
From the Assembly
Arsenic Remediation Guideline 
A recent study showed most of the arsenic in soils up to 
20 km from Yellowknife came from mining. Some previous 
work claimed that natural levels of arsenic in rock around 
Yellowknife were much higher. That old work was used to 
set a 2003 arsenic remediation guideline for residential and 
industrial land uses. GNWT is currently reviewing the old 
guideline. It’s not clear what effect this will have on Giant 
Mine remediation or the work on regional contamination. 
I will be looking to the GNWT to provide assurance to 
Yellowknifers that this is still a healthy place to live, and 
that our property values are protected. Thanks to local 
resident Mike Palmer and Queen’s University’s Heather 
Jamieson for this work.

NWT Food Security Motion
One of the priorities of the 19th Assembly is to “increase 
food security through locally produced, harvested, and 
affordable food”. The NWT has the second highest level of 
food insecurity in Canada. Up to a half of residents worry 
about not having enough money to properly eat. I moved 
a motion in the June session calling for the government “to 
develop a Food Security Strategy by engaging Northwest 
Territories residents, harvesters and agricultural producers 
to develop a coordinated and comprehensive approach to 
programs and services with specific targets, actions and 
timelines.” All the regulars MLAs supported the motion. 
Cabinet will respond to the motion in October, and I’ll 
press for action from there.

Education Act Changes
I pushed for changes to the Education Act to allow the 
Yellowknife public and Catholic school board elections 
to coincide with the City’s. This saves the boards the 
costs of a separate election. I cautioned that changes 
should not harm the Commission scolaire francophone 
Territoires du Nord-Ouest (CSFTNO). Unfortunately, the 
Education Minister did not consult with CSFTNO. I have 
now convinced him to work with CSFTNO to ensure their 
elections are not necessarily tied to municipal councils in 
Hay River or Yellowknife. CSFTNO holds its own elections 
at each of its schools. 

Flood Relief 
The Assembly approved Cabinet’s request for an initial 
$5 million in flood relief. I supported this funding, as 
northerners help each other during emergencies. Cabinet 
was too fixed on getting federal funds rather than helping 
our residents. I pushed for and got changes to Cabinet’s 
restrictive Disaster Assistance Policy to ensure emergency 
assistance was available right away without having to wait 
or seek reimbursement. Other positive changes have been 
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I joined YK1 School Board Trustee Rajiv Rawat to sign the main beam 
at the reconstruction site of the former Sissons School. The project is 
slated for completion in fall 2022.

made including lifting the cap on assistance. I visited Jean 
Marie River myself in August and contracting of repairs 
has been slow. I will hold Cabinet to their promise to have 
everyone in repaired or new accommodation before the 
winter.

Sahtú Visit by Economic Development and 
Environment Committee 
The Standing Committee on Economic Development 
and Environment visited Norman Wells in July. We had 
a public hearing on GNWT wildlife legislation, visited 
with the Mayor of Norman Wells, met the President of 
the Norman Wells Land Corporation, viewed a couple of 
contaminated sites and visited the Sahtú Gardens. There 
were concerns and questions on road contracts and other 
projects. It’s not clear how GNWT procurement complies 
with the Economic Measures in the Sahtú Agreement. 
We also heard discussion on Norman Wells Imperial Oil 
closure and what role GNWT can play in remediation and 
potential legacy projects.

http://www.zoom.us
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More of the Same 
Emerging Stronger, Cabinets COVID-19  
Social and Economic Recovery Plan

More than 100 Yellowknifers attended the June 10 vigil to show our sup-port for diversity, respect and action to eliminate racism and 
discrimination. Thanks to local Muslim leader Nazim Awan and MLA Julie Green for their leadership and solidarity.

• The new Emerging Wisely plan was released on 
June 9, 2021. It’s based on vaccination rates in NWT 
and Canada, and caseloads nationally. Progress on 
that plan is now delayed due to recent and current 
outbreaks.

• Stopping community outbreaks depends on the 
practical measures we’ve long been practicing, 
including mask wearing, physical distancing and 
sanitizing. Watch reliable media and keep informed 
on the latest requirements. 

• Vaccination is the greatest defense against 
infection and serious illness. Anyone 12 years 
and older should get the vaccine. Health Canada 
certifies it’s safe and effective in preventing 
infection, or lessening the severity of illness from 
“breakthrough” infections in vaccinated people. To 
get the shot, call 767-9107 Ext 40151 to book an 
appointment.

• Exposure Notifications tell you whether you 
may have come in contact with the disease. The 
Notifications webpage is the most reliable guide 
to places and times of possible exposure. The 
Notifications also give direction on what to do if 
you might have been exposed. Search “GNWT 
covid exposure notificatons” to bookmark this site 
and check it regularly. 

• COVID is stretching our health care system to the 
limits, so it’s important to lighten the load on services 
where possible. Health clinics have returned to 
offering virtual appointments by telephone, until 
the current community spread eases. Requests for 
testing should be made according to the guidelines 
for Eligibility for COVID-19 Testing. Search “GNWT 
COVID testing eligibility” for advice on guidelines. 

COVID  
   Update

The Premier released the NWT Recovery Plan in May, for 
MLA debate and public review. 

The plan is more of the same, an incremental approach 
tied to Cabinet’s Mandate. I appreciate the effort that 
went into this plan. Cabinet accepted some Regular 
MLAs input. We have made progress for our vulnerable 
populations in Yellowknife, Hay River, Fort Simpson, and 
Inuvik. But I’m worried about sustaining those efforts.  

I hoped for a bold vision of social, economic and 
environmental justice and renewal. There is no process 
for review and revision of the plan, or fiscal sustainability. 
I want action on tax fairness and a new fiscal relationship 
with Ottawa.

We need to build a more resilient self-reliant economy, 
and begin to deal with the climate emergency. There 
is some effort to support tourism. The commitment on 
the remediation economy is tentative, with no federal 
investment confirmed. That’s because Cabinet views 
the remediation economy as accelerating remediation 
work on contaminated sites to bail out industry. If I 
was the federal government, I wouldn’t invest either. 
Widespread broadband expansion should be the strategic 
infrastructure priority, instead of the big roads and hydro 
projects this government pushes.

Most of the plan’s economic diversification section is 
about promoting mining.  More mining doesn’t diversify 
our economy.  It’s troubling that the plan makes only one 
mention the arts and culture. Forestry should be part 
of diversification, with the price of lumber increasing 
exponentially. There’s nothing on food security. Another 
major shortcoming is the lack of action to address the 
mental health crisis that’s arisen during the pandemic.  

There is some reporting to be done on some key indicators.
But there is really nothing about whether any analysis is 
going to be done, and more importantly, how that leads 
into a response or action by our government.
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Enjoying Folk on the Rocks 2021 with my partner 
Suzette Montreuil. Thanks to all the volunteers, 
performers and sponsors for a fabulous weekend.

Public Accounts 2019-2020  
GNWT Finances

Review of the Mining Fiscal Regime  
Still Needs to be Fixed

In June 2021, regular MLAs reviewed the  
2019-20 Public Accounts. These audited financial 
statements for GNWT cover the period just as 
the pandemic was beginning so the full impacts 
are not yet reflected. Some key findings:

• GNWT was in violation of its own Fiscal 
Responsibility Policy. We are over-spending 
on capital projects. Cabinet continues to 
pursue big projects we cannot afford, namely 
Taltson Expansion and the Slave Geological 
Province Road. Violating the policy apparently 
has no consequences other than mortgaging 
our children’s future. Cabinet needs to rein in 
spending on capital or find more revenue, which 
they refuse to do.

The Minister of Industry, Tourism and Investment launched 
the review of royalties and taxation for the mining 
industry in October, 2020. The Minister released a flawed 
benchmarking study that says the NWT is competitive, 
and the best way to get more revenues is to subsidize 
more mining. 

I said the Minister needs to fix this flawed process by fully 
disclosing GNWT mining revenues. Full disclosure is best 
and is the standard business practice in countries around 
the world. To ensure the process is public, independent, 
fair, and evidence-based, this review should be taken out 
of the ITI department that both promotes and regulates 
mining.

Unfortunately, nothing has been done to fix the secrecy 
problem and the need for an independent review. The 
Economic Development and Environment Committee 
hired its own expert to review the benchmarking study. 
He found that GNWT revenues from mining are among 
the lowest in Canada and in the world. 

The expert recommended that GNWT:

• analyse fiscal performance since Devolution, 
including net revenues;

• implement revenue transparency;

• conduct a review focused on government 
revenue; and 

• find ways to expand sharing benefits with 
Indigenous governments.

With Cabinet’s failure to deal with secrecy of government 
mining revenues, I introduced a Private Member’s Bill 
that will allow the ITI Minister to confidentially share 
royalty information with regular MLAs and Indigenous 
governments as an interim step. The Bill is being reviewed 
and should come back to the House for the next sitting.

Further changes and public disclosure can be dealt with 
as part of the larger review. I will continue to push for an 
independent panel or group to lead this effort as was 
done for the recent procurement review.

• We incurred more debt through over-spending 
on infrastructure and saw our first decline in 
accumulated surplus since 2011-12. Net debt is 
now over $1.3 billion, increasing 16.6% in 2019-20 
alone.

• GNWT treats the Old Stanton Project as a 
regular capital project rather than a P3 (public 
private partnership) despite the Auditor General 
of Canada saying it should be treated as a P3. 
I never understood why—in a project where we 
own the building—we end up paying for most of 
the renovations while a third party manages it 
and rents us our space. 

• Revenues are overestimated—personal and 
corporate taxes by 30% and resource revenues 
by 49%. We need better and more realistic 
estimates with more stable sources of revenue.

• Claims and litigation against GNWT have 
increased from $1.2 million in 2014 to $106.6 
million in 2020. In my view, this is due to varying 
interpretations of complicated P3 arrangements. 
This is another reason why it would be better for 
GNWT to manage these projects.

All of this feeds into the Capital Budget for 2022-23 which 
we will review this fall during our October-November 2021 
sitting.
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GNWT – Chamber of Mines 
Working Group and the 
Public Interest
I asked questions in March about additional core funding 
going to the NWT and Nunavut Chamber of Mines from 
GNWT. I was told the funding  was partly to cover a working 
group to coordinate industry recovery from COVID. I filed 
an access to information request to find out more. I got 
back 121 pages of heavily-redacted meeting summaries 
that I tabled in the House. 

The notes reveal that the working group has reviewed 
and edited Ministerial correspondence including letters 
to co-management boards, reviewed and changed work 
contracted through public procurement bidding, and 
pushed for land withdrawals (that support land rights 
negotiations) to be lifted or stopped.  

Efforts are being coordinated on a federal minerals 
plan, with GNWT pushing to have diamonds and arsenic 
considered “critical” material. Nothing seems to be off 
limits in these lobbying meetings. 

This is not about whether mining is good or bad, or 
criticism of the Chamber of Mines. The Chamber does a 
very good job representing its interest. However, those 
interests are not the same as the public interest. This is 
about the appropriateness of meetings with senior GNWT 
officials behind closed doors with no public record of 
what happens.

The ITI Minister has several options to ensure transparency 
and the independence of GNWT as a regulator of the 
mining industry: 

• These meetings and privileged access could be 
stopped 

• The meetings could stick to their stated purpose 
of COVID recovery

• Other interested parties could be invited to 
observe and/or participate 

• Complete summaries of these meetings could be 
made public 

• Other economic sectors and nongovernmental 
organizations could have the same opportunity 
and funding for consultation and lobbying 

If these meetings were happening anywhere else but 
here and Nunavut, they would be regulated by lobbying 
legislation. This is increasingly important, especially in the 
post-devolution world. Billions of dollars in resources are 
at stake. The NWT needs legislation to properly regulate 
and disclose lobbying.

Your Input is Important 
I need to know what you think and what 
actions you want to see! 
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Great to be part of the opening of new public housing units in 
Sissons Court with City Councillor Steve Payne, Housing Minister 
Paulie Chinna and YK Housing Authority Chair David Wasylciw.  
The new units will be part of a new wood pellet district heating 
system.

Giant Mine Update
Remediation has now begun on the former Giant Mine 
surface site and underground workings. The almost $1 
billion project will take 10 years.  

As the work proceeds, a number of Issues and concerns 
remain.

The Yellowknives Dene First Nation and the federal 
government continue negotiations for a formal federal 
apology and payment of compensation. Recently, 
YKDFN entered into three agreements: the Collaborative 
Process Protocol Agreement, “to address the request 
for an apology and compensation”; the Memorandum 
of Cooperation on “environmental, economic and social 
priorities”; and, the Community Benefits Agreement, 
which provides up to $20 million for various positions. 

The Giant Mine Advisory Board issued its 2020 annual 
report. The report recommends measures to: reduce 
project greenhouse gas emissions; improve outcomes in 
the Socio-Economic Strategy and Perpetual Care Plan; 
and improve community engagement for health and 
wellness and measure the effectiveness of these efforts.  
The GMOB continues to push for more economic benefits 
for northerners, particularly for YKDFN. The full report is 
at www.gmob.ca 

The City of Yellowknife has written to the responsible 
federal and territorial ministers to state its position 
on the remediation project. Maximizing economic 
opportunities and benefits for northerners is confirmed 
as a City priority, with “setting of clear transparent 
targets and accountabilities for ensuring the maximum 
benefit”. The City also wants GNWT’s expertise to be 
fully available and used in managing environmental 
issues. There is also a need for a land use plan for the 
site after it is remediated. 

During the coming session, I’ll be asking Cabinet to 
explain its position on these major issues. 
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