The brush-off
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With a cavalier shrug, the Alberta Conservative government has opted not to penalize anyone after two reports confirmed that the province's energy regulator spied on private citizens. Last week, in a stern ruling, the provincial privacy commissioner concluded that the Alberta Energy and Utilities Board employed private detectives who breached the privacy act when they gathered personal information on individuals who objected to a proposed power transmission line. This week, retired Alberta judge Del Perras took a more understanding view of the utility's prying, although he did recommend that it stop hiring covert security.

The government's response to this second probe, which it requested, was swift, if far from satisfactory. Energy Minister Mel Knight appointed a new utility chairman to replace a man who resigned last March, before the guards were hired and the scandal emerged. He added that the regulator had accepted the recommendations in both reports, including the call to stop hiring covert security. Case closed - unless the new chairman does something. As Mr. Knight declared, "I have no mandate to go in there and start cleaning house." That's a novel view of his responsibility.

The problems began when landowners at public hearings in Red Deer into a proposed 500-kilovolt line between Calgary and Edmonton disrupted the proceedings. The crowd was raucous. Utility staffers were jostled. The singing grannies warbled. In response, as Mr. Perras determined, the utility pegged the threat level at high so it moved the hearings to a provincial courthouse with visible security, and restricted landowners to a nearby community centre. Private detectives mingled in that crowd, gathering personal information on the landowners. As well, Mr. Perras confirmed that one detective, in a "repulsive" move but with the consent of the utility's security head, eavesdropped on at least one of the landowners' conference calls.

The government cannot simply change the channel now. Its regulator collected information on landowners who object to an application that it is considering, raising questions about the impartiality of those hearings. Those landowners are largely rural folks - the Tories' core constituency - whose property straddles the area around the proposed line. When security evolves into spying on aggrieved citizens, a strong response, including disciplinary action, is required. Mr. Knight and Premier Ed Stelmach have not done their duty.
