
From the Assembly
Changes in Cabinet 
Changes to Cabinet portfolios took place three times since 
the last newsletter. Procurement services moved to Finance 
and Workers Compensation went to Minister Thompson, 
both taken from former Minister Nockleby on July 23. 
On August 19, Premier Cochrane removed Nockleby’s 
remaining portfolios. Ms. Nockleby was removed from 
Cabinet on August 26. I voted in favour of removal, and 
gave detailed examples of performance issues in the 
House and my MLA facebook page. MLA Julie Green 
was acclaimed into Cabinet. The Premier announced new 
portfolio assignments on September 4. Ms. Green is now 
the Minister of Health and Social Services, Minister Thom 
has taken on Infrastructure and NTPC, Minister Wawzonek 
now has ITI and Minister Simpson has Justice. 

Increase in Debt Limit
Federal regulations set the debt limit for GNWT. In June, the 
debt limit was raised by $500 million to $1.8 billion. Over-
spending on large capital projects—putting roads before 
people—made the increase necessary. The Finance Minister 
promises creativity, innovation and systematic evaluation 
of programs and services. However, a new strategy won’t 
fix the funding shortfall or make a complete fiscal strategy. 
We need more revenue to finance the current level of 
programs and services, let alone the promises made in 
the Mandate. We need a new fiscal arrangement with the 
federal government where we are allowed to keep more of 
our own-source revenues under a new deal with Ottawa.

NWT Seniors’ Strategy 
I voted in favour of a motion calling for development of a 
Seniors and Elders Strategy, replacing the 2014 strategic 
framework. The motion said the government should 
“develop a strategy…that provides a whole of government 
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approach to enhance and coordinate programs and 
services to elders”. The NWT Seniors’ Society has lobbied 
for a renewed strategy, and supported the motion. 
They say improvements are needed in housing, home 
care, transportation, income and market rent supports, 
supportive living and long term care, especially given that 
seniors are the fastest growing segment of our population. 
The former Minister Responsible for Seniors said a new 
strategy “may not be achievable…in light of…COVID”. I’ll 
push for a new strategy including these improvements. 

Midwifery Still a “No Show”
Work on creating a full midwifery program has been 
staggering along since 2013. I continue to be disappointed. 
Following consultations in 2017, Health and Social Services 
created a multi-year plan to strengthen Fort Smith and 
Hay River programs; expand Hay River services for the 
Deh Cho; develop a recruitment/retention plan; and create 
a territorial midwifery program based in Yellowknife. The 
plan was to be implemented by 2022. Staffing has been 
late and stalled, and the Deh Cho roll-out is on hold. I’ll 
be watching for approval of promised funds in this year’s 
operating budget. Nine years to deliver midwifery is not 
acceptable. 

Big Projects Fail to Deliver Benefits
I continue to question big projects such as Taltson hydro 
expansion or the Slave Geological Province (SGP) and 
Tlicho All-Season (TAS) Roads as a way of building our 
economy and providing benefits. For example, between 
2015 and 2020, only 4 of 14 SGP Road contracts went to 
northern contractors, who received only 9% of the overall 
value of contracts. Most workers on the TAS Road were 
southerners. The Yellowknives Dene First Nation pulled 
their support for the SGP Road because they weren’t 
getting promised contracts. GNWT procurement services 
has been moved to the Finance department. Hopefully we 
will see more action on northern benefits.
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Committees Recommended Measures 
There have been three new NWT COVID cases since April. 
Ottawa has helped soften impacts, but GNWT must do 
more to support small business and overall economic 
recovery. 

I worked on Committee reports on long-term post-
pandemic recovery. Recommendations included:

• Extend loan payment remission and provide loan 
forgiveness options, revise Business Incentive Policy;

• A plan for territory-wide internet connectivity; 

• Review GNWT’s emergency response framework 
with regular public communications; 

• Plug holes in enforcement and get other 
governments’ input on enforcement measures;

• Prepare a GNWT “Working from Home Policy” for 
our staff; 

• Make permanent COVID-related changes to Income 
Assistance, childcare support, the wage top-up and 
public housing; and

• Direct Education authorities to maintain home-based 
learning during COVID.
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GNWT Responds to COVID-19 
In my May 2020 newsletter, I highlighted how the COVID-19 pandemic has changed our lives and government 
operations. 

COVID-19 Coordinating Secretariat
The Premier announced creation of the COVID-19 
Coordinating Secretariat to manage the GNWT response 
to pandemic. There will be a clear framework of 
responsibilities for government departments and non-
government organizations. The Secretariat will provide 
dedicated resources and ensure consideration of health, 
economic, and legal impacts. The Chief Public Health 
Officer will still be independent and responsible for health 
prevention aspects of the pandemic. Costs are estimated 
at $86 million over 2.5 years with 150 staff. Many of these 
positions are already filled with staff that have been 
redeployed from their regular jobs.

I support a secretariat approach but have concerns about 
funding, recruitment of staff and their return to regular 
jobs post-COVID. MLAs will have an opportunity to further 
review the Secretariat and its funding in the upcoming fall 
sitting. 

I will continue to push for:

•  A thorough and public review of GNWT’s pandemic 
planning and response;

• Re-evaluation of 19th Legislative Assembly Priorities 
and Cabinet Mandate;

•  Discussions on how to restart our economy, while 
keeping gains in social assistance and supports; and 

•  Increased initiatives to build a more self-sufficient 
economy.

As always, I welcome your feedback and thoughts on how 
GNWT can learn from this experience and better plan to 
avoid future hardships while building on our strengths 
and diversity.

Issues I raised and progress in response includes:

•  Need for better communications from Cabinet:

 I worked with Cabinet staff to develop improved 
communication flow and notice to regular MLAs of 
upcoming major initiatives. These will be formally adopted 
in the fall.

•  Stronger and better coordinated border controls, 
follow-up and enforcement: 

 Gaps around enforcement have been closed but more 
work is needed. 

Seating in the Assembly Chambers was rearranged for 
social distancing in the May June and August sessions. We’ll 
continue with this dispersed seating, and new protocols are 
in place for committee meetings and access to the building. 
Staff returned in early August from working at home.

•  Clearer definition and communications around 
essential service workers: 

 A new public health order was issued to provide greater 
clarity around essential service workers. 

•  Precautions to ensure southern workers do not put 
northern workers at risk: 

 Diavik Mine discovered COVID cases, but there was no 
further spread detected. I have raised the issue of why 
industrial site workers are not tested before boarding 
flights north. 



Caucus Retreat
Caucus is the name given to all MLAs meeting to discuss 
how we work together. These meetings usually take place 
each week when the Assembly is sitting. Once a year, 
usually in the fall, we have an extended meeting to help 
build relationships and deal with major matters. This year 
we were supposed to meet at the Frontier Lodge near 
Lutsel K’e but because of construction work and COVID-19, 
our gathering was moved to Fort Smith. 

We met with leadership from the Salt River First Nation, 
the Fort Smith Métis Council, and the Town of Fort Smith. 
Additional activities included tours of the Territorial Fire 
Centre and the Fort Smith Aurora College Campus. We also 
held a Blanket Exercise that builds a better understanding 
of colonization and reconciliation. 

We also discussed a number of topics including:

• initiating the Electoral Boundaries Commission 
process;

• GNWT’s response to COVID-19; 

• development of a Missing and Murdered Indigenous 
Women and Girls action plan; 

• a review of consensus government protocols; and 

• next steps in devolution.

I would like to thank the people of Fort Smith for making 
us feel very welcome and Thebacha MLA Frieda Marteslos 
for helping with all the arrangements.
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Economic Development and  
Environment Committee 
There are three Standing Committees set up by regular 
MLAs to oversee the operations of GNWT departments 
and agencies. I sit on the Economic Development and 
Environment Committee (SCEDE). Normally Committees 
have a retreat and strategic planning session early in each 
Assembly to identify and set priorities for their work. This 
is in addition to the usual review of Cabinet legislation, 
policies and other initiatives. 

Committees have extraordinary powers to gather evidence, 
conduct research, hold hearings and report their findings. 
This work can have a profound influence on government 
operations and policy. 

SCEDE met in August in Tuktoyaktuk and Inuvik to set 
its own priorities and look at its workload in terms of 
potential legislation and mandatory legislative reviews. 
Both the Wildlife Act and Species at Risk (NWT) Act will 
require reviews during the 19th Assembly. 

Committee members discussed their priorities and 
agreed on three areas of work we will pursue, as follows:

• increase responsiveness of government policies and 
services to stimulate and diversify northern, and in 
particular Indigenous, businesses; 

• ensure all residents, communities and businesses 
have access to affordable and reliable 
telecommunications including high-seed internet and 
cell phone service, in the interests of connecting to 
the growing Knowledge Economy and public safety; 
and 

• ensure the NWT is well positioned to prevent 
environmental liabilities, effectively managing 
contaminated sites, and stimulating local economic 
opportunities through remediation.

I look forward to working with my Committee colleagues 
on these initiatives.

Caucus met for its annual business retreat at the Salt River 
First Nation Business and Conference Centre August 21 to 
24. Members discussed ways to improve collaboration, and 
reviewed such matters as GNWT’s response to COVID-19; our 
consensus government protocols; and next steps in devolution.

Assembly Business  
Moves Forward  
Upcoming Issues and Schedule  
for the Assembly 

October 16-November 6 (subject to change)

• Review of the 2022-22 Infrastructure 
Acquisition Plan or Capital budget

• Possible introduction of Bills

• Responses to Standing Committee Reports 
on COVID-19

Assembly Business Resumes  

I toured the Inuvik Community Greenhouse while in Inuvik 
and Tuktoyaktuk for the Standing Committee on Economic 
Development and Environment meetings. The Greenhouse 
produces an incredible array of vegetables and edible plants, 
while involving local residents in the sustainable economy of 
local food security.
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COVID Related Bills Passed
Two bills passed in the May-June sitting enable MLAs 
to meet via telephone or videoconference to conduct 
Assembly business. Committees are doing most of their 
business this way now. The Speaker has requested a 
review of how this should be done for the Assembly itself. 
Other jurisdictions can provide examples, such as the 
Government of Canada.  

I asked for an omnibus bill making changes to GNWT 
legislation to ensure responsiveness to COVID-19. My 
suggestions would have enabled changes to laws 
such as allowing emergency staff leave, extensions for 
applications, licences, appointments, and other matters. 
When a bill was finally brought forward, Regular MLAs 
worked with the Justice Minister to narrow the scope by 
exempting certain deadlines, including those related to 
access to information. 

While Cabinet has the power to bring forward orders for 
such changes, this has not happened to date. Regular 
MLAs agreed to speed passage of the Bill and forego 
a public review in the interest of better responding to 
COVID-19.

Water Quality Monitoring Reductions 
Upstream activity from the tar sands and pulp mills 
is harming waters flowing into the NWT. Our 2015 
transboundary water agreement with Alberta was 
supposed to limit impacts through information sharing, 
joint management, notification of changes to monitoring, 
and dispute resolution. 

It’s not clear how the agreement works or protects us 
when the Alberta government and its Alberta Energy 
Regulator reduced water quality monitoring and reporting 
as “industry relief” during COVID-19. Ottawa reduced its 
monitoring too. GNWT was not consulted or informed 
beforehand, contrary to the transboundary water 
agreement.

Credit goes to GNWT staff for responding, even taking on 
some monitoring responsibilities. GNWT has also pushed 
to reopen monitoring at priority sites. There has also been a 
request to join tar sands monitoring committees to ensure 
better communications. Much of Alberta monitoring is 
restored and federal monitoring has restarted at two sites.

ENR recently released water quality results showing 
high levels of sediment and metals in the Slave and Hay 
Rivers.  This work shows the importance of sustained and 
consistent long-term monitoring and the need for a strong 
transboundary agreement. 

I support GNWT’s efforts but have suggested that political 
action is necessary to protect our waters. This episode 
throws doubt on the effectiveness of the transboundary 
water agreements. I will continue to pursue this issue in 
the Assembly.
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Covid 19 precautions prevented in-person ceremonies for 
graduating secondary school students. To honour students’ 
achievements, MLAs assembled outside the Legislature to  
salute recent grads. 

French First Language Education Rights
In July, the NWT Supreme Court ruled a second time 
against this Cabinet’s policy on admission to French first-
language schools. The Court told the GNWT to change 
its approach and expand eligibility for French first-lan-
guage education. 

I am extremely disappointed that Cabinet has decided to 
appeal another court decision.  Why does our government 
continue to spend money on adversarial court proceedings 
rather than fix a policy that is out of date and too narrow? 
The 2016 Ministerial Directive on French First-Language 
Education Programs was not developed collaboratively 
with the francophone community or education bodies. Nor 
did it reflect best practices in other Canadian jurisdictions. 

However, it’s not all bad news. Minister of Education R.J. 
Simpson on August 31st  brought forward new regulations 
that delegate the responsibility for admissions to the 
Commission scolaire francophone des Territories du Nord-
Ouest (CSFTNO). Admission criteria have been broadened 
in regard to francophone ancestors, and for non-English 
first language immigrants to choose French first-language 
education. Authority has also been delegated to the 
Commission to manage admissions with annual reporting. 
These are important steps forward and I congratulate the 
CSFTNO leadership and the Minister.  

Yellowknife MLAs met with leadership of the Commission 
scolaire francophone Territoires du Nord-Ouest.


