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Landowner groups were threatening legal action Friday and calling for the ouster of the entire Energy and Utilities Board over its admission undercover private security people kept tabs on power line hearing attendees.

“This is absurd,” said Don Bester, a director with the 1,200-strong Pine Lake Surface Rights Group.

“People have lost complete confidence in the EUB process.”

Pine Lake’s 17-member board met Thursday and there was much anger. “People are really upset about this private investigator thing.”

The group has sent a letter to Energy Minister Mel Knight calling for the resignation of the EUB board, not just the three-person panel reviewing AltaLink’s application to build a 500-kilovolt power line from Genesee substation southwest of Edmonton to Langdon near Calgary. The Pine Lake group is calling for an audit to determine how many tax dollars were spent on the private security.

It also wants the Alberta Law Society to get involved because of allegations that private investigators violated attorney-client privilege by eavesdropping on conversations landowners were having with their lawyers at hearings taking place under tight security in Rimbey.

“It’s a complete breach of trust,” said Bester.

Lavesta Area Group, which represents about 800 landowners, is considering legal action against the EUB.

“We plan on pursuing this,” said Group vice-chairman Joe Anglin. “(The use of private investigators) undermines the whole process. This undermines the whole legitimacy of the EUB.”

Anglin said lawyers representing landowners have not decided how they will proceed yet. An upcoming Court of Appeal hearing may have a bearing on what happens next.

“The door’s wide open. There are lots of options.”

Landowners found out Friday that they were granted two more leaves to appeal by an Appeal Court justice, who heard their arguments in Calgary last week. Those appeals will be combined with an earlier one and all will be heard at a future date not yet determined.

EUB spokesman Davis Sheremata defended the use of private security. The EUB made its arrangements in Rimbey after staff were shoved and threatened during March hearings in Red Deer and steps were taken to ensure the safety of all those involved in the rescheduled hearing.

The use of plainclothes security was an “unprecedented decision based on unprecedented circumstances at an unprecedented hearing.”

Much of the criticism of the board’s actions has come from sources who have regularly taken issue with the board and its decisions, he said.

“We have not really been seeing criticisms about our security decisions from new quarters,” he said.

Sheremata answers with a flat “No” when asked if he thinks the controversy has hurt the board’s reputation.

The EUB handles thousands of applications a year and appears in about 15,000 news stories. “We’re used to scrutiny. We’re used to intense media coverage.

“From that perspective, I would say that this coverage we have received this week is not in any way a completely new experience.”

The hearing, which just wrapped up in its fifth week, will continue despite the flurry of legal activity in the background. It is not uncommon during complicated hearings, he said, for there to be a number of legal challenges that must be dealt with as a hearing proceeds.
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