[image: image1.png]ooooooooooooo




Monday, January 24th, 2005 

Native spending opened

Feds promise full accountability in dealing with First Nations

Monday, January 24th, 2005
By Paul Samyn

TREASURY Board President Reg Alcock will commit this week to full disclosure of all federal spending on aboriginals as part of the Martin government's push for greater accountability involving First Nations.

 The pledge by Alcock (Winnipeg South), to be made tomorrow during one of a series of prime ministerial roundtables on aboriginal issues, will also come with a promise to provide a complete breakdown of federal spending by First Nations and each department.

 Alcock said preparations for the roundtable with aboriginal leaders he is leading has revealed there are 32 different departments delivering 240 separate programs -- at a cost considerably higher than the $7 billion figure usually cited as the total annual spending on First Nations.

 "If you can't see what you are doing, it is hard to manage it," Alcock conceded of the confusing scope of federal aboriginal programming.

 "We are all accountable to citizens, so we need to lay it out to people in a way they can understand what we are doing," Alcock said.

 Alcock stressed the roundtable is not about beating up on aboriginals for questionable spending and a lack of financial reporting on First Nations, which routinely makes headlines.

 "This is all about accountability of us and the aboriginal leadership to the citizens," Alcock said.

 Alcock said the process is part of his ongoing efforts to provide greater transparency and "proactive disclosure" in all government dealings.

 "We are better served when we can see what we are doing, and that may take away some of the myths of what is going on in First Nations."

 His pledge for full disclosure of all federal spending on aboriginals in 2004-05 comes with a deadline of reporting to the public in 2006.

 The accountability work is also a key part of Prime Minister Paul Martin's pledge to create an aboriginal report card to track progress in meeting goals on First Nations, Alcock said.

 Phil Fontaine, national chief of the Assembly of First Nations, said the aboriginal leadership has no problem with greater accountability.

 In fact, Fontaine revealed that he has been having discussions with federal Auditor General Sheila Fraser on the possible creation of a First Nations auditor general in addition to work on a potential aboriginal ombudsman.

 "I think it would be useful so people would know what is actually being allocated by government and how it is being spent and what the outcomes are," Fontaine said.

 "We support the positions of accountability and transparency."

 However, Fontaine noted that accountability cuts both ways and the AFN will hold Ottawa to account for failing to live up to its obligations to provide such things as proper health care and housing on reserves.

 Noting the federal auditor general has already slammed Ottawa for requiring excessive First Nations reporting, which is often ignored by federal bureaucrats, Fontaine sounded a cautionary note on any new demands for reporting.

 "How the information is provided must be guided by appropriate protocols," he said.

 "What we don't want to see is this information being used to impose a further burden on First Nations."

 The AFN also wants an aboriginal report card to be used to improve life for people on First Nations, not just report on how "broken the system is."

 In addition, the AFN will argue at the roundtable that report cards have to be about much more than simply Ottawa ensuring native compliance with federal funding requirements

 NDP native affairs critic Pat Martin said there would be value in getting a global figure for all federal aboriginal spending. But the Winnipeg Centre MP also sounded a cautionary note on Alcock's accountability project.

 "I caution him that onus for transparency and accountability is really on government," he said.

 "If you believe in self determination and self government, the president of Treasury Board has no business digging into First Nations finances."
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