Spying by AEUB to be investigated
Premier Ed Stelmach reverses energy minister's position that using private detectives was OK
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EDMONTON -- The energy minister will oversee an investigation of the Alberta Energy and Utility Board's hiring of private investigators to spy on landowners opposed to a planned power line, Premier Ed Stelmach announced Tuesday.

Stelmach characterized the investigation as a means of rebuilding trust in the public body by getting to the truth. A representative of the landowners says it will be a whitewash.

"I just want to make sure we have all of the information and that once that information comes forward to the minister of energy and myself, we can communicate back to Albertans," Stelmach said during a news conference at the legislature.

"It's an issue that certainly bothered me and my caucus, but it's also bothered a lot of Albertans. We want to ensure that Albertans continue to have the trust and confidence because this board is very significant in the province of Alberta. It makes a lot of important decisions."

The move is a reversal from last week, when Energy Minister Mel Knight essentially declared the file closed after speaking with AEUB chairman Brad McManus. After a phone conversation with McManus, Knight characterized the board's hiring of private detectives as a reasonable means of ensuring AEUB staff and the general public would not become the targets of violent protestors.

Stelmach now says an investigation is vital if Albertans are to maintain their trust in the public body.

Revelations of the AEUB's spying prompted a public outcry, complaints to open-line radio hosts and a flurry of letters to the editor, plus a promise of legal action by the landowners and their lawyers. They claim investigators transgressed attorney-client privilege by eavesdropping on conversations.

Details of the investigation are being worked out, said Jason Chance, a spokesman for Alberta Energy, but it will be conducted by an independent body and the results will be made public.

"This will not be government and it will not be the AEUB," Chance said. 

He could not offer a timeframe for the investigation, but said more details will be released soon.

The leader of a group of more than 700 landowners opposed to a proposed Edmonton-Calgary power line characterized Knight's upcoming investigation as bad theatre intended to rebuild the AEUB's tattered reputation.

"If this were a play, your producer would send you back to the drawing board because this comedy just doesn't sell," said Joe Anglin of the Lavesta Group.

Anglin was one of the landowners whose conversations were monitored in April and May by four private investigators as they watched deliberations of an AEUB panel on closed-circuit television in Rimbey. Those deliberations were taking place in a nearby courthouse. Because of physical confrontations at earlier hearings in Red Deer, the public was barred from what would normally be a public event.

By mixing in with landowners, one of the investigators gained access to conference calls between landowners and their lawyers as they discussed means of opposing various power lines, including plans for a legal strategy.

Those investigators worked for the AEUB, which is part of Knight's department, Anglin said.

"This is ludicrous," he said of the energy minister's forthcoming investigation. "Mel Knight is a party to the problem. To say he could investigate himself is beyond cynical."

Last week, privacy commissioner Frank Work announced he will conduct his own inquiry into the matter.
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