Snooping disgusts ex-judge
Energy board eavesdropping 'repulsive,' report finds
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EDMONTON - The Alberta Energy and Utilities Board's use of private investigators to eavesdrop on landowners' phone calls was "repulsive," a report concluded Monday.

Energy Minister Mel Knight responded by appointing a new board chairman, but opposition critics charged that the government had failed to hold anyone accountable for the board's actions in the spring.

Those actions, which saw the EUB use private investigators to conduct covert security on landowners worried about a Wabamun-to-Calgary powerline, were investigated by Del Perras, a former Court of Queen's Bench justice.

In his report, Perras said he sympathized with the board's security needs, but found the undercover investigations to be unnecessary and wrong. In particular, eavesdropping on landowners' phone calls was "repulsive," he said.

It was the second time in a week a provincial government report has blasted the EUB's security procedures. Last Thursday, the information and privacy commissioner's office said the board breached the privacy act by passing along personal information about the landowners.

Energy Minister Mel Knight and the board have accepted both reports. The board has vowed never to use undercover security again, and Knight repeatedly emphasized they are looking to the future.

But critics are dissatisfied that the two reports don't mention penalties.

NDP Leader Brian Mason called the Perras report a "whitewash," and ridiculed the government's "weak-kneed" response to the scandal.

"It really demonstrates a lack of leadership, and it also demonstrates a lack of interest in making sure we do have a watchdog that will not just do the bidding of the energy industry, but will also stand up for middle-class families in this province."

The Alberta Liberals amplified their call for Knight's resignation and a full public inquiry. The NDP demanded the resignation of the entire eight-member board.

In response to Perras's report, the government made a change at the top of the board. Knight said new chairman William Tilleman will have the authority to investigate and make changes as needed.

"There's a process in place with respect to dealing with the people on the board," he said.

"I have no mandate to go in there and start cleaning house."

Tilleman, a Calgary lawyer and former chairman of the Alberta Environmental Appeals Board, replaces Neil McCrank, who resigned at the end of March -- before the private investigators were hired.

Hugh MacDonald, Opposition energy critic for the Alberta Liberals, said Knight himself should accept responsibility for the EUB's actions. "He should pay for this with his job," he said. "It's not good enough, the action that they have taken to date."

MacDonald also criticized the government's new Bill 46, which would split the EUB into two separate bodies -- the Energy Resources Conservation Board and the Alberta Utilities Commission. He said the proposal would undermine Albertans' ability to oppose energy projects.

Joe Anglin, co-founder of the main landowners' group opposing the powerline, also called on Knight to take responsibility for the board's actions.

"At best some lowly EUB employee will end up being unjustly fired as the fall-guy, when the energy minister and the entire EUB board should be held accountable," he said in a news release.

Alberta's energy regulator has been in hot water since June, when The Journal revealed the board hired private investigators to monitor and gather information about landowners and environmentalists. One investigator sat in on a conference call between dissidents and their lawyers.

The board had become concerned about security after a previous hearing in Red Deer became unruly. At first, it claimed the investigators were only at the hearings to monitor for violence. But later, the NDP revealed that at least three board members knew the extent of the security operations and did nothing about it.

The Liberals released documents last week showing the board had employed similar tactics at hearings looking into a proposed upgrader in Redwater.

Knight gave no timeline Monday for Tilleman's internal investigation, saying only that it would be "shorter rather than longer."
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