Newbridge Concerned Residents

24/01/2008

CINEMA EXPERT SAYS WHITEWATER RESPONSE IS ‘MISLEADING’ AND ‘OUT OF DATE’

One of the authors of the two reports cited by Whitewater to support their case that a cinema would not be viable within the Shopping Centre has said in correspondence with Newbridge Concerned Residents (NCR) he doesn’t think Whitewater has made a strong case against developing the original site.

Ron Inglis, a Scottish cinema consultant, was co-author of the two Reports cited by Whitewater in their response. He co-authored, ‘The Cultural and Economic Trends in Cinema in Ireland and Wales’, commissioned by the Arts Councils of Ireland and Wales in 2004.  He was also one of 3 people who wrote the 2002 Report, ‘At a Cinema near you’, Strategies for sustainable local cinema development’, a report compiled for the British Film Institute.

In an email to one of the NCR organisers, Orla O’Neill, Mr Inglis said:

“You are correct that the quotes on pages 1,and 2 and the top of page 3 of their letter are from 'Developing Cultural Cinema in Ireland' by Neil Connolly and Maretta Dillon. Whitewater is being a bit misleading in using these quotes because, as you said, they relate to cultural cinema rather than straightforward cinema provision.”

Ron Inglis was referring to NCR’s assertion that Whitewater had made a significant error in their submission to Kildare County Council as it said the quotes were from a 2004 Report commissioned by the Arts Councils of Ireland and Wales, of which Mr Inglis was co-author, when they were actually from a 2001 Report commissioned by the Arts Council of Ireland to develop cultural cinema.  Cultural cinema is the term now used for art-house films.

Mr Inglis’ email went on to say he found Whitewater’s use of the quotes puzzling as they seemed to be attempting to suggest Newbridge needs a high quality 8+screen, cultural cinema, “something that doesn’t exist in the UK or Ireland”.  

He also said the company was out of date in its use of a quote from the 2002 Cultural Cinema Report (although it had actually cited it as from the 2004 Report) which said ‘only a handful of commercial Irish exhibitors outside Dublin and Belfast have the capacity to play anything more than the small number of highest-earning titles available”.  His response was “the quote….is actually out of date since the arrival of digital cinema projection radically alters how a cinema can operate and it is perfectly possible for even a single screen venue to offer a successful and varied cultural or high quality cinema programme.”  He cited the example of a single-screen 100-seat cinema, in a small town in the UK, which plays 5 different films simultaneously, most of which are art-house titles.  Storm Cinemas in Naas is fully digital.

Mr Inglis’ email also said a quote about concession sales and bars was ‘pretty self-evident and didn’t support or weaken anything that Whitewater is proposing or criticizing, it’s a bit pointless actually.”  He said that while he agreed it is preferable to have a site with expansion potential, this factor alone would not put him off recommending a good site or location.  He said a 6-screen venue in Newbridge seemed fine.

“The information from Ron Inglis supports everything we have said in relation to Whitewater’s response”, said Jo O’Connor, spokesperson for NCR.  She was speaking last weekend at a meeting of the lobby group when they compiled their detailed analysis to the questions put to the company by the Councils regarding their planning applications.  NCR’s response mirrored many of the comments made by Mr Inglis.

“We feel this is important public information, which we will definitely bring to the attention of the Council.  It is now time for this farce to end.  The cinema could be ready within months in the Whitewater Shopping Centre if the developers put their minds to it.  The space is available and ready to be fitted out.  Not only has Whitewater not proven their case that the current site is unviable, but the very cinema expert they’ve attempted to use has picked holes all over their response,” said Jo.

NCR is making their information available to local politicians in an attempt to have them become more vocal on the issue.  They have said they will make it an election issue if something isn’t resolved soon, and have also called for a public debate on the issue.

Jo O’Connor said, “Whitewater has been extraordinarily silent on the case and has not engaged with the community at a public level at all.  We would dearly love the chance to debate the issue publicly, both with the Whitewater and with any politicians who are supporting their case”.  
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This document needs to be read in conjunction with the Whitewater response on 06/106 as we haven’t replicated their information in full here.
	Whitewater Response
	Our Response

	P1

Reports cited by Whitewater as having been consulted and reviewed detailed on p1 of letter of 12/1/07
	On page 1, Whitewater makes a reference to “the Report prepared on behalf of the Arts Council of Ireland & Sgrin which was ‘commissioned to ‘draw attention to emergent issues and questions that confront all of us who are involved in the exhibition of what we are calling cultural cinema’.

This quote is not from the referenced Arts Council of Ireland & Sgrin: The cultural and economic trends in Cinema in Ireland and Wales 2004.  It is actually from a report entitled “Developing Cultural Cinema in Ireland”, commissioned by the Arts Council and written in 2001.  The objective of this report as outlined in the Executive Summary is as follows:

“Its objective, outlined in the terms of reference, is to examine the options and feasibility of creating a cost-effective network of independent art house cinemas in regional areas of Ireland, North and South, with a view to widening the choice for cinema audiences throughout Ireland.
”

Cultural cinema is often called art-house cinema and is a specialist film sector widely recognised as needing significant State support. This is why the Arts Council commissions reports such as this, to evaluate how this particular art-form can be promoted and provided to audiences.  There has never been any previous mention of Whitewater’s intention to promote (and underwrite?) art-house cinema.  

We question why Whitewater is quoting from a six year old report when they have spent almost a year telling us the market situation has changed in Ireland within the past five years, never mind that it has no relevance to the delivery of a 6-screen commercial cinema.



	Pages 1 & 2  “One of the key findings in the executive summary of this report is of particular relevance to the matter raised here: ‘Population (sic) size is not the only factor…..


	This substantial quote (amounting to 11 lines in total) is again misreferenced and is actually taken from the Arts Council’s 2001 Developing Cultural Cinema in Ireland Report. It is therefore referring to the objective outlined above of examining the options of creating a network of independent art house cinemas.  It is of no relevance to the creation of a 6-screen commercial cinema.



	Pg 2: “The original proposed cinema at the Whitewater Shopping Centre location cannot provide the quality that is demanded by the market because of its size restriction
	Nowhere does Whitewater substantiate this comment.  How does it know what ‘quality’ is demanded by this local market if no-one has ever been surveyed, nor any local population profile carried out?  This paragraph goes on to say the Bradshaw’s site is approximately twice the size of the Whitewater site.  However, it is not comparing like with like.  A cinema built elsewhere would have to duplicate the facilities available in Whitewater such as restaurants, parking and so on.  Therefore to compare properly, they would need to take the screen-area and seating capacity alone.  It is our understanding the screen area and seating capacity is not substantially different between the two sites.

	Page 2

“The theme of quality is evident in the Shopping Centre itself…..”
	In this paragraph, Whitewater outlines how a “strategic decision was made following the grant of planning permission to invest some €180m in the development and provide a high quality Shopping Centre in terms of the finish of the internal space and to target the higher order retail operators”.  (p2)

It is somewhat curious that a massive consortium such as Whitewater would make their ‘strategic decisions’ after putting together a planning application.  

We can only surmise their contention is that directly after the grant of planning permission (which included the building of a cinema) that their market imperatives changed.  That’s too bad!  Planning authorities are there to achieve the balance between commercial/developer gain and community gain.  This planning permission was given under those principles.  Those principles remain.

We also query their apparent definition of quality – it seems to be applied to more ‘up-market’ retailers only as opposed to defining what makes up a quality product.  One useful definition found on the internet, a free encyclopedia resource is as follows:

“So the quality of something depends on the criteria being applied to it. Something might be good because it is useful, because it is beautiful, or simply because it exists. Determining or finding quality therefore involves an understanding of use, beauty and existence - what is useful, what is beautiful and what exists”

The point is people define quality in different ways and the subjectivity Whitewater apply to the relationship between cost and usefulness/beauty/existence may not be the same for the rest of us.  There is a phenomenon in economics termed the ‘snob value effect.  


The snob effect refers to the desire to own exclusive or unique goods. These goods usually have a high economic, but low practical value. The less of an item available, the higher its Snob Value. Examples of such items with general Snob Value are rare works of art, designer clothing and sports cars
. 
While we have sufficient options for most goods and services within Whitewater and the rest of the town to make our choices in relation to this ‘snob effect’, unfortunately it doesn’t hold in relation to the cinema as only one cinema will be built.  

Their selective list of some of the current retail operators to prove their definition of ‘quality’ is also peculiar, as we would never accuse the fast-food outlets in the food emporium has having a ‘snob value effect’.  

	Pg 2

“The provision of a cinema with restricted programming and catering facilities is contrary to the ethos of quality considered essential operation of the Shopping Centre”
	This is the first mention of ‘restricted programming and catering facilities’ and is not backed up by evidence.  It is not our task to outline the methodology they might apply to evidence this statement, but it is one which the available evidence would seem to contradict.  There are ample eating facilities accessible in the Whitewater Shopping Centre.  They are nearer the cinema entrance than those in other Dublin Shopping Centres.

We cannot find any evidence that the provision of six screens results in ‘restricted programming’.  The report commissioned by the Arts Councils of Ireland and Wales in 2004 states the following:

“There is an average of five screens per cinema site in Ireland, whereas there is an average of three screens at each Welsh cinema site. This statistic is strongly  influenced by the predominance of multiplexes in or near to the major cities and does not reflect the reality of cinemagoing in the market town and rural areas of both countries which are served by non multiplex cinemas”
  

Elsewhere the report states that 

“Ireland has a relatively well developed, recently built, cinema sector but a poorly developed cultural cinema network,…”

From this 2004 Report we would conclude that a six-screen cinema for Newbridge would be above the industry average for mainstream cinema. 

	Pg 2

“The provision of large multiplex cinema offers the potential to promote cultural cinema that might not have the same appeal as more main-stream showings”.
	There is nothing wrong with this statement except that Whitewater and cultural cinema have never been put together in the same sentence before.  Perhaps Whitewater should explain its rationale for suddenly becoming proponents of art-house cinema?

This paragraph goes on to reference (again wrongly) the 2004 Arts Council Report and is in fact from the 2001 Arts Council Report on developing cultural cinema.  The quotes it uses leads Whitewater to the conclusion that:

“in providing 8 no. screens, the proposed cinema provides the potential for increasing customer choice and hence the wider appeal of the facility” (p3)

It is difficult to ascertain from this statement what they are actually saying. Are they contending the ‘leading’ cinema operator would put mainstream cinema in 6 screens and use the other two screens for art-house cinema?  If so, there is no evidence to back that up.  In the Dublin area there are only a handful of cinemas with more than six screens.  There is not a shred of evidence that any of these operators show art-house cinema.

 “In contrast, the physical infrastructure for cultural cinema in Ireland is currently weak. At present the only dedicated cultural cinemas in Ireland are the Irish Film Institute in Dublin and the Kino in Cork. The importance of arts centres and the overlap with the film society/‘access CINEMA’ networks, in expanding cultural provision, is evident.”

Whitewater may or may not be aware of the previous existence of a Film Club, which operated from the Riverbank Arts Centre, much of the focus being on cultural cinema.  It does not present any evidence from this Club to back up its argument regarding potential market and so on.



	Pg 3

Space for food / concession areas
	We have no difficulty with Whitewater’s assertion that space for food and concession areas are critically important for most commercial cinemas.  The problem is they have not shown why there is no space at the current site.  In their response they state:

“The basis for this statement is centered (sic) on an independent report published by KPMG…” (pg 3).  

The problem we have here is this report was published in 2002, (KPMG ‘Specialised Exhibition & Distribution Strategy’ for The Film Council, 2002) long before Whitewater started to make their ‘strategic decisions’.  Why was this information not taken into account to rectify this problem, if indeed it is a problem, as they haven’t described it.

In the same section, Whitewater quotes from the second report mentioned at Page 1, “At a Cinema Near You, Strategies for sustainable local cinema development, by Robin Baker, J Ron Inglis and Julia Voss, 2002.  

“Bars and restaurants are another opportunity to make your venue distinctive from your competitors”  

The Whitewater response concludes, “It is this market trend that the proposal seeks to respond to.” (pg 3)

The referenced report is essentially a handbook, available online, put together to help people interested in setting up a new cinema.  In that context the quote is referring to how one might differentiate one’s product.  A 2002 British publication could not possibly be used to assert there is a particular market trend in a regional Irish town in 2007.   Is it even logical to make this deduction, as the Report is not saying it is a market trend, it is saying it is one way to differentiate the product from competitors.  In any case, there is no need for Whitewater to differentiate their product, as there are essentially no competitors.  A Newbridge cinema would have a captive audience.



	Pg 3 & 4

Space for future expansion
	Whitewater quotes from the Arts Council 2004 report stating 11 cinemas in Ireland were planning specific improvements to their building to support their argument that they need space for future expansion.  What they fail to do, however, is to complete the quote which is as follows:

“In Ireland, six of the 11 cinemas planning changes were originally built prior to 1985, although three have benefited from major redevelopment in the past ten years. In Wales, 15 of the 18 cinemas planning changes were built prior to 1985, and six of those have been redeveloped during the past decade. At least nine of the 29 cinemas’ proposals to improve their buildings are dependent on the success of future fundraising activities”

They also use the example of the cinema in Sligo, which was being redeveloped into a 12-screen cinema.  The population of Sligo is roughly similar to Newbridge, however the next 2 largest towns are Tubbercurry and Strandhill, both of which have populations of just over 1,000 people.  In addition, Sligo has 2 third level institutions which immediately give a greater cinema-going audience.  The catchment population, therefore, is completely different to that of Newbridge which has nearby Naas with a 5-screen cinema and Portlaoise with a 5-screen cinema, not to mention all those available in the Dublin suburbs.

	Pg 4 In light of the above, it is considered that in order to ensure the economic viability and to provide for future anticipated changes in this market, relocation of the cinema to an adjacent site is justified.  
	We don’t consider the quotes from 2 Arts Council reports to be evidence of the non-economic viability of a 6-screen cinema.  Contrary to what the Council requested, Whitewater does not show comparable data from existing cinema operators to prove the current site is not viable.  Storm Cinema, operating a 5-screen cinema in Naas, has said they believe the current site to be viable.  Where is the evidence that Whitewater has approached this existing operator?

	Pg 5 Item No 2

…elimination of a significant leisure component from the development
	Overall we found the reply to this question as bewildering.  Whitewater makes the following statement:

“At present, the Shopping Centre is operating successfully, with practically all of the units let.  The cinema is the only large vacant space in the Centre, with no leading operator willing to lease the space.” p5

The Whitewater does not substantiate this comment.  Who are the leading operators?  What were their reasons for not leasing the space?  

“As noted in the response to the Further Information request, it is disputed that restaurants do not provide a dynamic comparable to that of a cinema.  There is a clear dearth in the provision of restaurants in Newbridge” p 5
This bald statement regarding the lack of restaurants in Newbridge is not backed up by evidence.  While we might all like a larger and wider range of restaurants in Newbridge, equilibrium is a function of supply and demand.

The following is a list of restaurants which have recently closed down in the town: Surma; Yap; Honey Café; Katmanu; Rose Early’s.  Ross Morgan’s, the ‘up-market’ venue at Newbridge Silverware had Ross and Morgan pull out with an amicable hand-back to the company.   In any case we don’t understand the point of the statement.

“The provision of two restaurants will cater for the needs of a cross-section of the community and their location along the Avenue will introduce life to the street will (sic) animate the new link between Main Street / Edward Street and the Athgarvan Road….”p5

Firstly, we assume they mean the link to the inner relief road (Military Rd) and not the Athgarvan Road.

What is the maximum capacity of these two restaurants?  Is there a guarantee the restaurants will be commercially viable and sustainable enterprises?

‘the development of a cinema at this location has the potential to kick start the urban regeneration of the Athgarvan Road in providing a town centre use with an evening economy that will act as a catalyst for further investment in the area.’ p5
Again, assuming they mean the inner relief road, the first difficulty they face in developing this objective is that apart from the Bradshaw’s corner, the rest of this area (roughly a rectangle from Newbridge Exhausts, opposite Dunnes Stores to Coxes Cash & Carry) is zoned industrial and warehousing on the Bradshaw’s side of the inner relief road.  This is confirmed by the significant investment in recent years by Newbridge Silverware, KARE, Celtic Hampers and so on.  There are also companies such as Schlœtter, Newbridge Exhausts and a drycleaners.  Halfway along this road on the Southern side is the entrance to the thriving Newbridge Industrial Estate.


� Developing Cultural Cinema in Ireland,  by Neil Connolly and Maretta Dillon commissioned by The Arts Council/An Chomhairle Ealaíon; The Irish Film Board/Bord Scannán na hÉireann; and Enterprise Ireland in association with The Northern Ireland Film Commission, p6.
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