Knight fumbles on EUB stage
Energy minister fails to clearly say who will be held responsible for spy scandal
 
Graham Thomson
The Edmonton Journal

Tuesday, September 18, 2007

Energy Minister Mel Knight did two things exceptionally well in his news conference at the legislature on Monday afternoon: he arrived on time and he didn't fall off the stage.

He did everything else remarkably badly.

At times Knight looked like he didn't know how to answer questions or was doing his best to avoid them. Sometimes he grew so testy with reporters it looked like he wanted to kick them. I suspect the reason he didn't was because at any given time he had a least one foot stuck firmly in his mouth.

Monday was supposed to be the day the Alberta government would demonstrate leadership on the EUB spying controversy that has plagued the government since news broke in June the Alberta Energy and Utilities Board hired a private investigator who had spied on landowners.

For weeks, the government has been hinting it was about to take decisive action to recover the EUB's reputation that has sunk so low you'd need a drilling rig to find it.

Instead, we had a minister of energy doing his best to downplay the biggest scandal to hit the government since Ed Stelmach became premier.

Helping Knight were two anemic reports into the EUB's activities: one by the province's privacy commissioner's officer; the other by a retired judge.

However, even though both were hampered by mandates which limited the scope of the investigations, the commissioner's report concluded the EUB had broken privacy laws and former Justice Del Perras said "the idea of an approved EUB security personnel listening in to landowners' phone conferences is repulsive."

The opposition parties have demanded the government fire the board members, remove Knight from cabinet and launch a public inquiry.

The government has done none of that. Instead, it has appointed a new chair of the EUB, William Tilleman.

When reporters asked Knight how that would restore Albertans' confidence in the board, he sounded impatient and defensive and maybe a little scattered.

"Do you think that appointing a new chair of Alberta's very, very long-standing and illustrious board, I might say they have been over many, many years from 1938, count them, 70 years' worth, and I have gone out today and appointed a new chair," he said.

It's not as if Knight fired anyone to make way for a new chairman. Knight had to appoint a new chair because the position has been vacant since March, long before this scandal broke.

When reporters pushed the minister over who would take the blame for the EUB's activities, he seemed to say Tilleman would be taking strong steps, including launching another investigation.

"There is a process that will take place, Dr. Tilleman will investigate and will take the necessary action at the appropriate time."

Investigate? Reporters pounced on the word and asked Knight to explain. Knight immediately backtracked.

"I better not say that it says that he should investigate, but part of his job will most certainly be to be sure that the functioning of the EUB is appropriate."

Confused reporters wondered what Tilleman's mandate would be and whether he would fire anyone at the board.

"There are absolutely no options forward at this point in time, nothing's out of the question, and nothing to address that particular point has been done at this time," said Knight.

In other words, after promising "definitive action" on the EUB file, we still don't know what will be done.

Confused reporters quickly became frustrated reporters as they pushed Knight to explain who would be accepting responsibility for the EUB's behaviour. Knight did acknowledge the "use of plainclothes security by the EUB was wrong and unnecessary" and said the board's reputation had been damaged -- but he refused to say who he thought was to blame. He also said because the board is a quasi-judicial body he has "no mandate to go in there and start cleaning house."

If he doesn't clean house, who will? Tilleman, presumably, but there's no guarantee anything will be done.

Opposition politicians say the government is ultimately responsible for what happened at the EUB and heads must roll.

Don't count on anyone erecting a guillotine any time soon. Knight made a point of loyally defending the EUB on Monday and there's a strong sense coming from the government that it won't cave in to pressure to take a knife to the board to silence critics.

However, by falling back on the tired refrain it is following a seemingly never ending "process" the Stelmach government is reinforcing the impression it cannot make any tough decisions or take definitive action.

Watching Mel Knight's performance it is difficult to believe the Conservatives have managed to hang on to power for so long. Today, the Tories will eclipse the old Social Credit record to become the longest serving government in Alberta history -- 36 years and eight days ... and counting.

You have to wonder if they'll be counting much longer with the kind of performance we saw on Monday.
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