Whitewash' report reignites call for inquiry
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EDMONTON — A report meant to be the final word on a spying scandal involving Alberta's energy regulator has fuelled more calls from the public and opposition parties for Premier Ed Stelmach to order a public inquiry into the affair.

"If the Premier doesn't deal with this in a decisive way, he may be the next one that's let go by the public," Alberta Liberal energy critic Hugh MacDonald told reporters after the government released its independent report probing allegations that the Alberta Energy and Utilities Board (EUB) hired private investigators to spy on people opposed to a proposed power line.

NDP Leader Brian Mason called the 27-page document written by former Alberta judge Del Perras a "whitewash," and urged the Conservative government to fire the energy regulator's board and hold a public inquiry.

In his much anticipated government-commissioned report, Mr. Perras wrote that it was "repulsive" the energy regulator allowed a hired private investigator to pose as a concerned citizen and eavesdrop on a conference call last May between landowners opposed to a proposed power line between Edmonton and Calgary.

However, while the retired judge condemned the one phone call, he later concluded that - considering the public hearings into the controversial power line last spring had become rowdy - the regulator's security arrangements, such as sending plainclothes private investigators to meetings, "for the most part were appropriate and prudent given the risk."

Mr. Perras made 11 recommendations, including asking the EUB to "refrain" from using a "covert security service."

Last Thursday, Alberta's privacy commissioner released a report into the matter that found the EUB had breached the privacy act when it hired investigators to spy on landowners.

Frank Work later told reporters the regulator's actions could negatively "chill" opposition from groups "that have legitimate concerns or complaints in the future."

Alberta Energy Minister Mel Knight told reporters that he accepts Mr. Perras's recommendations, but that it's not the government's job to punish those involved. Mr. Knight said he has hired a new EUB chair, William Tilleman, a Calgary lawyer, to assess the situation at the quasi-judicial body and make "appropriate adjustments."

Mr. Knight said that there is no need for a public inquiry, and that the government's actions have gone a long way in restoring the public's confidence in the regulator.

The controversy began when AltaLink asked for permission to place a 500-kilovolt transmission line between Edmonton and Calgary. While some landowners don't mind the proposal, many others are opposed to the transmission line and have turned to the courts to quash the plan.

Earlier this year, tempers flared at a Red Deer hearing, where EUB staff were either threatened or physically confronted, prompting the board to increase security for the next set of hearings in Rimbey.

The EUB then hired three private investigators from an Edmonton firm.

Concerned about the safety of their staff, the EUB confirmed last week it employed the same technique a few weeks later during hearings into another energy project in Edmonton.

In both cases, the regulator contacted police agencies for help, but were told they were either short-staffed or unavailable.

Landowner Joe Anglin, who is part of the Lavesta Area Group that opposes the power line, called the report a "whitewash orchestrated by Mel Knight" who gave Mr. Perras a narrow mandate and a quick turnaround time.

"We need a full, complete public inquiry," Mr. Anglin said.

"Mel Knight has to take responsibility ... Mel Knight should step down. The board should be fired. These are the people who are entrusted with the public trust and they violated it and there's no excuse for it."

