Relief, cynicism greet energy board split-up 
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It's back to the future for the Energy and Utilities Board.

For those who might have missed it, Energy Minister Mel Knight let it slip last week that the provincial government had decided to split the EUB into two regulatory bodies, just like it was 12 years ago.

Back then we had the Energy Resources and Conservation Board (the ERCB) and the Public Utilities Board. The move to put the two organizations together coincided with the impending deregulation of Alberta's electricity industry, but was also part of the massive provincial budget cuts of the mid-'90s.

Unfortunately, it should never have taken place.

The deregulation of the electricity industry proved far more complicated than anticipated and the newly created EUB had to spend an inordinate amount of time interpreting the applicable legislation while stickhandling through an increasing rate of development in the energy industry.

Making things more complicated at the EUB was the chronic lack of resources in terms of people and adequate technology to handle the increasing demands. The fact the EUB has performed as well as it has is a testament to its retiring chairman, Neil McCrank.

Not surprisingly, then, the decision to go back to the old structure, which will see the reincarnation of the ERCB and establishment of the Alberta Utilities Commission, is being greeted with a mixture of relief and cynicism in the oilpatch.

Relief because, as one industry type pointed out, it means the needs of the energy industry will be handled by those who aren't looking at electricity issues one day, and reservoirs the next.

"Concentrating the oil and gas resources under one umbrella goes back to what the ERCB was originally charged to do and that's important, given the challenges facing the industry today," said Martin King, a commodities analyst with FirstEnergy Capital Corp.

Others have taken it a step further, saying it was time the Alberta government separate electricity from oil and gas. Energy is what's driving the economy, they say, and it has not received the appropriate attention relative to the breakneck pace of development that is expected to continue through the next decade as activity in the oilsands continues to expand.

"We need to have more attention paid to all the issues affecting the development of oil and gas resources -- which are the source of wealth for this province. That includes addressing the concerns of landowners, understanding how best to develop the existing resources and recognizing we have to stay competitive because Alberta's energy industry is part of the global picture," said one industry participant who believes the province is in danger of losing its competitive edge.

As to dealing with electricity issues, one need look no further than the fact the newly created AUC will encompass the four agencies spawned as a result of the deregulation process as evidence the decision to put everything regulatory under one umbrella has been a failed experiment.
Knight's intent is that the new structure will expedite the approval of electrical projects and eliminate situations such as the continuing conflict surrounding the building of the much-needed transmission line between Edmonton and Calgary, the need for which was acknowledged more than two years ago. 

The question, however, say regulatory legal-types, is whether there will be amendments to existing legislation that will force the process to be more streamlined.  "We need to see what the legislation will look like," says Jim Wachowich, a lawyer for the Consumers Coalition of Alberta.  

And that's where the cynicism arises.

Electricity is a consumer good. And anything to do with consumers usually has a political angle associated with it. Take it one step further and it's not a stretch to suggest that what the government is doing is simply trying to assuage voter ire about the state of electricity -- and say it is addressing the issue -- in advance of an election.

More to the point, will anything really change as a result of this initiative?

The reality is more has to be done beyond creating two separate agencies staffed by the same folks. It's no secret the EUB has been bleeding talent for years and unable to attract and retain people because it can't compete with the private sector. Serious gaps in policy development were evident when Compton Petroleum was before the EUB in 2005, seeking approval for the drilling of sour gas wells within one kilometre of Calgary's city limits. There are similar challenges facing drilling applications on the Eastern Slopes of the Rockies and with respect to coal bed methane, which will be a complicated, fractious part of our future.

The proposed changes are a step in the right direction.

But without an adequate budget for both entities that allows for sufficient resources to handle the a mammoth caseload -- the board handled more than 60,000 applications last year alone -- these organizational machinations will, as Shakespeare said, amount to much ado about nothing 
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