Integrity on the rocks
Landowners not buying power transmission scare tactics   
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Premier Ed Stelmach finally launched his Good Ship Integrity yesterday in the form of a task force charged with probing the “transparency, accountability and governance” of the myriad of boards, commissions and agencies that have a serious say in how the province is run.

And it’s a hurry up and go operation with the report expected back in the government’s hands by Sept. 30.

Why the rush? Is someone gearing up for an election? “Albertans want fair, honest and streamlined government,” the premier scowled. Then he announced that Neil McCrank, outgoing chairman of the powerful Alberta Energy and Utilities Board, will chair the committee. It was an interesting choice, indeed.

And it seems to follow the pattern of having a former forest products industry guy chair the oilsands royalty review panel – even though Alberta forestry outfits pay even less royalties than energy companies. The group studying the carbon dioxide pipeline pipedream is chaired by a fellow who runs a power company, which is one of the largest emitters of dreaded greenhouse gases in the province.

No clue

Yesterday, Alberta Environment Minister Rob Renner confessed that the big pipe could cost $5 billion. I suspect it’s a whole lot more. And Renner didn’t have a clue who is going to pay for it. Down in Red Deer this week, an EUB panel ran into stormy weather and was forced to adjourn while a legal question of “sufficient importance” was debated behind closed doors by the board’s lawyers to determine whether the board broke its own laws when it told an angry group of farmers and ranchers objecting to the forest of pylons that AltaLink wants to build across their fields that it “will not tolerate” any discussion of whether the line is really needed.

Before the latest round of hearings began, AltaLink issued a scary press release calling the proposed 500 KV line linking the coal-fired power plants at Lake Wabamun to power consumers in Calgary the “backbone” of the province’s power transmission system. The line must be built by 2009 to “ensure we keep the lights on across southern Alberta.”

Reliable

The powerful Alberta Electric System Operator has also waded in with a 10-year power planning document that calls for $3.5 billion in new power line development in the province, including the controversial 500 KV line needed to “continue providing reliable power” to customers in Red Deer and south at a $400 million price tag.

It will only add an addition $5 to residential power bills. So get over it. Joe Anglin – who is leading a committed NIMBY from Rimby called Lavesta – sees the big power line in an entirely different light.

Not only has his group teamed up with other landowners directly effected by the power line, he demanded this week that former Alberta premier Ralph Klein show up at the Red Deer hearings and appear in the EUB witness box.

“Mr. Klein was the premier of this province,” Anglin testified before the EUB earlier this week. “He was a trusted servant of these people behind you,” he said, pointing at the landowners behind him, many of whom had to leave their farms and ranches with calves coming. “Now he has swapped sides and he is now a member of the law form that represents AltaLink,” Anglin spat.

“We want to track down the information on how this line came into being,” he said. Anglin reckons Ralph has a lot of the answers.

Especially when AESO’s power-planning document notes “we are aware of two merchant transmission line projects that would transport power between Alberta and the U.S.”

Not buying it

This is why the landowners aren’t exactly buying the lights-out-in-Calgary smokescreen and want to grill power officials and Klein about the need for the line. “It’s quite clear that this power is for export,” Anglin said. And he says he’s got the paper to prove it.

As for the EUB: “This is a board that has treated landowners from the very beginning with complete disrespect.” On McCrank’s appointment: “That’s the dumbest, dumbest thing they could possibly do. “He’s basically reviewing his own work.”

It looks like the Good Ship Integrity just hit a reef.
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