'Heads must roll' Mason says
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EDMONTON - Documents made public Thursday contradict previous statements from the Alberta Energy and Utilities Board about the hiring of private investigators to spy on dissident landowners opposed to a proposed power line, say the Alberta New Democrats.

The NDP, which obtained the documents under the Freedom of Information and Privacy Act, are calling for the resignation of three of the board'sdirectors.

Among the documents is an e-mail dated May 9 that outlines how a Calgary private investigation firm had been contracted to "provide intelligence gathering and observation for what takes place inside the (Rimbey Community Centre)."

The message was sent to the EUB's chief of security by the company that supplied the private investigator.

The message was copied to board directors John Nichol, Ian Douglas and Graham Lock. In previous statements to the press, an EUB spokesman said the three only learned of the hiring of private investigators after a landowner unmasked one of those investigators on June 8.

On June 18, the EUB admitted it had hired four private investigators to go undercover and mix with landowners who were sitting in the Rimbey recreation centre, watching closed-circuit coverage of board hearings in a nearby courthouse. The public had been barred from attending those hearings because of disruptions of earlier hearings in Red Deer.

In justifying the hirings, the board said the investigators were only supposed to monitor the potential for violence among dissidents.

"Heads must roll," Alberta NDP Leader Brian Mason said during a press conference at the legislature as he accused the EUB of misleading the public and impinging on the democratic rights of Albertans to protest and organize.

"The EUB has stated that they did not direct private investigators to spy on landowners opposed to Altalinks 500 Kv line. These documents tell a different story."

Mason released a total of 66 pages of documents Thursday. Many were blanked out because of objections by various parties that have yet to be resolved.

But the documents included handwritten notes from the investigators, naming people who gathered at the Rimbey rec centre, describing who was sitting beside who, and noting the number of lawyers among the crowd.

Other pages document efforts to infiltrate a training camp for protesters near Leduc, and there are pages of notes about efforts by other people within Alberta and in Montana to oppose power line development.

The EUB's use of private investigators has become the subject of separate investigations by Alberta's privacy commissioner and by the Energy Ministry.

The dissident landowners have also successfully convinced the Alberta Court of Queen's Bench to listen to their submission to put a stop to the EUB tribunal's deliberations.

The landowners allege the tribunal -- a quasi-judicial public body -- has lost all semblance of neutrality because it spied on participants of the Rimbey hearings.

The documents obtained by the NDP catalogue aspects of that spying.

Two months ago, it was revealed that one of the undercover investigators accessed conference calls between dissident landowners, members of the Alberta Environmental Network and their lawyers by posing as a fellow landowner.

When Al Palmer, the EUB's executive manager of corporate services, was asked about that on June 19, he said that if those allegations were true, the investigator had exceeded his mandate. Palmer added that if he had eavesdropped, the investigator never shared information about those calls with the board.

However, e-mails from the investigator to Ray Ambler, the EUB's head of security under Palmer, bring that version of events into question.

One e-mail shows that as soon as one of the dissident landowners e-mailed the phone number and code needed to participate in the conference calls, the undercover investigator forwarded that message to Ambler.

"Just thought you might want to participate," Don MacDonald suggested to the EUB's head of security.

The board declined comment on Thursday's revelations. It would be inappropriate given that the matter is under investigation , said board spokesman Bob Curran, one of the recipients of the original May 9 e-mail.

Energy Minister Mel Knight also said he will wait until the investigations are complete before coming to any conclusions.

"I am extremely concerned and it is essential that we resolve this."

But for now, Knight said his overall confidence in the EUB is unshaken. "It is a quasi-judicial independent board acting in the interest of all Albertans."

He said he remains "absolutely" confident that the EUB can continue to fulfill that mandate.  [comment by jess:  unbelievable]

The head of a group representing 190 landowners opposed to the Edmonton-Calgary power line says Thursday's revelations legitimize his contention the board represents only major power producers.

"This is a vindication for me," said Joe Anglin. "We know our rights and these people were violating our rights from the beginning."

The Alberta Liberals' energy critic applauds the results of the NDP's sleuthing.

"Mr. Mason is absolutely right to call for the removal of these three individuals (the EUB tribunal). But it is my view that the premier should go one step further and ask that Mr. Knight step aside as minister," Hugh MacDonald said.

"When a governmental organization spies on the citizens they are supposed to protect, you have a problem and the minister must accept responsibility," MacDonald said.

"Until the two investigations into this matter are completed, Mr. Knight should go on a long vacation." 
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