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When the story started oozing out, it sounded almost too paranoid to be true.

The Alberta Energy and Utilities Board, an arm of the Alberta government, has been hiring private investigators to monitor farmers and acreage-dwellers from central Alberta.

We're not talking about eco-terrorists or radical political dissidents. We're talking about a bunch of severely normal, Martha-and-Henry, Conservative-voting farmers from Rimbey who believe the EUB hearing process is stacked against them.

The landowners oppose an application by AltaLink to build a new 500,000-volt transmission line from Wabamun to Calgary across their properties.

Tempers have been running so high, the EUB has actually banned members of the public, including affected property owners and opposition MLAs, from attending the "public hearings" in person.

Instead, they have to watch the proceedings from a separate building on closed-circuit TV. Not satisfied with that security measure, the EUB went one step further and hired private undercover agents to infiltrate those meetings.

The EUB says its agents were only supposed to monitor those watching the hearings, to watch for signs of violence.

But the farmers and their lawyers allege the private investigators also insinuated themselves into private solicitor-client conversations.

Activists also allege that one of the EUB's agents, Don MacDonald, infiltrated the Alberta Environmental Network by posing as a concerned environmentalist.

Under that guise, they claim, MacDonald took part in conference calls in which the landowners and their lawyers discussed legal strategy.

For the record, the EUB denies hiring MacDonald to spy on the Alberta Environmental Network, suggesting MacDonald was acting for some other, unnamed client. (And for the record again, AltaLink insists it did not hire any PIs, including MacDonald.)

You know what? In a free and democratic society, the state does not normally hire private detectives to spy on citizens. If the EUB was sincerely worried about threats of violence, it could have called independent officers from the RCMP to investigate -- officers who wouldn't have been in the pay of the EUB, officers who would have had to worry about things like search warrants and probable cause and the Charter of Rights.

That's what makes the EUB's actions so disturbing. The board tried to do an end-run around civil liberties by contracting out surveillance work to a private company. For a quasi-judicial body to behave in the way that's alleged, in the midst of a hearing, is reprehensible.

We do have a right to dissent in this province. We also have a right to privacy and to freedom of association. Since 9/11, North America has seen a steady, troubling erosion of our basic democratic liberties in the name of public safety and security. But the EUB wasn't infiltrating an al-Qaida sleeper cell. Its secret agents were monitoring farmers and environmentalists with no history of political violence beyond some pushing and shoving at a heated meeting.

There is, however, another problem here. Our province's power grid is woefully inadequate for our current and future power needs. We need more transmission capacity, not just to serve Red Deer, Calgary and southern Alberta, but to handle all the proposed upgrader development to the east of Edmonton. Our current grid can't keep pace with our growing province's growing demand. And our old transmission lines are highly inefficient, bleeding off millions of dollars worth of power. We need new lines, both to guarantee reliable service and to ensure we don't squander the electricity we produce.

Those big high-voltage towers aren't pretty. I wouldn't want one running through my yard. Yet they're a necessary evil. Few among us, rural or urban, are willing to live without electricity.

With that in mind, we have to be willing to pay fair compensation to the landowners who get stuck with this infrastructure in their fields.

We also have to ensure that those who oppose a particular route or compensation plan get a fair hearing from the EUB. The board not only has to be impartial. It must be perceived as impartial if it is to have any credibility.

Many rural Albertans have lost confidence in independence of the board, which they perceive as the stooge of the energy industry. Those farmers aren't just angry about one proposed power line. They're acting out of years of frustration, years of feeling that their property rights count for nothing, that no one in government is looking out for Alberta's long-term environmental interests.

The last thing we want is to create a situation in which rural landowners get so frustrated that they do lash out with violence. But through its actions, the EUB has actually fostered the sort of toxic atmosphere where paranoia and conspiracy theories flourish.

Our energy regulators must act, and appear to act, with scrupulous integrity. The EUB has failed that test. Albertans deserve to know why and how this happened -- and who, if anyone, will be held accountable.
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