Power line hearings 'tainted' 
Landowners group says spying episode puts energy board's neutrality into question 
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EDMONTON - A Rimbey-area landowner says his privacy was invaded and 
discussions with his lawyer were compromised by the Alberta Energy Utilities 
Board, which admitted Monday it hired private detectives to spy on his group 
as they watched proceedings of an AEUB panel on closed-circuit television. 

Joe Anglin, leader of the Lavesta Group of more than 700 central Alberta 
landowners, was further enraged when an AEUB panel refused his lawyer's 
motion to call the private detectives before the panel to explain what 
information they passed on. 

Anglin and 11 lawyers, who represent various landowners, would like to find 
out whether that information included conversations overheard between the 
lawyers and their clients. 

"The entire process has been tainted by private investigators who have 
egregiously invaded solicitor-client privilege," said Anglin. 

The dispute between the landowners and the AEUB began months ago when 
Alberta Electric System Operator, a grid planning and management agency, 
sought permission to build a 500,000-volt power transmission line between 
Edmonton and Calgary on the west side of the Queen Elizabeth II Highway. 

The AEUB agreed in principle two years ago to construction of the line. 
Before that can happen, the AEUB panel must grant final approval of the line 
and the route. 

Anglin and lawyers who represent various landowners opposed to the line 
think the panel has now made clear it can no longer be considered a neutral 
regulatory body. If it were, they said, it would accept a landowners' motion 
to have the private detectives testify before the panel about what they 
heard while surreptitiously attending gatherings at the Rimbey recreation 
centre, where proceedings of the panel were shown on a large-screen TV. 
Because its neutrality is now in question, the panel must recuse itself 
while the Alberta Court of Appeal hears the Lavesta Group's case for 
overturning the AEUB's preliminary decision in favour of the line, Anglin 
said. 

For months, the proposal to build the power line has angered landowners and 
townspeople along the route. That anger became evident during a recent 
series of public hearings. 

In April, the panel restricted public participation at its hearings after an 
elderly woman allegedly "took a swing" at a lawyer, an incident captured by 
camera crews and broadcast on Red Deer television. 

That altercation occurred after the meeting broke down in chaos, with irate 
landowners yelling at the panel and the panel chairman turning off a 
microphone that allowed them to pose questions. 

The panel became more concerned when landowner Edwin Erickson issued what he 
termed a "press release." 

Erickson warned of what might happen if the panel continued to deny motions 
made by landowners. 

"Yet another denial will very likely ignite even more serious opposition by 
growing groups from various facets of the citizenry demanding their 
demo-cratic right, leading to the probability of more volatile actions both 
in and outside the EUB chambers," said Erickson, who is not a member of the 
Lavesta Group. 

Reached by phone Monday, Erickson spelled out what he meant by "volatile 
actions." 

"I think there could be violence," he said. 

That justifies the AEUB's security department using private investigators to 
go undercover and gauge the potential for violence, said AEUB spokesman 
Davis Sheremata. 

"As everyone is aware, events which transpired in earlier stages in this 
proceeding led to serious concerns in regard to the safety of all 
participants in the process," Sheremata said. 

Anglin thinks private investigators hired by the board may have been doing 
more than just security work. He thinks they may have eavesdropped on 
conversations between property owners and their lawyers, then fed that 
information to the panel. 

Sheremata said that didn't happen. "Their duty was to observe the 
proceedings and ensure the safety of all participants should the need 
arise," he said. 

The AEUB's security office only told the panel that it had hired four 
private detectives after Anglin confronted a suspicious-looking man in the 
recreation centre, Sheremata said. Under provincial regulations that govern 
the use of private detectives, that agent did as he was supposed to and 
admitted he was a private detective with Flash DMC Consulting Inc. of 
Edmonton. 

Sheremata said no information of a privileged or confidential nature was 
provided to the panel by the detectives. If that's true, they should appear 
at the hearing to be questioned, said the president of the Alberta Civil 
Liberties Association, Calgary lawyer Stephen Jenuth. 

"It brings into question the whole impartiality of the board," said Jenuth. 
"The board should come clean and be cross-examined with respect to that." 

Opposition MLAs agree the AEUB has lost credibility during the fractious 
hearings into the new power line. 

"It's chilling," said Liberal energy critic Hugh MacDonald. "And the (board) 
states in their mandate that they want to do things in a fair, responsible 
manner in the public interest? It's quite evident that there now has to be 
more members of the public on the Energy and Utilities Board. It's stacked 
in favour of industry right now." 

The AEUB damaged its reputation and its credibility by using private 
detectives, said NDP environment critic David Eggen. 

"The (board) is jeopardizing their integrity like never before," Eggen said. 
"It's outrageous. There's been a lack of due process and transparency and 
honesty with this whole process." 
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