REGULATOR ACCUSED OF BIAS
Landowners go to court in bid to stop power line
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CALGARY -- Alberta's energy regulator, already the subject of three provincial inquiries over its handling of hearings into a proposed Calgary-Edmonton power line, now faces a court action as well, as a group of Alberta landowners has filed a motion demanding the regulatory proceedings be quashed. 

The motion, filed yesterday in the Court of Queen's Bench in Calgary, alleges that the Alberta Energy and Utilities Board (EUB) demonstrated bias in favour of the proposed transmission project by hiring private investigators to spy on opponents, thus rendering the proceedings void, according to one of the lawyers representing the landowners.

Major energy projects such as the transmission line must go through a series of regulatory hearings and public consultations before finally being approved by the EUB. Declaring the process void would at the very least cause the project, which was originally proposed in 2004, to be substantially delayed. 

"The EUB has said that it hired private investigators, and we have evidence that indicates they infiltrated the landowner group opposing this project and stuck their noses into discussions," said James Laycraft, a founder of law firm Wilson Laycraft. "I think we have a pretty good case for sanctions against the regulator."

The proposed $495-million, 330,000-volt power line would be the largest transmission project ever constructed in Alberta and is expected to be completed in 2009 by Calgary-based electric transmission company AltaLink. It has been controversial from the start, with local residents saying they weren't adequately consulted before the route was selected. Those frustrations gathered disturbing momentum this year, when a hearing in Red Deer dissolved into shoving and screaming, and a woman attempted to punch a lawyer.

As a result, the EUB banned the public from the hearings but arranged for the proceedings to be shown on closed-circuit television. In June, the regulator hired four plainclothes investigators to hang around landowners and their lawyers watching the hearings, a move that EUB spokesman Davis Sheremata said was intended to identify emerging security threats and protect the public.

<>The private investigators passed themselves off as concerned landowners, and one, Don MacDonald, joined a conference call in which landowners discussed strategies with their legal counsel.
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