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One of the worst ways to preserve respect for government and rule of law that you could possibly think of, is for the government to allow itself to be seen as above the law, holding no respect for the people it governs. 

That’s what happened when Premier Ed Stelmach defended the the Alberta Energy and Utility Board (EUB), a government-appointed quasi-judicial body, in its decision to hire private detectives to spy on landowners fighting to keep a high-voltage power line from crossing their land. 

The revelation that the EUB would send someone to infiltrate landowner meetings and take part in lawyer-client discussions was bad enough. 

That’s like a trial judge listening in on plaintiffs’ discussions with lawyers, trying to know in advance how an appeal could be launched if the decision went against them. 

That’s abhorrent. It’s a reprehensible way for a government body to conduct its business in what we still call a democratic, free society. 

The EUB has been called reprehensible names before, by a lot of people who carry serious doubts the board is out to protect the best interests of all Albertans. 

In reality, that’s not a problem for the EUB. They are simply doing the job the government appointed them to do. 

The buck moves upstairs, to the government. So it strains credulity to hear the premier defend the decision to hire four private detectives to blend in with the crowd watching EUB hearings in Rimbey on a big-screen TV. 

Stelmach reiterated the rationale of the EUB, citing its fears that the people might be revolting. 

When the hearings on the power line opened in Red Deer, there was shouting, and at least one older woman was involved in physical shoving. 

Shouting. Shoving. It’s a slippery slope. 

So the public hearings moved to Rimbey, and the public was only allowed to hear them on TV from another room. Later, it was revealed that people were planted in the room to record any angry mutterings from the crowd. 

The fallout of doing this could be really, really bad for Alberta. 

At least one private eye, Donald MacDonald, said he posed as an aggrieved landowner, got himself put on a private e-mail list, and even took part in conference telephone calls with lawyers, where proceedings and tactics were discussed. 

This goes beyond protecting board members from having to endure shouting or shoving. It moves into the area where the government is spying on the people it fears. 

Let us be aware of the possibilities here. In situations like this, passions can escalate very quickly. Land agents for oil companies have been threatened, shot at and even killed over access disputes — by people any of us would regard in normal times as good neighbours. 

The answer for that lies in carefully communicating that people with grievances are being heard and that their rights and views will be respected. 

Ask the group of landowners speaking at these hearings against the power line if they feel they’re getting a fair hearing. Especially now that they know the judge of their case had an agent in their midst. 

Energy Minister Mel Knight seems to have a better grasp of the situation than the premier. He’s saying the EUB’s credibility — and with it, the credibility of his own government — is on the line in this crisis. 

It is not allowable in a democracy for a group of noisy protesters to stop the development of the province as a whole. If it can be proven that a new power transmission line is needed, it must be built, somewhere. 

The line needs to use the best technology we have. We know older lines waste huge amounts of energy in transmission, never mind that a truly diversified economy for Alberta will need a lot more electricity than we produce now. 

If we need the line, it must be built in a manner that causes the least harm to the fewest number of people, and the people who are harmed need to be fully recompensed for their losses. Society owes them that. 

Society also owes them a judicial process that obeys the law, respects everyone’s civil rights, and operates openly. 

We don’t have that now. And when the premier defends the deficiencies of the EUB, people can rightly wonder if the people at the top of a democratic government fully understand their role. 

When this happens, we do indeed have a problem. 
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