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WHITEWATER REP STILL EXPECTED AT MEETING

DESPITE REFUSAL OF INVITATION

NCR is still hopeful Whitewater bosses will take up the invitation to meet with the general public to discuss the latest cinema application despite their initial refusal.  This meeting has been arranged for 8pm on Wednesday, 13th February in Hotel Keadeen.  Following a suggestion from NCR that the Mayor and Town Councillors facilitate a public meeting at which a representative from Whitewater would answer questions directly from the public on the new cinema plans, Mayor Kennedy passed the invitation along to John McElholm, project manager for Whitewater Shopping Centre Ltd.  

Mr McElholm replied directly to NCR advising he wouldn’t attend the meeting and would only meet with Councillors.  In the letter he said they would continue their “extensive dialogue with elected representatives of the local community including in particular Mayor Kennedy.”  Mr McElholm went on to suggest that NCR could liaise directly with those elected representatives.

Orla O’Neill of NCR expressed disappointment that Whitewater would seem not to be taking the opportunity to present their plans directly to the community.  “In a letter sent to Mayor Kennedy, we welcomed the new plans, and expressed how it was a positive step forward in this long-drawn-out saga.  This has been a huge issue for the local community in the last 2 years.  It is very disappointing to think Whitewater might miss the opportunity to build a few bridges by talking directly to the community while also presenting the plans for the new cinema.  These plans have been broadly welcomed by many people, but it is inevitable that we have questions to ask the company.  It is almost 6 years since they first produced plans to have a cinema in the Shopping Centre.  It could be another 3 years before the cinema opens.  We don’t want to be caught on the hop again, and would like some questions answered and assurances given that we are on the final stretch.”

“We specifically suggested that the public meeting would not be chaired by NCR in order to make it easier for a Whitewater rep to attend.  We simply wanted them to answer the questions directly as there is such a short timeframe between now and the deadline for observations or comments on their plans.”

“At the moment we have definite support from Cllrs Pat Black, Brian Maginn and Fiona O’Loughlin to continue with this public meeting.  Previously, Cllr Sinead Donagh had expressed support for our request for Councillors to facilitate the meeting at which a Whitewater rep would be present,” said Orla.

However, Jo O’Connor of NCR went on to say they had high hopes Mayor Kennedy would change Mr McElholm’s mind in advance of the meeting.  “Although we knew Mayor Kennedy had met with Mr McElholm in the recent past, we were not aware of any “extensive dialogue” nor that there were plans to lodge a new cinema application.  However, if that close relationship exists, we would hope Mr McElholm will be persuaded to come along, tell us about the positive aspects of their plans and listen to the questions we have.  This issue has gone on for too long, direct dialogue with the people who are most affected by their actions should increase understanding on both sides and help us find a quick solution.

“We have heard Mr McElholm is coming over from London to meet with Town Councillors this week to discuss the plans, but we don’t know to whom an invitation has been issued nor who is planning to attend,” said Jo.  “It is regrettable Whitewater is using the excuse of these meetings not to face the community and perhaps this is something the Councillors might consider.  I don’t think any of them will be manipulated by Whitewater.”

NCR has said it welcomes the new plans put forward by Clemens Pont Ltd, the company which owns former Newbridge Metal Products site.  Clemens Pont is a company under the control of Sean Dunne and Sean Mulryan.  Mr Dunne is a former owner of Whitewater, while Mr Mulryan currently owns 50% of the Centre, along with Kevin Warren & Associates.  One of the questions NCR has is whether a legal agreement has been reached between the two companies to join one site to the other.  Planning applications which depend on the cooperation of an adjacent landowner are often required by the Council to give evidence of such agreement prior to giving planning permission.

“The last thing this town needs is another lengthy process of planning for the cinema”, said Jo O’Connor.  “In the past 2 years we had the Council asking Whitewater the same questions 3 times and the company taking the full extent of the 6months limit to answer them.”   

NCR reiterated its belief that the site for which Whitewater currently has planning permission within the Shopping Centre is viable and represents the best opportunity for having a cinema within as short a timeframe as possible.  However, it believes that since the company seems so determined not to complete the cinema at that location, if it gives firm commitments on the new proposals, this could be a viable alternative.

“We need firm commitments from the company they are not drawing us into another cul-de-sac,” said Orla O’Neill.  “They should be giving watertight commitments that the cinema would be operating for a period of time, say 6months, before they seek change-of-use for the current cinema space in the main Shopping Centre.  A commitment to fast-track the building of the cinema and give a specific timeframe for completion would also be useful.  We would also suggest as a demonstration of their bona fides on this new site that they withdraw the planning applications currently before An Bórd Pleanála.”

NCR is continuing with plans for the public meeting on Wednesday, 13th February at 8pm in the Hotel Keadeen and says it hopes all Town and County Councillors will come along to share their views and specific knowledge of the project.  The deadline for receipt of submissions or objections on the Clemens Pont Cinema (Reference 08/51) application is 22nd February 08.
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