant at the NEC. She introduced her to the commission. Last week they had the LLSSA Conference. Today they have hundreds of thousands of dollars in cattle auction in the exhibit hall. This is a repeat group that comes in and people call in to the auction from all over. They contracted the Louisiana Division of Crime Scene Investigators (IAI) will have their meeting in June. They contracted a three-day Rubik’s cube competition. They are reaching out and landing groups they have never had before. The grants from NHDDC help with securing conferences, meetings and groups. Melissa would like to look into having help from someone from NSU to help with calculating data from the conferences to see the real impact it brings to Natchitoches. Van stated there is an Economic Development and Innovation Office, and they do real time economic charting. 
Van Erikson stated to have all members complete the 2025 Ethics Online Training and to submit the certificate to Carrie. To complete the training visit www.ethics.la.gov. Jill asked for everyone to send your certificates to Carrie going forward to keep up with them for audit purposes.
Van Erikson stated that the Tier 2.1 Personal Financial Disclosure Statement is due on or before May 15. You can access the disclosure at www.ethics.state.la.us. Jill asked for everyone to send your certificates to Carrie going forward to keep up with them for audit purposes.
Van Erikson reminded the commission about needing to complete the Sexual Harassment Prevention Training by the end of the year. The online training is at http://lma.teachable.com. Jill asked for everyone to send your certificates to Carrie going forward to keep up with them for audit purposes. 
