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SUGGESTED APPROACHES FOR PUBLIC ACCOUNTS COMMITTEES TO
PREPARE FOR A HEARING

Set a strategy. Successful inquiries, effective hearings and insightful reports usually
depend on the PAC agreeing in advance about what it most wants to achieve from a
hearing. Some possible objectives might be:

Getting agreement that there is (was) an important issue or problem, or explor-
ing alternative causes;

Exploring the seriousness of the consequences of an issue or problem;
Exploring alternative ways of dealing with the issue or fixing the problem;
Getting acceptance of responsibility for taking action;

Discussing/exploring ways and means of improving the administration of a
particular program or process;

Prompting the department or agency to take corrective action by having the PAC
endorse the recommendations of the legislative auditor and/or issuing its own
substantive recommendations; and

Monitoring the status of implementation of the legislative auditors’ and/or
PAC’s recommendations.

If it is possible to reach some agreement or alignment of interests on one or more of
these objectives in advance, then the committee can co-ordinate its questioning and
probe related subjects in more depth.

Obtain an up-to-date status report. It is especially important to ask for a status
report on the legislative auditor's recommendations, the departmental performance
report,and other relevant documents in advance, so they can be summarized for the
PAC by committee staff or the legislative auditor's staff.

This reduces the chances of incomplete information at a public hearing, especially

if the PAC's inquiry is based on recommendations from the legislative auditor and
considerable time has elapsed since the original audit work was completed. It would
be preferable to know in advance if the recommendations have been implemented
already, or if for some reason the recommendation is no longer relevant.

Ask for a staff briefing. Once the PAC has set a strategy and the auditee has pro-
vided an up-to-date progress report, the committee's staff can help by preparing
relevant questions, or arranging in-camera briefings from the legislative auditor or
other experts.In some cases, it is the PAC researchers who conduct the briefings.
PAC members can bring their greater familiarity with the needs of the public to
the inquiry, but witnesses will often have more detailed knowledge of the subject
being discussed. Because committee members cannot be expected to have expert
knowledge of each government program examined by the committee, the ad-
vanced briefings can help bring members up to speed on major issues in the audit
prior to the hearing. A briefing provides an opportunity for staff to summarize the
main issues and suggest approaches, and for each member to decide what lines

of questioning they are particularly interested in pursuing.



SUGGESTED APPROACH FOR PUBLIC ACCOUNTS COMMITTEES TO ASK
QUESTIONS DURING A HEARING

Stay within the scope of the committee's inquiry. Try to avoid extraneous subjects
even if they are of interest to your constituency. Do not ask for an opinion on the future
policy direction of the government or about current discussions or decisions of Cabinet.
Be careful about probing into personal matters that invade the privacy of the witness.

Private, secret or sensitive testimony. It is good practice (and sometimes a require-
ment) for witnesses to be informed, prior to giving evidence, that they have the right to
be heard in private or secret. According to the accompanying CCAF Guide for Witnesses:

... [Blecause the committee operates in a public forum, witnesses are subject to the
provisions of freedom of information and privacy legislation. Thus witnesses may
be allowed to testify in-camera (i.e. in private) when dealing with sensitive per-
sonal, commercial or confidential information.

Look out for jargon and bafflegab. Try to learn the common abbreviations in ad-
vance. If an explanation does not make sense to you, ask the witness to provide written
evidence, or ask if anyone else can corroborate the explanation.

Be aware of delaying tactics. Don't accept the use of your valuable question time for
detailed background or explanations. Ask why this information is necessary, and state
your preference to have such information provided in advance.

Be persistent. Most witnesses prepare answers in advance for the most important
and the most likely questions. If this does not give the information you need, ask
supplementary questions. Probe subjects in depth. Ensure witnesses don't provide
vague answers. On important matters, if witnesses don't have the answers in hand,
seek a commitment from them to get the information and report back or write to the
committee.

Be specific. Ask the witness: what have you done to solve the problem? How will you
know it won't happen again? Seek a commitment of specific resources.



GENERIC EXAMPLE

The following generic example of common subjects and frequently asked
questions makes assumptions about the mandate and powers of a generic Public
Accounts Committee (PAC) that may not be appropriate to every circumstance.
PACs are encouraged to use it as a reference point, bearing in mind these are only
suggestions that must be reviewed for consistency with particular legislative
requirements and with the preferences and practices of each jurisdiction.
This example is based in part on the document that was prepared by the Auditor
General of Alberta for the Alberta PAC. It has been modified in 2010 to
incorporate the experiences of other Canadian PACs.We thank all PACs for their
co-operation in providing examples of reference documents to us.

A key input for the PAC is the public accounts (financial statements). The tabling of
this basic accountability document enables the committee to explore any particular
expenditure or revenue item in the accounts, whether it is the subject of a report

by the legislative auditor or not. But, perhaps more importantly, it provides an
opportunity to review the auditor’s opinion on the accounts, and the overall finan-
cial management of the government, as well as any plans for improving it.

Are there any concerns the auditor has about the public accounts, such as
unusual transactions and unusual accounting policies? If the accounts are
qualified, what was done to avoid the qualification and what will be done to
avoid it in future years?

What is the treatment of certain types of transactions like transfer payments,
write-offs or contingencies?

What is the timeliness of government financial reporting, compared to large
corporations?

Are there any weaknesses in government financial information systems and any
plans for improving them?

What is the state of the comptrollership function?

What is the valuation of assets and liabilities?

Is there testing for compliance with the main legislative authorities?

Are there any significant exclusions from the accounts?

What proportion of the budget is discretionary?

' See also questions later on the annual departmental performance reports



A key input to the PAC is the reports of the legislative auditor, which often
contain performance/value-for-money audits. The key fundamental perform-
ance criterion for the administration of government programs is whether the
programs are cost-effective; that is, whether the value to the beneficiaries of
the programs is worth the resources spent. Management seeks to achieve
maximum value for taxpayers’ money by designing and implementing sys-
tems to ensure the economic and efficient use of resources in the attainment
of desired results. Management should know the costs of their programs and
their expected and actual results.

Do your key managers have performance goals? How often do you meet
to review them? Do your review meetings include discussion of the
results and impacts of your programs?

How do you know whether you are delivering programs economically
and efficiently?

Do you have service delivery standards, and systems for tracking them?
Do you have systems that tell you the cost of your program outputs?
How do you know whether your programs are effective; that is, achieving
the objectives in legislation and the goals in your business plan?

How do you know that your staff are not cutting service levels or
reducing the quality of service to save money?

Which of your core businesses offers the best opportunity for improved
value-for-money?

The legislative auditors’ performance/value-for-money audit reports usually
contain recommendations to which the government is expected to respond.

PAC questions around the government’s response to recommendations can
help identify realistic timelines for implementation of those recommenda-
tions and clarify the challenges around their implementation. Many PACs also
issue their own substantive recommendations. PACs can assess the responses
for clarity and request clarifications from auditees where necessary.
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Ethical Standards
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