NEWBRIDGE CONCERNED RESIDENTS

V

WHITEWATER DEVELOPERS CHANGE OF USE OF CINEMA SPACE

·    Newbridge Concerned Residents came together in February 2006 to oppose the second application ref no. 06/106 lodged by Whitewater developer’s in Jan 2006 for change of use of the allocated cinema space in the center.

·  Planning permission was granted for the center in Dec 2002 and in early 2003 permission was sought for change of use of cinema space to that of retail and office, this was turned down by Kildare County Council and subsequently up-held by An Bord Pleanala on Dec 14th 2003. The reasons and considerations for the refusal were as follows.

“It is considered that the proposed development for alterations to an approved development granted permission under planning register reference 02/1514 consisting of the replacement of the cinema use with office use would result in the removal of an evening/night time use. Such an omission would have a material impact on the vibrancy of the overall scheme and would be contrary to the policies of the current Newbridge Local Area Plan which seeks to increase the town center’s vibrancy and to encourage shopping center proposals to incorporate other uses so as to maintain activity outside normal shopping hours. The proposal would therefore be contrary to the proper planning and sustainable development of the area.” 

·    In Jan of 2006 a mere 4 months before the center was due to open Whitewater developers again applied for change of use of cinema space, this time to that of retail and crèche facilities, in conjunction with a further application for a proposed cinema at the corner of the Athgarvan road known as the Bradshaw’s site. Their reason for seeking change of use was cited as the current location being un-viable due to change in market trends, and the in-ability to find an operator willing to run the cinema.  

          Planning file shows the maps for these planning applications were drawn up by                           

          agents in September 2005.
·    A public meeting was called by voluntary group Newbridge Community Development, current chairperson Michael Mullally and was held in Hotel Keadeen on Thursday Feb 16th 2006, the meeting was attended by approx 400 local residents and elected representatives, and there was overwhelming support for a protest march, which the newly formed Newbridge Concerned Residents facilitated on February 25th 2006.

·    This protest march was attended by approx 1,500 people and NCR organized a petition which was signed by over 6,000 people. The petition was handed in to a representative of the whitewater on the day of the protest.

·    At the protest march a spokesperson for NCR called on as many people as possible to lodge objections to both applications, which they did en-masse, resulting in over 150 objections being lodged against the proposed change of use, ref no. 06/106 and over 60 objections being lodged against the proposed new cinema on the Bradshaw’s site ref no. 06/177.

·    Newbridge Concerned Residents attempted to talk to Whitewater project manager, Gary Cooper in advance of the deadline for receipt of objections to 06/106 and 06/177 to get definitive information on the reasons for planning applications.  Due to their insistence that the meeting take place in the Whitewater marketing suite, it never took place.  They finally dropped their precondition to the meeting on the last day for lodging objections, leaving no valid reason to meet them at that point. 

·    On march 23rd 2006  Kildare County Council requested further information, asking nine questions including,
1.“The planning unit originally authorized on this site was based on a balanced        integrated leisure, retail, and residential development. Please indicate in detail the reasons for departure from such an approved format taking into account all relevant Planning and Development factors. In particular such information should include all available certifiable objective evidence as appropriate indicating why the applicants consider the leisure aspect of this project should be omitted and relocated to an alternative location, the socio-economic, amenity and land use impacts of such change and proposals to mitigate such impacts”. 

2.”You should note that section 15.10.0 of the development control standards of the County Development Plan 2005-2011 and 4.3.1 of the newbridge Local Area Plan states that shopping centers should generally be located in areas zoned town centre and should incorporate other uses so as to maintain activity outside normal shopping hours. Please indicate how the development in the absence of the cinema proposal complies with the foregoing.”

3. “Please indicate why you consider an alternative approach should be adopted to that    arrived at by the Planning Authority on File ref no. 03/1135, which decision was subsequently supported on appeal by An Bord Pleanala”.

4. “It is noted in your submission that the cinema in its present configuration does not meet the requirements of the cinema operators in terms of the number of screens provided, its access arrangements and its internal layout. Please clarify what circumstances have changed from previous permitted development regarding the requirements of the cinema operators and submit any further details to support the proposed displacement of the cinema from this site”.

·    Whitewater lodged their Further Information on June 15th 2006, and their reasons for departure from original layout were as follows.
“…. The cinema as approved at Whitewater Shopping Centre does not meet current  market expectations nor the requirements of cinema operators in terms of the number of screens provided, access arrangements and internal layout, etc. The initial planning application was prepared over 5 years ago. Since then the market has changed substantially and cinema developments now provide greater choice and incorporate ancillary facilities such as food courts and café areas.  For the cinema to be successful, it must be in a position to compete with other cinemas within easy commute of the town.” They went on to say, “Movies at Dundrum has set the standards in terms of contemporary cinema layout and accommodates 12 no. screens over two levels with an extensive food court area.””….and while operators are interested in locating in Newbridge, this layout does not satisfy the specifications now demanded by the market.  The particular issue with the Whitewater cinema is that, there is no capacity for a food court concession area, making the cinema un-viable to operate.” The only third party documentation they had to support their claims that the cinema was un-viable was one letter from Ozzie Spurling of movies@dundrum who runs a 12 screen cinema there, and he stated that he was interested in locating in Newbridge, but he felt that “….the format of workable and successful cinema operations is now based on 8 to 10 screens over 40,000 to 50,000 square feet”  
·    On July 13th 2006 Kildare County Council again wrote to the Whitewater requesting clarification of their further information, and asked Whitewater “to supply certifiable objective data and comparable data from existing cinema operators that a cinema would be un-viable in its current location”. They again asked Whitewater to “submit further details to address same, to comment on the impacts of the proposal on the vibrancy of the shopping center and the elimination of a significant leisure component from the development.”

·    In Whitewaters reply, which they lodged on 12th Jan 2007 just hours before the six month deadline, they quoted from two reports attributed to Scottish cinema expert Ron Inglis, these quotes were actually taken out of context, and related to art house cinema rather than mainstream cinema, they also used an out of date report which became out dated with the introduction of digital cinema. In an e-mail to Newbridge Concerned Residents, Ron Inglis stated that Whitewater were misleading and out of date with their information.

·    On Thursday February 8th 2007 Kildare County Council wrote to Whitewater and again asked them to clarify their information, they asked them again to “supply certifiable objective data and comparable data from existing cinema operators that a cinema would be un-viable in its current location”, and to “submit further details to address same,” they also asked them “to comment on the impacts of the proposal on the vibrancy of the shopping center and the elimination of a significant leisure component from the development.”  So, now in fact KCC are looking for clarification of the clarification of the further information.

·    They have now being asked to prove that a cinema is not viable in the Whitewater three times. They have also been asked three times to explain how the proposed change does not undermine the Newbridge Town Plan’s ascertain that “shopping centers should be located in areas zoned Town Centre and should incorporate other uses so as to maintain activity outside normal shopping hours.” So far, they have not answered the aforementioned questions to any satisfactory level – as has been noted by KCC.

·    This saga has now been going on for 12 months, and we feel that the reason that Whitewater have not answered KCC’s questions fully is because they don’t have certifiable objective data and comparable data to supplement their claim. We have claimed that a 6 screen cinema would be viable for Newbridge, and our claim has been backed up by Ron Inglis, the same expert that Whitewater quoted from to back up their case.

·    We feel the time has now come for all elected representatives to stand together and ask Whitewater to stop this farce and put the cinema where they currently have planning permission for it, within the Whitewater complex. The cinema could be up and running in a matter of months, and their claim that they cannot get an operator to run a six screen cinema is rubbish, as we have spoken to Storm Cinemas and they would jump at the chance to run it, in its current location. In a recent interview with local paper “The Nationalist” Patrick O’Sullivan of the Storm cinema group confirmed that his company would be delighted to site a cinema with five or six screens in the whitewater shopping centre and despite the Whitewater developers claims to the contrary, he is adamant that this would be economically viable. “We are interested in putting a five or six screen cinema in Whitewater, we tried before but we were told we were being premature. “We would be delirious with joy if Whitewater allowed us to put in a cinema there”. Mr. O’Sullivan went on to say that he runs five-screen cinemas in Portlaoise and Naas, and a six-screen cinema in The Golden Vale Center in Athlone which is a similar set up to the Whitewater in Newbridge. He concluded “I would like to locate a very similar cinema, but possibly more modern, in Whitewater”

·    While we agree fully with the questions asked of Whitewater by KCC, we are baffled as to why they would ask them the same question on three separate occasions.

