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CHECK AGAINST DELIVERY
Speaking Notes for Assembly of First Nations National Chief at the AFOA National Conference
INTRODUCTION
· Ladies and gentlemen, good morning.
· I’d like to thank Marilyn Osecap and Ernie Daniels for getting me to the podium this morning and for their friendly greetings as I arrived.
· I’ve been asked to speak for a fair length of time and I may not take all of it, but there are many thoughts and ideas I want to make clear this morning.

· It is evident that the focus of this forum is necessary: effective financial management skills and practices will strengthen our communities and our people.
· This is not a matter of conjecture. It is a simple truth.

· The work that you do every day for your organizations and your communities is living proof of that.

THE NEED FOR STABILITY AND SUSTAINABILITY
· I know that, for us at the Assembly of First Nations, there have been many times over the last few years where we’ve been thankful for the sound financial management practices developed by our CFO and put in place by our management team.

· One of our current goals is to secure multi-year funding arrangements with Canada.  This will allow us to engage in better long-term planning and not have our agenda subject to the whims of the government or any given Minister. We are seeking nothing more and nothing less than stability.  You know as Financial Officers that stability and sustainability are necessary for proper planning.
· Thankfully, we have a talented and disciplined team in place that is able to take on the challenge of working within our current reality, as well as positioning the AFN to make a strong case for long-term budgeting and strategic planning.  The AFN must be able to effectively represent First Nations citizens to our fullest capacity, regardless of where they live.
· A similar argument can be made by many First Nations communities and organizations. They are forced to stretch their dollars to, and sometimes beyond, the breaking point.
· It is therefore crucial that First Nations organizations have the tools to make the most of what we get.

· The current allocations for First Nations programs and services by the federal government essentially condemn our people to a constant state of diminishing resources.
· In 1996, the federal government capped funding increases for Indian Affairs’ core programs at 2% per year.   
· “Core programs” are those basic, essential services like education, roads, social services and drinking water.

· Capping the funding increase for these basic programs at 2% does not keep pace with inflation, or with our young and growing population. In terms of real purchasing power, resources for our people are shrinking.

· That shortfall is reflected in the programs and services themselves, as program authorities find themselves in tighter and tighter financial binds.

· When the government says it’s “holding the line” on spending, it simply means it’s condemning our people to a quality of life that is lower than that of other Canadians.

· We are working to ensure that funding levels are restored and maintained through escalator clauses in funding commitments, like those we’ve seen in the new federal funding for health.  But for now, we are forced to “make do” with what we have.
· This is one of the reasons we need the AFOA and its members – to use those skills to maximize the resources we have to ensure that we can provide the best services possible and get the best return on our investments.

ACCOUNTANTS AND ACCOUNTABILITY
· Financial management professionals are key to the success and development of First Nations.
· The commitment of accountability as a tool for the development of First Nations economies and self-governance is one of the things both of our organizations share.

· It is, in fact, one of the key commitments found in the Memorandum of Understanding signed last year in Charlottetown between the AFN and the AFOA.
· The credibility that AFOA lends to the good work done in the Aboriginal financial professional sector cannot be underestimated.
· As you well know, there is a perception that First Nations and First Nations organizations are not being held accountable for the monies they receive.

· You and I know that this is not true. The Auditor General has stated on several occasions that, if anything, First Nations are over-reporting to government for the funding they receive.
· The Auditor General’s report of December 2002 examined the financial reporting requirements that the government imposes on First Nations.  She actually spent time in First Nations communities and looked at the day-to-day job of governing on reserves.

· She found that, far from being unaccountable, First Nations are “over-burdened” by accountability.  Reserve governments have to file, on average, 168 different financial reports a year.  That’s an average of three per week.
· Out of 557 audits of First Nations financial management in 2002-2003, the Department of Indian Affairs found only 16 cases that required remedial action.  That’s less than 3%, nationally.

· First Nations officials are held to one of the highest standards of accountability, including officials in the public and private sector. 

· Nevertheless, there’s a persistent false impression that there is widespread extravagance or misuse or mismanagement among First Nations. 

· The media has put much less emphasis on the fact that ATIP requests revealed that the average annual salary for a First Nations elected official was $28,329 per year.
· The myth of extravagant spending on First Nations has been repeated so often it’s becoming a reality in the public mind.
· However, our study Federal Government Funding to First Nations: The Facts, the Myths and the Way Forward debunked that myth in detail last year.
· That study analyzed spending based on population growth, inflation, cost drivers and other factors and reveals, in very specific detail, that in real terms spending is decreasing and, more so, has never met basic needs.

· When we are faced with a perceived reality that distorts our situations so much, it is imperative that organizations like the AFOA exist, to show the best practices and the accountability that First Nations and other Aboriginal organizations have in place.
FEDERAL COMMITMENTS TO ACCOUNTABILITY

· You may be interested to know about some commitments that were made by Reg Alcock, the federal Minister responsible for the Treasury Board.

· In late January, we took part in the Accountability roundtable with the Minister and his senior government officials.  This was part of the follow-up to the Canada-Aboriginal Peoples Roundtable convened by the Prime Minister in April of last year.

· In the days and weeks leading up to the session, the AFN lobbied actively and aggressively to ensure that the agenda for the Accountability session examined the real issues at the core of our relationship.  Our focus has always been on the need for creating a system where First Nations governments are accountable to their own citizens first, then the government of Canada.

· Second, we spoke of the need for reciprocal accountability.  Canada must account for its spending on First Nations.  Many Auditors General have stated that Canada seems unable to track even basic information on spending. What’s worse is that when there is waste or a lack of information, First Nations bear the brunt of the blame.  The fact is, the government cannot even explain how much it is spending and where those resources are going.

· I was pleased to hear Minister Alcock make three key commitments at the opening of the Accountability roundtable.  He said, and I quote:

· “I am prepared to commit to a full disclosure of federal spending on Aboriginal peoples in Canada for 2004/05, in next year's publication 'Canada's Performance'. We will try to break the figures down by department and by First Nation, Inuit and Métis, recognizing that some programs are available to all Aboriginal people.

· Second, I am prepared to also make public a list of all programs designed specifically for First Nations, Inuit and Métis peoples, as well as those available to all Aboriginal peoples, and their intended objectives.

· And finally, I want to suggest we talk here about setting up a process for rationalizing reporting requirements by the end of 2005.”  

· These are welcome commitments and you can be sure that we will hold the government to these commitments.
FIRST NATION GOVERNMENT

· We are Nations struggling to achieve economic, social and political successes and the recognition of our rights. 

· We must be able to show, in very public ways, that we are able to manage our own futures and that we are a “good bet” from a financial standpoint.
· We must trumpet our accountability, our best financial practices and our skilled professionals.

· We must also, and perhaps most of all, ensure that these practices are not just in the present, but will continue into the future.

ECONOMIC DEVELOPMENT
· First Nations are often at a disadvantage when it comes to economic development opportunity.
· That disadvantage was not of our own doing: it has been acquired through years of inequitable funding causing disadvantages for our people in education and crisis-level infrastructure and housing problems in our communities.
· A strange truism is that in order to make money, you need to have money to spend.
· First Nations do not necessarily have full advantage in this right.
· We do, however, have resources of a different kind.
· Our human capital is excellent credit.
· We must work together to improve that credit.
· By developing skilled workers in financial and management professions, we can make our communities and our organizations more appealing to prospective partners in the public and private sectors.
· Once again, the development of a skilled workforce can act as a catalyst for positive change for our peoples and our communities now and in the future. A future, I might add, in which we will have more of these economic partnerships operating.
THE NEXT STEP: FINANCIAL CONTROL AND SELF-GOVERNMENT
· Now, it is all well for me to stand here and talk about how best financial practices are good for First Nations communities and peoples I represent as National Chief.
· Ultimately, though, managing other people’s money should not be the goal.
· We should be looking at building on our present and future success in terms of management, accountability and economic development to develop a voice for our peoples.
· For many First Nations, I can tell you that this means self-government.
· In many ways, economic power equals – or at least leads to – political power. This is why economic development opportunities are so crucial to the success, growth and independence of First Nations and, in turn, why the work of the AFOA in creating programs and standards for economic accountability and growth is so crucial.
THE AFN/AFOA MEMORANDUM OF UNDERSTANDING
· We’ve been working on many of the financial management issues surrounding First Nations self-government in association with AFOA, many of which are part of the Memorandum of Understanding between our two organizations.
· The MOU called for the development of a First Nations accountability framework.

· Earlier, I discussed the fact that First Nations are overly accountable to the federal government. The framework we need to work on is not about more reporting.
· It is about being able to create a framework where First Nations are accountable to their own citizens and to their sister and brother Nations.
· The MOU called for exploration of the establishment of a First Nations Auditor General.
· In order for First Nations to become more accountable to their own people and more independent in terms of self-government, I feel it is necessary to create an independent First Nations Auditor General, or perhaps regional Auditors General, to oversee First Nations financial and administrative practices and ensure a high standard of accountability.
· The MOU called for us to enhance the decision-making capacity of elected representatives in First Nations.

· Good management and the ability to identify strategic directions is part of good leadership.
· It is therefore crucial that our organizations be able to develop strategies, both together and independently, that improve the political power of our peoples along with economic power.
CONCLUSIONS
· First Nations leadership must be at the forefront of efforts to enshrine best practices, such as those the AFOA promotes and uses.
· At the same time, financial professionals must be vigilant and pro-active to ensure that these practices remain the norm and improve even further in the future.
· There are very few organizations that have the kind of power and expertise held by the AFOA.
· The opportunities that you – that we – can achieve by wielding that power are limitless.
· Your skills are critical to our futures and I thank you for your work both here and on day to day issues.
· Meegwetch!
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