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STANDING COMMITTEE ON GOVERNMENT OPERATIONS 

REPORT ON THE REVIEW OF THE  
2017-2018 PUBLIC ACCOUNTS 

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY  

Introduction  

The Standing Committee on Government Operations is pleased to present its 

report on the review of the 2017-2018 Public Accounts of the Government of the 

Northwest Territories, which took place in Yellowknife, Northwest Territories, 

from April 10-11, 2019. 

Members of the Standing Committee would like to take the opportunity to thank 

Assistant Auditor General Mr. Terry DeJong, Mr. David Irving, Principal, and Ms. 

Michelle Smith, Director, from the Office of the Auditor General (OAG), who 

traveled from Ottawa and Edmonton to assist the Standing Committee with its 

review.  Committee wishes to acknowledge the constant support of the OAG’s 

staff, without whose able assistance these reviews would not be possible.  

The Standing Committee also wishes to thank Mr. Jamie Koe, Comptroller 

General and officials from his office in the Department of Finance for their 

appearance before the Committee. Committee takes this opportunity to 

commend the Comptroller General for his work over the course of the 18th 

Legislative Assembly and wish him well in his future endeavours. 

Summary of Committee Findings  

1. Significance of a Clean Audit Opinion 

The Committee notes that the consolidated 2017-2018 Public Accounts of the 

Government of the Northwest Territories received a clean audit opinion from 

the Auditor General and commends the Government of the Northwest 

Territories for this achievement.  

2. Timeliness of the Public Accounts 

Both the interim and consolidated 2017-2018 Public Accounts were 

completed in time to meet applicable statutory deadlines. In this final review 

of the public accounts for the 18th Legislative Assembly, the Standing 

Committee would like to acknowledge the continued improvements made by 
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the Government of the Northwest Territories, its boards, and other entities in 

the timely completion of the public accounts, under the leadership of the 

Department of Finance. Committee appreciates the commitment of Cabinet 

Ministers and the dedication of the public service that has resulted in this 

progress and commends the government for this achievement. 

3. Accountability and Transparency 

Committee acknowledges the good work that has been done by the 

Department of Finance to improve its public financial reporting, including the 

production of An Overview of the Public Accounts and annual financial 

highlights.  Committee encourages the GNWT to continue to strive to improve 

its public financial reporting.  Accordingly, Committee makes the following 

recommendations: 

Recommendation 1 

The Standing Committee on Government Operations recommends that the 

Department of Finance annually table a consolidated budget that shows 

anticipated revenues and expenditures for the larger government reporting 

entity, consistent with the information that will be reported at fiscal year-end in 

Section I of the Public Accounts: Consolidated Financial Statements.  

Recommendation 2 

The Standing Committee on Government Operations recommends that the 

Department of Finance undertake an analysis of best practices for public 

governments with respect to public financial reporting and table its findings in 

the 19th Legislative Assembly prior to the review of the 2018-2019 Public 

Accounts.  Committee further recommends that this report identify how the 

findings will inform any future changes to be made by the GNWT with respect 

to its public financial reporting. 

4. Public-Private Partnerships 

Committee acknowledges the improvements that have been made in how 

public-private partnership projects are reported in the public accounts, but 

believes there is room for further improvement.  While awaiting the 

completion of national accounting standards for P3 projects, Committee 

encourages the Department of Finance to continue to work with the Office of 

the Auditor General to improve its financial reporting for P3 projects. 
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5. Environmental Liabilities 

Advised that the Department of Finance is looking at ways to make its 

inventory of contaminated sites available online, Committee recommended 

last year that the Department model its site on the Treasury Board of 

Canada’s Federal Contaminated Sites Inventory.  Committee makes the 

following recommendation as the GNWT’s work proceeds: 

Recommendation 3 

The Standing Committee on Government Operations recommends that the 

Department of Finance provide the Standing Committee with the opportunity 

to review and provide comment on the platform and content used for the 

public disclosure of contaminated sites prior to the finalization of this work.  

6. Fiscal Responsibility Policy 15.03 

Committee thanks the Department of Finance for its positive response to last 

year’s recommendation requesting additional information indicating where, in 

the public accounts, the figures can be found that are used to report on the 

Fiscal Responsibility Policy. This information is important to Committee 

because it enables an interested reader to independently verify the 

government’s calculations.   

7. Borrowing and the “Debt Wall” 

While the available borrowing capacity at the end of 2018 was greater than 

anticipated in the borrowing plan, the overall trend shows a decline, from 

$536.3 million in 2016 to $395.9 million in 2018.  Continued fiscal vigilance, 

designed to ensure that the GNWT does not hit the debt wall, is likely to 

feature prominently in the Finance Minister’s fiscal strategy during the 

upcoming 19th Legislative Assembly. 

8. Protection of Privacy and Disclosure of Information 

Committee appreciates the steps taken by the Department of Finance to 

report Student Loan Remissions on a separate schedule in the Public 

Accounts from Bad Debt Write-offs and Forgiveness.  Committee regrets that 

further agreement could not be reached to protect the personal information of 

students receiving student loan remissions.  Future legislative amendments 

may be needed to resolve this outstanding matter.  
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Conclusion 

Recommendation 4 

The Standing Committee on Government Operations recommends that the 

Government of the Northwest Territories provide a response to this report 

within 120 days.   

Committee looks forward to this response.  This concludes the Report of the 

Standing Committee on the Review of the 2017-2018 Public Accounts.  
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REVIEW OF THE GNWT PUBLIC ACCOUNTS FOR 2017-2018 

Introduction 

The Legislative Assembly of the Northwest Territories’ Standing Committee on 

Government Operations (“SCOGO” or “the Committee”) has a mandate to review 

and report on the Government of the Northwest Territories’ public accounts.  This 

review helps ensure that issues related to public spending the GNWT’s fiscal 

management practices are publicly examined and scrutinized to promote 

government accountability.   

 

In the course of its review, the Committee makes recommendations to the 

Government to improve financial management reporting and practices. The 

Standing Committee on Government Operations is pleased to present this report 

on its review and looks forward to receiving the Government’s response.   

About the Public Accounts 

The public accounts are the financial statements of the Government of the 

Northwest Territories (GNWT), which are prepared annually according to 

Canadian public sector accounting standards (PSAS).  They are also prepared in 

accordance with requirements contained in the federal Northwest Territories Act1  

and the GNWT’s Financial Administration Act (FAA).2  

 

The public accounts are produced in four sections: 

 Section I contains the consolidated financial statements, reporting the 

combined results of operations for all GNWT departments, revolving 

funds, public agencies, territorial corporations and other related entities 

that are considered part of the government reporting entity. This 

information is audited by the Auditor General. Section I also contains an 

unaudited Financial Statement Discussion and Analysis which provides a 

management analysis by the GNWT of information reported in the public 

accounts.  

 Section II presents the non-consolidated, unaudited financial statements 

for GNWT departments only, including the revolving funds and special 

                                            
1
 S.C. 2014, c. 2, s. 2 

2
 S.N.W.T. 2015, c. 13 
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purpose funds they administer. It also includes the financial statements for 

the Legislative Assembly and its statutory offices.   

 Sections III and IV contain the supplementary financial statements of 

boards and other entities.  

The Significance of a Clean Audit Opinion 

In an unqualified or “clean” report, the auditor concludes that the government’s 

financial statements present its financial results fairly, in all material respects.  

This indicates that the government complied with Canadian public sector 

accounting standards and statutory requirements.  It also demonstrates that any 

changes in accounting policies, and the impact of those changes, have been 

adequately determined and reported.  

A clean opinion does not necessarily tell the reader that the government is in 

good economic health.  Its purpose is to provide assurance that Government’s 

financial report is complete and transparent and has not misrepresented any 

important facts.  

The Committee notes that the consolidated 2017-2018 Public Accounts received 

a clean audit opinion from the Auditor General and commends the Government 

of the Northwest Territories for this achievement. 

Timeliness of the Public Accounts  

Section 36 of the FAA requires that the interim public accounts be completed by 

September 30 following the end of the fiscal year in question, and tabled at the 

earliest opportunity.  The interim public accounts contain the financial information 

of GNWT departments that later form Section II of the public accounts. 

Section 35 of the FAA requires that the consolidated public accounts be 

completed by December 31 following the end of the fiscal year in question, and 

tabled no later than the fifth day of next sitting of the Legislative Assembly.  This 

section of the Act also permits the Minister of Finance to publicly release the 

public accounts before they are tabled.  
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Both the interim and consolidated final 2017-2018 Public Accounts were 

completed in time to meet applicable statutory deadlines. The 2017-2018 Interim 

Public Accounts were completed a full month prior to their statutory deadline and 

were provided to the Committee two weeks earlier than in the previous year. The 

consolidated Public Accounts were completed and transmitted to Committee 

approximately a week earlier than in the previous year, and tabled in the 

Legislative Assembly in the fall sitting of the same calendar year, as compared 

with the previous year when they were tabled in the spring sitting of the following 

year. 

Timeliness of the Financial Statements for Individual Entities Consolidated 

in the Public Accounts 

Section 31 of the FAA requires that the public boards, agencies and councils 

forming the government reporting entity (GRE) have their public accounts audited 

annually.  The fiscal year end for some of these entities differs from the GNWT’s 

and falls on either June 30 or September 30, depending upon the legislation 

governing each entity.  Section 32 of the FAA provides that, on the request of the 

public entity, the Minister of Finance may allow an extension to the deadline for 

completion of its financial statements, not exceeding 60 days.  

In the Financial Statement Discussion and Analysis part of Section I of the public 

accounts, the GNWT includes a list of the entities consolidated within the public 

accounts, along with the dates they completed their financial statements. This 

list, titled Completion of Entities Consolidated Within the Public Accounts,3 

identifies the fiscal year-end for each entity, any revised due date resulting from 

                                            
3
Section I, p. 41. 

Deadlines for the 2017-2018 Public Accounts 

 The interim Public Accounts were provided to SCOGO by the Minister of 
Finance on August 29, 2018 and tabled in the Legislative Assembly on 
October 11, 2018 [TD 218-18(3)]. 

 The consolidated Public Accounts were: 

 Signed off by the Minister of Finance on October 18, 2018; 
 Provided to SCOGO and released to the public on October 31, 

2018; and 
 Tabled in the Legislative Assembly on November 1, 2018 [TD 

295-18(3)]. 
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the entity’s request for an extension, and the actual completion date of the 

entity’s financial statements for the year in question.  This list was originally 

included in the public accounts at the request of the Standing Committee and 

Committee thanks the GNWT for its continued inclusion of this information.  

The Committee reviewed the compliance of public agencies in the government 

reporting entity with their respective deadlines. Again this year, there were 22 

audited entities consolidated in the public accounts.  Of these, 20 entities 

completed their financial statements on time: 

 4 entities [Aurora College; the NWT Health and Social Services Authority; 

the NWT Business Development and Investment Corporation (BDIC); and 

the NWT Housing Corporation] requested extensions and met their 

extended deadlines; 

 2 entities failed to meet their original deadlines and failed to seek 

extensions: 

 The Dehcho Divisional Education Council was only 2 days late; 

 The NWT Human Rights Commission was almost 2 weeks late. 

In its discussion with OAG staff, Committee was interested to learn that late 

receipt of the GNWT’s public accounts has the potential to adversely impact the 

OAG’s ability to meet its own deadline for completion of the audit.  For the 2017-

2018 fiscal year, OAG staff related that, even though both the Northwest 

Territories Health and Social Services Authority (NTHSSA) and the Norwest 

Territories Housing Corporation were compliant with the FAA and met their 

extended deadline, the timing of the receipt of their financial statements left the 

GNWT with limited time to consolidate these entities and the OAG limited time to 

finalize their audit.   

Committee appreciates that the 60 day extension provided for in the FAA may be 

necessary to ensure compliance by some entities, but cautions that the full 60 

days should only be used by the entities under the most exceptional 

circumstances.  Committee encourages the Minister to carefully consider any 

requests for extension and to grant additional time only to the extent it is 

absolutely necessary.  

With respect to the compliance of entities consolidated in the public accounts, 

Committee discussed this matter with the Comptroller General, during last year’s 

review. This resulted in a recommendation that the Comptroller General 
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consider, and report back to the Standing Committee on, the utility of entering 

into service agreements or memoranda of understanding with GNWT boards, 

agencies, or other entities requiring support or assistance to complete their year-

end financial reporting as required under the FAA. 

This year, the Comptroller General reported that, while the department had not 

found it necessary to enter into formal service arrangements with any of the 

smaller entities, they did find that providing smaller entities with reminders of their 

obligations under the FAA produced positive results.  

Committee believes that the results speak for themselves and that they show a 

notable improvement over last year’s results. Committee urges the Office of the 

Comptroller General to continue the work it is doing to ensure that smaller 

government entities are completing their public accounts in a timely manner and, 

when necessary, seeking appropriate extensions from the Minister as required by 

the FAA.     

Finally, Committee is aware that the Department of Finance has been working to 

complete the translation of government annual reports in French and ensure that 

those of the territorial corporations are completed annually moving forward.  

Committee notes the OAG’s observation that, while significant progress has been 

made, the Government is not there yet.  

In this final review of the public accounts for the 18th Legislative Assembly, the 

Standing Committee would like to acknowledge the continued improvements 

made by the Government of the Northwest Territories, its boards, and other 

entities in the timely completion of the public accounts, under the leadership of 

the Department of Finance. Committee appreciates the commitment of the 

Cabinet Ministers and the dedication of the public service that has resulted in this 

progress and commends the government for this achievement.  

 
NOTABLE AUDIT SUBJECT AREAS 

Accountability and Transparency  

A commitment to improving accountability and transparency is one of the key 

priorities of the 18th Legislative Assembly, and a fundamental component of the 

Government of the Northwest Territories’ Mandate.  To serve a useful purpose, 

public information must be clear, concise, and easily understood by the average, 

non-expert reader.  
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The public accounts are the definitive source of information for the public on the 

GNWT’s fiscal performance. However, they are prepared for a very specific 

purpose, according to federal and territorial legislation and following standards 

set by the Public Sector Accounting Board.  As a result, these documents are not 

always easily understood by non-expert readers.  

In previous reviews, the Standing Committee urged the Department of Finance to 

find ways to make the information contained in the public accounts as clear as 

possible for interested readers lacking expertise in finance or accounting.  

Finance responded positively by producing a document, available online, titled 

The Public Accounts: An Overview. It sets out the process for the development of 

the public accounts and describes the contents of each section. This is 

supplemented by a document titled Annual GNWT Financial Highlights of the 

Public Accounts which highlights the results contained in the public accounts for 

a given fiscal year. Committee commends the department for making these 

materials available to the public and urges their continued production in future 

years.  

While this is a step forward, there is more the GNWT could be doing to improve 

its public financial reporting for the non-expert reader. The CD Howe Institute, a 

respected, Canadian, not-for-profit institute providing independent research that 

promotes sound public policy, annually publishes a report rating the fiscal 

accountability of Canada’s federal, provincial and territorial governments.   

In its 2018 rating of the fiscal accountability of senior governments, CD Howe 

downgraded the GNWT’s financial reporting for the 2017-2018 fiscal year from a 

C to a D+.  This put the NWT second from the bottom of all provinces and 

territories and the federal government, with only Prince Edward Island graded 

lower. In commenting on the performance of the NWT and PEI, CD Howe’s 

report notes that 

“Their budgets contain multiple revenue and spending figures that 

no non-expert could possibly reconcile with the headline figures in 

their public accounts. They publish their accounts relatively late, 

and do not provide straightforward comparisons between their 

budgets and delete results.”4 

                                            
4
 C.D. Howe Institute, William B.P. Robson and Farah Omran, “The Numbers Game: Rating the 
Fiscal Accountability of Canada’s Senior Governments, 2018” May, 2018. 
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CD Howe has proposed5 the following policy solutions to improve the 

transparency of public financial reporting in Canada: 

 Public accounts should reflect public sector accounting standards; 

 Budgets should match public accounts; 

 Estimates should match budgets, in presentation and timing; 

 Key numbers must be accessible and recognizable;  

 Budgets should appear before the fiscal year starts; and  

 Year-end results must be timely. 

This is the seventh annual review since the Standing Committee on Government 

Operations reinstated the review of the public accounts. In each of these reviews, 

the GNWT has received a clean audit opinion from the Auditor General, which 

verifies that the public accounts are being prepared according to public sector 

accounting standards. As well, past Committee reports have traced the 

improvements made by the GNWT in completing the public accounts in a timely 

manner.  In other words, Committee recognizes that not all of the CD Howe 

Institute recommendations are relevant.  Nonetheless, Committee feels that the 

work of the Institute may be of value to the GNWT in improving its financial 

reporting. 

Producing budgets that match the public accounts, for example, is one area 

where there is room for improvement. CD Howe sets out the ideal it argues that 

legislators should be pushing for, noting that 

“Budgets are the core statement of a government’s fiscal priorities. 

Budget votes are votes of confidence. They typically get extensive 

legislative debate, wide media coverage and attention from the 

interested public.   

The audited financial statements in the public accounts are the 

definitive report of the government’s annual finances. They are the 

official record of what a government raised and spent.  Ideally, they 

present a consolidated annual statement of all revenue and 

expenses, with the difference between revenue and expenses 

representing the change in the government’s net worth over the 

year. 

                                            
5
 C.D. Howe Institute, William B.P. Robson and Farah Omran, “Intelligence Memos Re: Rating 
the Fiscal Accountability of Canada’s Senior Governments,” May 3, 2018.  
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Comparing total revenue and total expenditure in a government’s 

budget and in its public accounts totals should be straightforward.  

If it is, the reader will easily be able to answer such basic questions 

as how close last year’s results were to last year’s plans or what 

kind of increases or decreases this year’s budget implies relative to 

last year’s results.  If the comparison is unclear, answering such 

basic questions is hard – even a smart and motivated but non-

expert reader may find it impossible.” 

At present, the figures set out in the GNWT’s budget address and main estimates 

do not match the figures in the consolidated public accounts [Section I].  Instead, 

they match the non-consolidated statements [Section II], which are not audited.  

For 2018, this leaves a gap of $237.3 million between the total revenues reported 

in the consolidated public accounts as compared with what is reported in the 

main estimates.  For expenses, the difference is $245.0 million.  It also leaves 

the public without a clear picture of what the overall budget estimates are for the 

larger government reporting entity, as compared with GNWT departments alone. 

Committee discussed with the OAG and the GNWT’s Comptroller General, the 

challenges of reconciling the GNWT’s budget and main estimates with its year-

end accounting.  Committee was pleased to hear that the OAG was supportive of 

and had, in fact, encouraged the GNWT to develop consolidated budgets 

comparable to the consolidated financial statements contained in Section 1 of the 

public accounts.  The Comptroller General indicated that there had been some 

discussion about this in the Department of Finance and offered the opinion that 

the earliest they would be able to table such a document would be in the May-

June sitting of the Legislative Assembly.  Accordingly, the Committee makes the 

following recommendation: 

Recommendation 1 

The Standing Committee on Government Operations recommends that the 

Department of Finance annually table a consolidated budget that shows 

anticipated revenues and expenditures for the larger government reporting 

entity, consistent with the information that will be reported at fiscal year-

end in Section I of the Public Accounts: Consolidated Financial 

Statements.  

While Committee has found the work of the CD Howe institute helpful for its 

suggestions as to how the GNWT might improve its public financial reporting, 

Committee recognizes that there are other organizations and research institutes 
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doing work in this area, such as the World Bank, Commonwealth Parliamentary 

Association, United Nations and others, whose findings may be of assistance to 

the GNWT in future. 

Accordingly, Committee makes the following recommendation:   

Recommendation 2 

The Standing Committee on Government Operations recommends that the 

Department of Finance undertake an analysis of best practices for public 

governments with respect to public financial reporting and table its 

findings in the 19th Legislative Assembly prior to the review of the 2018-

2019 Public Accounts.  Committee further recommends that this report 

identify how the findings will inform any future changes to be made by the 

GNWT with respect to its public financial reporting. 

The Standing Committee again thanks the Department of Finance for its positive 

response to the Committee’s recommendations to improve public 

communications related to the public accounts and commends the department 

for its achievements, to date, in this area. 

Public-Private Partnerships 

Public-private partnerships, known as P3s, are a long-term approach to procuring 

public infrastructure where the private sector assumes a significant share of the 

risks associated with financing, design, construction and long-term maintenance 

of the constructed facility, in return for a share of the rewards derived from its 

ongoing operation. The P3 approach tends to be used for large-scale, high-

dollar-cost projects which, by their nature, are of interest to Members of the 

Legislative Assembly and the public. The GNWT’s involvement in P3 projects is 

guided by the GNWT’s P3 Management Framework and P3 policy.  

In its report last year, Committee noted that, at the end of 2015, the Canadian 

Public Sector Accounting Board (PSAB) approved a proposal to develop a 

national public sector accounting standard specific to public-private partnerships. 

According to the PSAB website, an exposure draft, for circulation amongst PSAB 

members, was to have been completed in the first quarter of 2019. 

While awaiting the outcome of this initiative, the Office of the Auditor General has 

been working with the GNWT’s Department of Finance on the accounting 
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treatment of P3s in the public accounts. As a result, the manner of reporting P3 

projects in the public accounts continues to evolve from year to year.  

In 2016-2017, the GNWT began including a section on P3s under the Financial 

Statement Discussion and Analysis part of Section I (p. 39). This information 

provides the reader with background information on the nature and purpose of 

each P3 project, in a narrative that is easily understood by the average reader.  

The projects reported on are the Mackenzie Valley Fibre Link, Stanton Hospital 

Renewal, and the Tłı̨chǫ all-season road. 

In 2016-17, note 14 (long term debt) identified loans to the builders of the 

Stanton renewal and Mackenzie Valley Fibre Link projects. Last year, on the 

advice of the OAG, Committee recommended that the GNWT consider bringing 

together all of its information about P3 projects under one note in the 

consolidated public accounts, until such time as the new PSAB standards are put 

in place. This year, the information on long-term debt associated with P3 projects 

has been moved to a separate note 15, which reports the liabilities under public-

private partnerships.   

In 2018, the liabilities associated with P3 projects, as reported in note 15, totaled 

$166.5 m.6 This represents a total increase of $24.4 m (17.2%) over the previous 

year. The $166.5 million total (2017 - $142.1 million) is comprised of liability 

(debt?) amounting to $86.6 million (2017 - $51.2 million) for the Stanton Renewal 

project and $79.9 million (2017 - $90.9 million) for the Mackenzie Valley Fibre 

Link project.  

In addition to this information, information on P3 projects can be found in the 

following places in the public accounts:  

 Note 2(u) [Section I, p. 13] provides a summary of the significant 

accounting policies related to P3s. The essence of the accounting 

approach is that, where government is determined to bear the risks and 

rewards of an asset under construction, the capital asset (classified as a 

work-in-progress) and the corresponding liability are recorded based on 

the percentage of completion. Where government does not bear the risks 

                                            
6
 Liabilities under public private partnerships (note 15, p. 25):  In 2017, the liabilities related to P3 
projects totaled $142.1 m [Stanton Renewal - $51.2 m; Mackenzie Valley Fibre Link - $90.9 m]. 
In 2018, there was an addition of $35.4 m to the liability associated with Stanton Renewal, 
bringing the total to $86.6 m.  The liability associated with the Mackenzie Valley Fibre Link, was 
reduced by $11.0 m in principle repayment, bringing the total $79.9 m.   
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and rewards of the asset until substantial completion, the future 

associated agreement is disclosed.  

This section also notes that, for P3 projects: the capital, operating and 

service costs, over the life of the agreement, must exceed $50,000; the 

agreement must extend over the initial capital construction phase; there is 

appropriate risk-sharing between the government and its private sector 

partners; and there must be a clear net benefit to government as 

compared with standard procurement processes. 

 Note 19 [Section I, p. 34] provides information on the future annual 

payments the GNWT is required to make with regard to P3-related 

contractual obligations, excluding the financing portion disclosed in note 

15.  Note 19 shows future operational payments on P3 projects from 2019 

to 2048 totaling $414.0 million and P3 construction costs totaling $76.0 

million for the fiscal year ending March 31, 2019.  

 Finally, Schedule A, the Consolidated Schedule of Tangible Capital Assets 

[Section I, p. 40] identifies, under infrastructure, capitalized costs for the 

Mackenzie Valley Fibre Link totaling $95.0 million for 2018 (2017 - $66.2 

million). It also reports work-in-progress costs of $238.7 million (2017 - 

$146.2 million) for the Stanton Renewal project and $0 (2017 - $28.8 

million) for the Mackenzie Valley Fibre Link project.  

Committee is pleased to see the progress that has been made on reporting P3s 

in the public accounts, but notes that the Office of the Auditor General feels there 

is still room for further improvement to consolidate the information on P3s to a 

single note in the public accounts.   

Committee is confident that the GNWT will adhere to the new PSAB standard on 

P3s once it is released and encourages the Office of the Comptroller General to 

continue working with the OAG in preparation for the introduction of this new 

standard. 

Environmental Liabilities 

The accounting treatment of environmental liabilities by public sector bodies is 

set out in the PSAB’s standard PS 3260 – Liability for Contaminated Sites. Under 

this standard, the GNWT is responsible for recording estimates in its financial 

statements for the further evaluation or remediation of all known contaminated 

sites for which it is legally responsible. 
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Environmental liabilities arise when contamination exceeds established 

environmental standards. Estimated remediation costs are recorded in the year 

in which they become known.  Where no financial liability has been recognized, 

this is because the contamination is determined unlikely to affect public health or 

safety, cause damage, or impair the surrounding environment. These sites 

continue to be monitored as part of the GNWT’s ongoing environmental 

protection program. Where new information becomes available indicating greater 

concerns about a given site, the remediation costs would be recorded at that 

time.  

As reported under Note 11, Section I for the government reporting entity as a 

whole, environmental liabilities of $62.5 m plus asset retirement obligations7 of 

$7.6 m totaled $70.0 m (2017 – $72.3 m) and included 281 identified sites (2017 

– 279) as potentially requiring environmental remediation.  Per Note 11, Section 

II, environmental liabilities for government departments only totaled $50.6 m 

(2017 – $53.7 m) and included 246 sites (2017 – 245 sites).  

Included in the 281 sites are 79 sites (2017 – 80 sites) for which no financial 

liability has been recognized because the contamination is determined unlikely to 

affect public health or safety, cause damage, or impair the surrounding 

environment. These sites will continue to be monitored for changes as part of the 

GNWT’s ongoing environmental protection program.  

There were 2 sites (2017 – 6 sites) closed during the fiscal year that were either 

remediated, or no longer meet the criteria required to record a liability for 

contaminated sites, in accordance with Canadian public sector accounting 

standards (PSAS).  

Giant Mine is included as one of the sites and has been formally designated as 

contaminated under the NWT Environmental Protection Act.  In 2005, the GNWT 

recorded a liability for its share of the remediation, the remaining balance of 

which is $2.7 m [2017 - $2.7 m].  During the review, Committee asked the 

Comptroller General why there has been no reduction in this liability from the 

previous year and when the GNWT expects to be able to discharge this 

obligation.  Committee was advised that work done on the Giant Mine 

Reclamation in 2017-2018 was covered from within the Department of 

Environment and Natural Resources appropriation.  As indicated in Note 11, 

                                            
7
 The asset retirement obligations related to environmentally contaminated sites include NT 
Hydro’s disposal of generating plants on leased land, storage tank systems and the associated 
piping for petroleum products in all communities serviced by the NWT Power Corporation, an 
NT Hydro subsidiary. 
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Section II, there are 6 other abandoned, non-operating mine sites that the GNWT 

and Canada will be jointly remediating, on a cost-sharing allocation similar to that 

used for Giant Mine. 

Last year, Committee recommended that the GNWT make the its inventory of 

contaminated sites available online, modeled upon, and with a level of disclosure 

comparable to, the Federal Contaminated Sites Inventory maintained by the 

Treasury Board of Canada Secretariat. Finance replied that it “will work with 

ENR, as well as the GNWT contaminated site committee to discuss the 

possibility of expanding the current disclosure of these sites on a GNWT website” 

and that the “Comptroller General will report back to Committee during the review 

of the 2017-18 Public Accounts.”8 

At this year’s review, the Comptroller General advised Committee that the GNWT 

has looked at a number of models, including that used by the federal government 

and the Government of Yukon. He noted that the federal site requires specialized 

software the GNWT does not have.  He also indicated his optimism that the new 

Information Systems Shared Services group would be able to offer the 

department the support necessary to make progress on this file.  The Comptroller 

General further noted that there is work to be done to ensure that that property 

values are not negatively affected and to ensure that the level of disclosure 

appropriately balances the need for transparency while protecting the privacy of 

individuals.  

Committee makes the following recommendation: 

Recommendation 3 

The Standing Committee on Government Operations recommends that the 

Department of Finance provide the Standing Committee with the 

opportunity to review and provide comment on the platform and content 

used for the public disclosure of contaminated sites prior to the finalization 

of this work.  

Fiscal Responsibility Policy 15.03   

The GNWT’s Fiscal Responsibility Policy (FRP) was first established, in 2005, as 

a policy of the Financial Management Board and later re-issued as a Cabinet-

approved policy.  The purpose of the FRP is to ensure that the GNWT plans for 

                                            
8 GNWT Response to the Review of the 2016-2017 Public Accounts, October 11, 2018 [TD 217-

18(3)]. 
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and achieves sufficient operating surpluses to finance annual infrastructure 

investments and meets debt servicing payments on any amounts borrowed.  This 

requires the government to adhere to the following parameters that are set out in 

the policy: 

Affordable debt (including debt associated with P3 projects): Non-

consolidated debt servicing payments (defined as principal repayments 

together with debt interest plus any incidental costs associated with 

administration of the debt) shall not exceed five per cent (5%) of total non-

consolidated annual revenues; and 

Infrastructure financing (excluding P3 projects): Government will restrict 

infrastructure investments, as follows:  

(a) A minimum of fifty per cent (50%) from the operating surpluses 

generated within the non-consolidated (Section II) public accounts; and 

(b) A maximum of (50%) from government debt. 

As a result of pressure by the Standing Committee, Finance now reports 

annually, in the Financial Statement and Analysis part of Section 1 of the public 

accounts (p. 34), on how the GNWT has performed with respect to the numerical 

parameters set under the FRP:  
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The GNWT concludes that it has met the parameters of the FRP for the 2017-

2018 fiscal year. With respect to affordable debt, Figure 2 reveals that debt 

servicing costs of $28 million, as compared with non-consolidated revenues of 

$1.840 billion, meant that the GNWT’s debt servicing payments amounted to 

1.54% of total revenues, still well below the 5% threshold but higher than the 

previous year’s 0.59%.   

With respect to infrastructure financing, the FRP requires the government to 

generate an annual non-consolidated operating surplus to fund infrastructure 

development because, at a minimum, per cent (50%) of infrastructure costs must 

come from the operating surpluses generated within the non-consolidated 

(Section II) public accounts.  Committee notes that the language in the report has 

been simplified and the references to surplus cash have been contextualized.   
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The report indicates that “total operating cash required under the FRP was $141 

million, while the government was able to generate operating cash of $222 

million during the year.” This section of the report concludes by noting that the 

cash required for infrastructure expenditures, which doesn’t include out-of-scope 

P3 projects, totalled $225 million, requiring the GNWT to borrow only $3 million 

for capital acquisitions in 2018. 

Committee takes note of the fact that the information provided in figure 2, 

presented on p. 34 of Section I, now includes annotations indicating where, in the 

public accounts, the figures can be found.  This is important to Committee 

because it enables an interested reader to independently verify the government’s 

calculations.  Committee thanks the Department of Finance for its positive 

response to last year’s recommendation requesting this additional information.  

Borrowing and the “Debt Wall” 

Part 8 of the Financial Administration Act9 governs borrowing and debt 

management by the GNWT. There are two key constraints placed upon the 

GNWT with respect to borrowing.  

First, section 108 of the FAA requires that the government prepare an 

appropriation bill that sets limits for short- and long-term borrowing and includes 

information on all existing and projected borrowing for the fiscal year.  Short-term 

debt is defined as borrowing for a period of time that is 365 days or shorter and 

long term debt, which is borrowing for periods in excess of 365 days. Short-term 

borrowing tends to occur when the GNWT does not have sufficient cash 

resources to meet immediate cash flow requirements, such as payroll.   Long-

term borrowing is largely used to finance capital construction.  

The short-term borrowing limit is set in the Appropriation Act and referenced in 

the GNWT’s annual borrowing plan. The borrowing plan can be found on p. xv of 

the 2017-18 Main Estimates: 

                                            
9
 Financial Administration Act, S.N.W.T. 2015, c. 13, p. 63 
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The 2017-2018 borrowing plan shows a borrowing limit for short-term debt set at 

$370 million, with an estimated 2017-2018 year-end balance of $305 million; a 

total government borrowing limit set at $771 million, with an estimated 2017-2018 

year-end balance of $698.5 million; and total consolidated borrowing for the 

entire government reporting entity estimated to be $989.5 million at the end of 

the 2017-2018 fiscal year.  

The second key constraint on GNWT borrowing is established by the federal 

government. The FAA prohibits the Financial Management Board from 

authorizing borrowing by public agencies that would contravene section 28 of the 

Canada’s Northwest Territories Act. This section of the federal legislation 
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provides that total borrowing by the GNWT must not exceed the limit set by the 

Governor-in-Council on the recommendation of the federal Minister of Finance. 

Prior to devolution, the GNWT’s total borrowing limit was $800 million. In May 

2015, the limit was increased by $500 million to the current limit of $1.3 billion.10  

This limit is frequently referred to as the GNWT’s “debt wall.” 

The 2017-2018 Main Estimates show the estimated impact of GNWT borrowing 

on the debt limit.  

                                            
10

 Order-in-Council, PC Number 2015-0644, May 28, 2015. 
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This table shows the federally-imposed debt limit of $1.3 billion, less total 

estimated year-end territorial borrowing of $989.5 million, leaving total available 

borrowing authority – also referred to as a “debt cushion” of $310.5 million 

estimated for the end of the 2017-2018 fiscal year.  

It is interesting to compare these estimates with the year-end results reported in 

the 2017-2018 Public Accounts.  Note 14 [Section I, p. 24] reports total borrowing 

at the end of the 2017-2018 fiscal year of $904 million, leaving available 

borrowing capacity of $395.9 million, as compared with the estimated $310.5 

million.  While the available borrowing capacity at the end of 2018 was greater 

than anticipated in the borrowing plan, the overall trend shows a decline:  

Available Borrowing Capacity 

2016 - $536.3 million 

2017 - $471.9 million 

2018 - $395.9 million 

Continued fiscal vigilance, designed to ensure that the GNWT does not hit the 

debt wall, is likely to feature prominently in the Finance Minister’s fiscal strategy 

during the upcoming 19th Legislative Assembly. 

Protection of Privacy and Disclosure of Information 

Over the course of the 18th Assembly, the Standing Committee on Government 

Operations has expressed concern about the manner in which student loan 

remissions are reported in the public accounts and the level of detail disclosed. 

Committee was concerned by the optics of reporting student loan remissions, 

which are positively associated with students having reached their academic 

goals, in the same schedule reporting the write-off and forgiveness of bad debts.    

Last year, Committee recommended that Finance report student loan remissions 

in a separate schedule from bad debt write-offs and forgiveness to help eliminate 

the potential perception that students named in the schedule are somehow 

associated with bad debts.     

In response, Finance indicated its willingness to implement this recommendation.  

The 2017-18 Public Accounts evidence this change. The Non-Consolidated 

Schedule of Student Loan Remissions (Schedule 11) now appears separately 

from the Non-Consolidated Schedule of Bad Debt Write-offs and Forgiveness 
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(Schedule 9).   Committee thanks the Office of the Comptroller General and the 

Department of Finance for making this improvement to the public accounts.  

Committee has also expressed the concern that the level of detail reported, 

which includes a student’s full name and the amount of the remission for the 

fiscal year, constitutes an invasion of students’ privacy.  Committee questioned 

whether or not the Department of Education, Culture and Employment was 

advising students, at the time that loan applications are submitted, that any future 

loan remissions will be publicly reported. Committee learned that this had not 

been happening, and was advised that this oversight has been corrected.  

Committee is pleased to learn that this change has been made.  

Committee was also advised that the Department of Finance would be 

undertaking a privacy impact assessment of this matter to determine whether the 

department’s handling of the matter was consistent with legislative requirements. 

Committee was told that the results of the privacy impact assessment would be 

compared with the current disclosure and that, if required, the 2018-2019 Public 

Accounts would reflect any changes.   

Committee was provided, in confidence, with the results of the privacy impact 

assessment on April 4, 2019, in advance of this year’s public accounts review. 

The findings of this assessment, which Committee is not at liberty to disclose, 

and which was conducted internally by the department, support Finance’s 

position that the information contained in the Non-Consolidated Schedule of 

Student Loan Remissions (Schedule 11) is being disclosed in a manner 

consistent with legislative requirements.  

Committee is of the view that it has exhausted the debate on this matter with the 

Department of Finance and that the best way forward, to effect further protection 

of student privacy, is to consider legislative amendments that would exempt 

student loan remissions from the degree of disclosure that the GNWT views as 

required under current legislation.  Given that the term of the 18th Legislative 

Assembly concludes later this year, Committee suggests this matter is best 

pursued by its successor Committee in the 19th Legislative Assembly. 
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CONCLUSION 

Given that this is the last review of the public accounts to be completed during 

the 18th Legislative Assembly, Committee has taken the opportunity to reflect on 

its working relationship with the Department of Finance, through the Office of the 

Comptroller General, and the progress that has been made over the four reviews 

that it has conducted. Committee appreciates the appearance of Department of 

Finance officials during the annual reviews. Committee feels that the 

collaborative and positive working relationship it has had with Finance officials 

has resulted in notable improvements to public accounts reporting and sets a 

standard for responsive collaboration that should be emulated by officials in other 

departments.   

Committee takes this opportunity to commend the Comptroller General, Mr. 

Jamie Koe, for his work and wish him well in his position.  Before concluding, 

Committee would also like to acknowledge the constant support of the Office of 

the Auditor General. Without the able assistance of the OAG’s staff, these 

reviews would not be possible.  

This concludes the Standing Committee’s report.  Committee looks forward to the 

Government’s response to this report. 

Recommendation 4 

The Standing Committee on Government Operations recommends that the 

Government of the Northwest Territories provide a response to this report 

within 120 days. 


