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Hill Times

New SenateSenateSenateSenate    committeecommitteecommitteecommittee to place spotlight on Arctic
Creation of the new special committeecommitteecommitteecommittee required compromise via an agreement
to make the group temporary, says its deputy chair.
Charelle Evelyn

A new Senate committee dedicated to studying issues affecting Canada's North, is planning to "hit the ground running" when
the Upper Chamber resumes at the end of January, says the new group's deputy chair.

Approved by the Senate on Sept. 27, the new Special Committee on the Arctic held its first meeting on Dec. 13, selecting
Liberal Senator Charlie Watt (Inkerman, Que.) as chair and Conservative Senator Dennis Patterson (Nunavut) as deputy
chair.

The committee stemmed from a motion introduced by Sen. Watt in the spring, and seconded by Sen. Patterson, to cast a
more focused lens on the issues affecting the Arctic that have only been touched on by other committees.

According to its order of reference, the nine-member committee will "consider the significant and rapid changes to the Arctic,
and impacts on original inhabitants" during its temporary mandate. As a special committee, it will sit for the remainder of the
current Parliament.

The committee has a mandate covering a swath of issues that's as vast as its geography, Sen. Patterson noted, running the
gamut from Arctic sovereignty, to renewable and non-renewable natural resources, to oil and gas, to managing offshore Arctic
waters.

"And of course Sen. Watt and myself both represent Inuit constituencies, so we are particularly interested in the role of Inuit in
these current issues," Sen. Patterson said.

The Senate seats for the Yukon and Northwest Territories are both vacant, leaving Senators Watt and Patterson the sole Arctic
representatives in the Upper Chamber. The pair have worked closely over the years, ever since Sen. Watt "marched [Sen.
Patterson] up the aisle" as his sponsor when he was sworn into the Senate in 2009.

With two years left before his retirement, the committee getting struck now is a good opportunity to take advantage of Sen.
Watt's lengthy Senate career. Sen. Watt was appointed to the Senate by prime minister Pierre Trudeau in 1984.

It's also timely as the Liberal government prepares its Arctic policy framework. The development of the policy was announced
in December 2016 and departmental consultations that began in April 2017 are scheduled to wrap up at the end of February.

"The new federal policy framework will be developed to reorganize and reprioritize federal activities in the Arctic," according to
the government's website. "The framework is intended to increase partnerships and collaboration between the federal
government, Indigenous peoples, and territorial and provincial governments."

It will apply to the Yukon, Northwest Territories, Nunavut, Inuit Nunangat, the Nunatsiavut region in Labrador, Quebec's Nunavik
territory and northern Manitoba, including Churchill.

On Jan. 15, Crown-Indigenous Relations and Northern Affairs Minister Carolyn Bennett (Toronto-St. Paul's, Ont.) was in
Iqaluit, where she heard from local leaders about the policy.

Sen. Patterson said he has spoken to Ms. Bennett about the work in which the committee hopes to engage and how it can
inform her department's work.

"I think that when Canada's developing an Arctic policy it will be great to have a Senate committee give those issues some
reflection and make some recommendations," he said, noting consultation and collaboration have been missing in some
government actions affecting the North.
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In December 2016, Canada and the United States, under former-U.S. president Barack Obama and Prime Minister Justin
Trudeau (Papineau, Que.), announced an indefinite moratorium on offshore oil and gas drilling in the Canadian Arctic, to be
reviewed every five years, and a similar ban in associated U.S. waters.

"That announcement, whatever one might think of its merits, was done without consultation," said Sen. Patterson.

For its part, the House has a Standing Committee on Indigenous and Northern Affairs, which has a mandate to cover all
areas covered by the federal department of Indigenous and Northern Affairs Canada.

Committee members eager to dive in
Senators who joined the new committee said they are equally passionate about digging into the issues affecting the North.

Independent Senator Patricia Bovey (Manitoba) said that she would like the committee to study topics including oil and
mining, getting to the root cause of social issues such as youth suicide and food insecurity, and governance. She said she's
also "concerned about the short- and long-term effects of climate change, and would really like to talk to some of the scientists
that have spent years working on this."

Independent Senator Rosa Galvez (Bedford, Que.) noted that among her Senate colleagues, she's one of few with a
technical, science background, which is part of the reason why she put herself forward for membership on the committee.

Sen. Galvez, who has a PhD in environmental engineering, has been involved in several environmental impact assessments
throughout her career.

She said climate change will be a major focus for her, personally, because the North is a "very vulnerable environment and it
is being affected very rapidly and intensively by climate change. So I'm very interested to know what is going on in climate
change in the North because it's going to help us understand what's going to happen in the rest of the world, too."

The committee also consists of Conservative Senator Nicole Eaton (Ontario), Independent Senator Marilou McPhedran
(Manitoba), Conservative Senator Richard Neufeld (British Columbia), Conservative Senator Victor Oh (Mississauga, Ont.),
and Independent Senator Kim Pate (Ontario).

Special committee a 'compromise,' says Sen. Patterson
Getting the committee approved took a little bit of compromise, said Sen. Patterson.

"It's not an easy task to get approval to establish yet another committee," he said, adding that he and Sen. Watt "decided that
the best way of selling the creation of another committee amidst quite a crowded committee schedule and amid some
concerns about logistics and even cost would be to make it a special committee for the life of this Parliament."

Despite having "good support from the Senate" for the concept, fitting another committee into the Senate's work week, and
figuring out the logistics took some discussion.

"It wasn't like people were against the idea of the committee, it was more: OK, how is this going to work? How is it going to fit
in our schedule? When is the committee going to meet?"

Whether the committee continues beyond 2019 (or the prorogation of Parliament, whichever comes first), will be up to the
next Parliament to decide, Sen. Patterson said.

"I will say that I'm hoping we will establish our importance and our merit and that the resurrection of that committee may be
considered in the next Parliament, but that's a while away yet," he said.

cevelyn@hilltimes.com
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