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SPEAKER OF THE LEGISLATIVE ASSEMBLY 
 
 
Mr. Speaker: 
 
Your Standing Committee on Public Accounts is pleased to provide its Report on the 
Review of the Auditor General’s 2025 Audit of Protected and Conserved Areas in the 
Northwest Territories and commends it to the House. 
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Chair, Standing Committee on Public Accounts 
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STANDING COMMITTEE ON PUBLIC ACCOUNTS 

 
REPORT ON THE REVIEW OF THE AUDITOR GENERAL’S 2025 AUDIT 

OF PROTECTED AND CONSERVED AREAS IN THE NORTHWEST 
TERRITORIES 

 
INTRODUCTION 
 
The Speaker of the Northwest Territories Legislative Assembly tabled the Report of 
the Auditor General of Canada to the Northwest Territories Legislative Assembly – 
Protected and Conserved Areas in the Northwest Territories on May 23, 20251  
(“the audit” or “the report”). 
 
The Office of the Auditor General’s (OAG) report provided detailed findings on the 
GNWT’s readiness and capacity to deliver on the Healthy Land, Healthy People: 
GNWT Priorities for the Northwest Territories Conservation Network 2023–2028 
(HLHP)2 work plan’s objectives related to conservation. The audit focused on three 
outcomes: establishing new protected areas, supporting the effective and equitable 
management of existing protected and conserved areas, and securing long-term 
funding for conservation activities.  
 
Protected areas in the NWT operate within a complex inter-governmental landscape, 
involving Indigenous governments, the federal government, and regional  
co-management systems. The GNWT’s role is shaped by statutory duties under the 
Protected Areas Act (PAA),3 its intergovernmental commitments under land claim and 
self-government agreements, the broader national biodiversity commitments 
associated with Canada’s 2030 targets, and other relevant territorial and federal 
legislation. 
 
The PAA establishes the territorial framework for creating permanent protected areas 
through establishment agreements that specify roles, responsibilities, governance 
structures, and management expectations. Territorial protected areas (TPA) must be 
co-developed with Indigenous governments, with decisions made through 
collaborative processes that reflect Indigenous law, knowledge systems, and 
stewardship principles. Beyond the PAA, land and resource management in the NWT 
is also influenced by settled land claim agreements and ongoing negotiations in 
unsettled areas like the Dehcho. These agreements establish co-management 
boards, planning processes, consultation obligations, and shared roles in 
stewardship. The HLHP plan provides a strategic policy framework emphasizing 
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Indigenous-led conservation, long-term sustainability, biodiversity protection, and 
recognition of cultural continuity.  
 
Committee completed an extensive review of the OAG’s report, including holding a 
public briefing on October 29, 2025. This is Committee’s report on that review with 
recommendations for the GNWT. 
 
ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS 
 
Committee thanks Jerry V. DeMarco, Commissioner of the Environment and 
Sustainable Development; Carey Agnew, Principal; and Stephanie Moores, Director, 
for their work on the audit and their briefing. Committee also thanks Karen Hogan, 
Auditor General of Canada.  
 
Committee also thanks John MacDonald, Secretary to Cabinet and Deputy Minister 
of Executive and Indigenous Affairs; Robert Jenkins, Deputy Minister of Environment 
and Climate Change; and Pamela Strand, Deputy Minister of Industry, Tourism and 
Investment, and their teams for information supporting this review. 
 
 
REPORT ON THE REVIEW OF THE AUDITOR GENERAL’S 2025 AUDIT 

OF PROTECTED AND CONSERVED AREAS IN THE NORTHWEST 
TERRITORIES 

 
Progress Made on Commitments Under Healthy Land, Healthy People 
 
Committee recognizes that the GNWT has made meaningful progress toward 
ensuring that the territory is on track to achieve outcomes related to protecting 
biodiversity and ecological integrity while sustaining cultural practices and economic 
development for current and future generations through its network of protected and 
conserved areas under the PAA.  
 
The audit confirmed that GNWT has advanced key priorities under the HLHP work 
plan, including securing long-term financing for Indigenous-led conservation under the 
Project Finance for Permanence (PFP) agreement,4 and working to expand and 
manage the conservation network. While challenges remain in planning, governance, 
and operational capacity, Committee acknowledges that these efforts represent a 
significant step forward in building a strong and sustainable framework for land 
protection and stewardship and advancing reconciliation with Indigenous 
governments. 
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To that end, Committee acknowledges the significant efforts made by the departments 
and urges continued collaboration and innovation to strengthen conservation 
outcomes for future generations through a whole-of-government approach together 
with Indigenous governments. 
 
Funding and Capacity Constraints 
 
A central finding of the OAG audit was the GNWT’s unsustainable reliance on  
short-term federal funding, which accounted for approximately 41% of conservation 
network expenditures in 2023–24. Short-term funding creates operational instability, 
contributing to high turnover rates, unfilled positions, and challenges in meeting 
timelines for regulatory development, management plans, and monitoring programs.  
 
The PFP agreement represents a major positive step in securing up to $375 million in 
long-term financing for Indigenous-led conservation activities. However, the PFP 
specifically funds Indigenous governments, not the GNWT, and does not replace the 
GNWT’s own operational responsibilities under the PAA or its intergovernmental 
obligations. As Indigenous governments begin accessing PFP funds, the GNWT must 
ensure its own capacity keeps pace to avoid delays or gaps in fulfilling its statutory 
and partnership obligations.  
 
Committee concludes that the GNWT may benefit from increased funding as well as 
a scaled funding model that reflects the distinct stages of conservation work under the 
PAA, including Cabinet approval of a candidate area, negotiation of an establishment 
agreement, regulatory development, and management planning. These stages 
require coordinated, multi-year departmental effort. Committee therefore makes the 
following two recommendations: 
 

 

Recommendation 1: The Standing Committee on Public Accounts recommends that the 
Government of the Northwest Territories create a program line item for Conservation 
Planning and Implementation in the 2027–2028 Main Estimates and adopt staged funding 
triggers tied to milestones under the Protected Areas Act. 

Recommendation 2:  The Standing Committee on Public Accounts recommends that the 
Government of the Northwest Territories stabilize its operational capacity for Territorial 
Protected Areas by increasing capacity funding to support management boards and by fully 
funding the staffing of positions identified in establishment agreements. The government 
should allocate sufficient resources in the 2027–2028 Main Estimates to close capacity gaps 
and ensure the effective delivery of management plans, monitoring programs, and 
Guardians initiatives. 
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Committee observes that conservation initiatives outside the PAA may follow different 
processes and funding pathways, and the GNWT’s financial responsibilities for this 
work are not always clearly defined or predictable. Committee observes that a clearer 
understanding of these obligations is needed, along with a coordinated approach to 
securing federal support for non-PAA conservation activities. Committee 
consequently recommends:  
 

 
Committee’s study highlighted that conservation planning occurs over several years, 
and key activities cannot be completed within a single fiscal cycle. Reliance on annual 
funding creates uncertainty and slows progress on protected area establishment, 
management planning, and monitoring. Committee notes that flexible multi‑year 
funding would provide greater predictability and allow resources to align with the 
timing of conservation work. Committee also recognizes that implementing multi‑year 
funding is challenging under the current constraints of the Financial Administration 
Act, which limits the GNWT’s ability to commit funds across fiscal years. Furthermore, 
while the Financial Administration Manual (IB 805.02) allows for multi-year ongoing 
contribution agreements, any uncommitted surplus at the end of a fiscal year is clawed 
back. Committee is concerned that the existing financial tools for flexible, stable, long-
term funding is not adequate for the scope and scale of conservation work and would 
therefore recommend: 
 

 
Committee is aware that many Indigenous governments face capacity constraints that 
limit meaningful participation in conservation planning and the implementation of 
establishment agreements under the PAA. While PFP will provide substantial funding 
for Indigenous-led conservation work, it is uncertain if Indigenous governments and 
organizations will have capacity to engage in PAA-related activities. Limited staff, 
competing priorities, and increasingly complex conservation tables can restrict full 
participation and slow progress on shared objectives. Committee consequently 

Recommendation 4: The Standing Committee on Public Accounts recommends that the 
Government of the Northwest Territories establish more flexible multi-year financing tools 
by amending the Financial Administration Act and related policy instruments to enable 
funding mechanisms suitable for inter-generational conservation commitments, and to 
complete this work in time for it to be reflected in the 2027-28 Main Estimates. 

Recommendation 3: The Standing Committee on Public Accounts recommends that the 
Government of the Northwest Territories identify its financial obligations and resource 
requirements for conservation initiatives outside the Protected Areas Act and provide the 
necessary funding, including working with the federal government to secure appropriate 
long-term resources for these activities within one year and report back to Committee on 
progress. 
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recommends: 

 
Candidate Areas Action Plan  
 
The audit found that progress on advancing Dınàgà Wek’èhodì and the four Dehcho 
candidate protected areas has been limited, despite their combined potential to add 
23,521 square kilometers of protection, which is significant for meeting territorial and 
national conservation targets. Decision-making on these sites is complex and requires 
consensus among multiple Indigenous governments, coordination with ongoing land 
claim negotiations in the Dehcho, and substantial technical, ecological, cultural, and 
socio-economic analysis. The Nature Agreement identifies 2028 as the target for 
completing several of these candidate areas and commits the GNWT to leading 
annual public reporting on progress beginning in 2025. Committee notes that no 
structured approach for meeting these obligations has been outlined and that the first 
annual report has not yet been published. Without a clear action plan, defined 
milestones, and identified resourcing, the GNWT risks falling behind the 2028 targets 
and weakening transparency and accountability in the establishment process. 
 
To support the advancement of Dınàgà Wek’èhodì and the four Dehcho candidate 
protected areas, Committee recommends the following:  

 

 

 

Recommendation 8: The Standing Committee on Public Accounts recommends that the 
Government of the Northwest Territories publish the annual report committed to in the 
Nature Agreement including progress on commitments scheduled for the previous fiscal year 
and anticipated timelines for establishing the candidate protected areas under the Healthy 
Lands, Healthy People workplan. 

Recommendation 6: The Standing Committee on Public Accounts recommends that the 
Government of the Northwest Territories table, by the end of the May–June 2026 Sitting, a 
comprehensive action plan for advancing Dınàgà Wek’èhodì and the four Dehcho candidate 
protected areas. The plan should set clear timelines, milestones, and accountability 
measures aligned with the 2028 Nature Agreement targets and include a strategy for 
resourcing and capacity support. 

Recommendation 7: The Standing Committee on Public Accounts recommends that the 
Government of the Northwest Territories table information, by the end of the May–June 2026 
Sitting, on how its strategy for advancing candidate protected areas in the Dehcho is 
coordinated with ongoing land claim negotiations in the region. 

Recommendation 5: The Standing Committee on Public Accounts recommends that the 
Government of the Northwest Territories provide new capacity funding, including funding 
new grants and contributions, to provide dedicated new budget and resources to Indigenous 
Governments to support their participation in conservation work under the Protected Areas 
Act that would not otherwise be covered by Project Finance for Permanence funds. 
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Indigenous Hiring and Collaboration with Management Boards 
 

“Co-management only works if relationships are healthy.” 

- Deputy Minister Robert Jenkins, ECC, October 29, 2025 
 
The audit found that Indigenous representation in hiring for positions associated with 
TPAs was limited. For the first five years after establishment, management boards 
were rarely involved in planning or carrying out hiring for roles identified in 
establishment agreements. Committee finds that this lack of involvement fell short of 
co‑management commitments and has limited opportunities for Indigenous 
communities to participate directly in stewardship roles. 
 
Although improvements were noted in 2023, participation by management boards 
remained inconsistent. The audit recommended that the GNWT ensure meaningful 
board involvement, and the GNWT agreed. At the public briefing on October 29, 2025, 
officials identified several improvements, including adding board members to hiring 
committees, limiting competitions to nearby communities, and seeking board input on 
job descriptions and recruitment. Committee notes these are positive steps but 
remains concerned that the GNWT has not identified indicators to measure whether 
these changes improve Indigenous representation or retention. 
 
The audit also found that the GNWT lacked structured monitoring of progress in 
implementing establishment agreements. Although agreements require a formal 
five‑year review, work had not begun and no critical path or milestones were in place. 
Committee agrees this gap risks delays in management planning, monitoring 
programs, and Guardians initiatives. While GNWT officials have accepted the 
recommendation and pointed to existing mechanisms such as meetings with 
management boards, the OAG questioned whether these are sufficient. In the public 
hearing, the Principal advised that interim check‑ins may be needed to complement 
the five‑year review cycle. To support those comments, Committee recommends:  
 

 
 
 

Recommendation 9: The Standing Committee on Public Accounts recommends that the 
Government of the Northwest Territories demonstrate how current measures to involve 
management boards in hiring are improving Indigenous representation and how these 
measures will be sustained and strengthened. Committee further recommends that the 
government establish timelines, metrics, and clear indicators of success to show how these 
actions ensure meaningful community representation in hiring for positions associated with 
territorial protected areas. 
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Activities and Permitting within Protected and Conserved Areas 
 
The audit confirms that core instruments for TPAs remain unfinished or only partially 
in place. Draft regulations for Thaidene Nëné were co‑developed but not finalized, 
related policies remain interim5 or in draft, and management plans for both Thaidene 
Nëné and Ts’udé Nilįné Tuyeta were not completed within five years of their 
establishment agreements. These gaps delay dependent work such as monitoring 
programs and create uncertainty for decision makers and proponents.  
 
Committee finds that the lack of finalized regulations, approved management plans, 
and consolidated permitting guidance has left boards and proponents relying on 
interim tools and ad hoc coordination. This slows implementation of establishment 
agreements and undermines confidence in the permitting system. The audit’s “partially 
completed” status for regulations and policies, combined with missed plan timelines, 
demonstrates the need for permanent rules and a clear pathway for activities within 
TPAs. As such, Committee recommends:  
 

 

 
Government Leadership  
 
Leadership in conservation requires GNWT to coordinate across departments, 
anticipate pressures from increased Indigenous-led conservation initiatives, and 
ensure its processes are transparent, timely, and well resourced. The audit’s Exhibit 4 
identified key factors that enabled the successful negotiation of the PFP agreement, 

Recommendation 10: The Standing Committee on Public Accounts recommends that the 
Government of the Northwest Territories table, by the end of the May–June 2026 Sitting, a 
detailed update, including an implementation framework for territorial protected area 
agreements, that responds fully to the Auditor General’s recommendation at paragraph 56 
of the audit report. 

Recommendation 11: The Standing Committee on Public Accounts recommends that the 
Government of the Northwest Territories finalize the regulations for Thaidene Nëné and 
bring forward any outstanding policy instruments required for Thaidene Nëné and  
Ts’udé Nilįné Tuyeta, sequenced with the approval of management plans and supported by 
publicly shared target dates within one year. 

Recommendation 12: The Standing Committee on Public Accounts recommends that the 
Government of the Northwest Territories update the regulatory, legislative, and policy 
framework so that it works coherently with territorial protected areas under the Protected 
Areas Act and resolves existing gaps. The GNWT should begin the required policy work to 
identify and assess options for legislative amendments and bring forward recommended 
changes for decision. Timelines for this work should be expedited, with milestones for 
delivery within the lifetime of the 20th Legislative Assembly. 
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including stable representation, shared work planning, sufficient capacity, cultural 
practices, and strong facilitation. Applying these practices to TPA establishment and 
implementation could strengthen GNWT’s leadership and improve outcomes across 
the conservation network. 
 
Committee affirms that GNWT must respect Indigenous governments’ right to lead 
conservation in their regions, and at the same time provide clear direction and ensure 
territorial commitments are met. GNWT cannot defer leadership by suggesting that 
progress depends solely on Indigenous capacity or availability. It must set a 
coordinated plan for protected and conserved areas, align targets across 
departments, and resource delivery. 
 
Committee believes a strong approach requires the GNWT to convene partners 
through established intergovernmental forums like the Northwest Territories Council 
of Leaders and the Intergovernmental Council of the Northwest Territories, set 
timelines, remove policy and regulatory barriers, and ensure coordinated, timely 
decision making across the government. Lessons from the successful PFP 
negotiations show the value of stable representation, shared work plans, cultural 
practices, and effective facilitation, and the GNWT should apply these practices to 
protected and conserved area establishment and implementation. 
 

 

 
Committee notes that progress on implementing accepted audit recommendations is 
not always timely and that the GNWT lacks clear mechanisms to hold senior 
leadership accountable for delivery. Establishing a link between Deputy Minister 
performance management and the implementation of accepted recommendations 
would strengthen accountability and help ensure sustained, on-schedule action on 
conservation commitments. 

Recommendation 14: The Standing Committee on Public Accounts recommends that the 
Government of the Northwest Territories establish a process to obtain independent reviews, 
including legal or analytical reviews conducted through an Indigenous lens, when 
co‑management partners encounter an impasse. 

Recommendation 13: The Standing Committee on Public Accounts recommends that the 
Government of the Northwest Territories table, in the May–June 2026 Sitting, a plan that 
sets out how the government will lead conservation planning in collaboration with partners 
through the Northwest Territories Council of Leaders and the Intergovernmental Council of 
the Northwest Territories without overriding Indigenous authorities; outlines the sequence 
of Government of the Northwest Territories decisions required to advance each protected 
area; and commits to a public, milestone‑based update each November, as part of the 
reporting obligations under the Nature Agreement, to summarize progress and any variance 
from plan. 
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Reconciliation  
 
Historic harms and systemic exclusion of Indigenous peoples from land stewardship 
and governance have left legacies that continue to affect trust and relationships. Some 
of these harms are recent, making rebuilding trust more challenging. These 
unresolved issues can impede efforts to work together on shared priorities such as 
conservation, even when frameworks for collaboration exist. Moving forward requires 
acknowledging these harms, issuing public apologies where appropriate, and actively 
creating space for Indigenous leadership while ensuring governments fulfill their 
responsibilities as partners. 
 
Committee acknowledges that the GNWT enacted the UNDRIP Implementation Act 
(UNDRIPIA) which commits the GNWT to harmonizing its laws and policies with the 
United Nations Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples. UNDRIPIA came 
into force on October 6, 2023, and requires the Minister, in collaboration and 
cooperation with Indigenous Governments or Organizations of the NWT and the 
Executive Council, co-develop an action plan to achieve the objectives of the 
Declaration within two years of coming into force. Committee notes that this legislative 
timeline has passed. The action plan was not tabled during the October 2025 Sitting, 
and the required public engagement has not occurred.  
 
To give full effect to these commitments and demonstrate progress, Committee 
recommends that GNWT take immediate steps to operationalize the Act and embed 
UNDRIP principles into conservation policy and practice. Conservation is an area 
where reconciliation must be visible and measurable. Committee further recommends 
that GNWT engage Indigenous leadership meaningfully by using the Council of 
Leaders and other fora with Indigenous governments and organizations to guide this 
work and creating forums for dialogue that build trust, consensus, and shared 
decision-making. 

Recommendation 15: The Standing Committee on Public Accounts recommends that the 
Government of the Northwest Territories establish an audit performance plan for Deputy 
Ministers. The plan should link performance pay to timely implementation of Office of the 
Auditor General of Canada audit recommendations that have been accepted by the 
Government of the Northwest Territories. 
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CONCLUSION 
 
This concludes the Standing Committee on Public Accounts’ Report on the Review of 
the Auditor General’s 2025 Audit of Protected and Conserved Areas in the Northwest 
Territories. Committee looks forward to the Government’s response, and their 
provision of details as to how they will implement these recommendations. 

 

Recommendation 19: The Standing Committee on Public Accounts recommends 
that the Government of the Northwest Territories provide a response to this report 
within 120 days. 

Recommendation 16: The Standing Committee on Public Accounts recommends that the 
Government of the Northwest Territories examine specific historic harms that have been 
raised by Indigenous governments and communities, identify those that warrant a formal 
apology and compensation, and take timely action to deliver those apologies along with 
appropriate reparations.  

 

Recommendation 17: The Standing Committee on Public Accounts recommends that the 
Government of the Northwest Territories provide an update on the status of the action plan 
required by section 10 of the United Nations Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous People 
Implementation Act.   

 

Recommendation 18: The Standing Committee on Public Accounts recommends that the 
Government of the Northwest Territories provide sufficient funding in the 2026–27 Main 
Estimates and establish ongoing multi-year implementation funding, including capacity 
funding for Indigenous Governments and Organizations, to support and sustain participation 
in the implementation of the United Nations Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous People 
Implementation Act until implementation is fully achieved. 
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1 TD 342-20(1), Report of the Auditor General of Canada to the Northwest Territories Legislative 
Assembly – Protected and Conserved Areas in the Northwest Territories, Available at: 
https://www.ntlegislativeassembly.ca/sites/default/files/tabled-documents/2025-05/TD%20342-
20%281%29%20Report%20of%20AG%20of%20Canada%20to%20NWT%20Legislative%20Assembl
y-Protected%20and%20Conserved%20Areas%20in%20NWT%20%281%29.pdf  
 
2 Healthy Land, Healthy People 2023-2028: GNWT Priorities for the Northwest Territories 
Conservation Network. Available at: 
https://www.gov.nt.ca/ecc/sites/ecc/files/resources/hlhp_report_2023_web_1.pdf 
 
3 Protected Areas Act SNWT 2019,c.11 https://www.justice.gov.nt.ca/en/files/legislation/protected-
areas/protected-areas.a.pdf 
 
4 Refer to Northwest Territories Our Land for the Future Agreement available at: 
https://www.ntlegislativeassembly.ca/sites/default/files/tabled-documents/2024-11/TD%20235-
20%281%29Draft%20Northwest%20Territories%20Our%20Land%20for%20the%20Future%20Agree
ment.pdf and the Northwest Territories Indigenous-Led Conservation Fun Establishment Act available 
at: https://www.justice.gov.nt.ca/en/files/legislation/nwt-indigenous-led-conservation-fund-
establishment/nwt-indigenous-led-conservation-fund-establishment.a.pdf  
 
5 See, for example, the interim Tourism Operator Licensing Policy which was approved in June 2024. 
The TOLP was introduced to provide guidance for issuing licences within the territorial protected area 
and to ensure decisions are based on clear and transparent criteria and expires in November 2026. 
Available at: https://www.gov.nt.ca/ecc/sites/ecc/files/2024-06-20_-_final_-
_tourism_operator_licencing_policy.pdf  

https://www.ntlegislativeassembly.ca/sites/default/files/tabled-documents/2025-05/TD%20342-20%281%29%20Report%20of%20AG%20of%20Canada%20to%20NWT%20Legislative%20Assembly-Protected%20and%20Conserved%20Areas%20in%20NWT%20%281%29.pdf
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