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I’m very honoured to speak before such a large and dis-
tinguished group of evaluation professionals. Though some could 
consider this rather intimidating, I trust you won’t be too rigorous 
in your evaluation this morning!

When I fi rst received your invitation, I must admit I wondered why 
you wanted a legislative auditor to deliver a keynote address at an 
evaluation conference. But then I realized that this was very much 
in keeping with your conference theme of “Crossing Borders, Cross-
ing Boundaries.” 

In this world of so many borders and boundaries, it is refreshing 
to see a group that is actively trying to look beyond what divides 
groups to what unites them, and that recognizes that differences can 
offer opportunities to think about our respective disciplines in new 
ways. I’m particularly delighted that this year’s conference is once 
again bringing together both Canadian and American perspectives 
on evaluation. I have no doubt that Canadians and Americans have 
a lot to learn from each other in this area. Et, toujours dans cet esprit 
qui nous pousse à franchir les frontières et à repousser les limites 
linguistiques, permettez-moi de souhaiter la bienvenue aux collègues 
francophones qui sont avec nous aujourd’hui. 
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From my perspective, audit and evaluation are really two sides of 
the same coin — they are both critical to public sector accountability. 
That’s why I’m here today, and that’s the message I hope to leave 
with you.

When I say “audit,” what I’m referring to is one form of legislative 
auditing done in the Canadian federal government that used to be 
called value-for-money auditing and is now called performance audit-
ing. Performance audits examine the practices, controls, and report-
ing systems used in the management of federal activities. They are 
carried out by independent practitioners in accordance with profes-
sional standards. The other form of legislative auditing is the more 
traditional fi nancial audits that are similar to the type done in the 
private sector. These examine whether the government is keeping 
proper accounts and records and presenting its fi nancial information 
fairly in accordance with its accounting policies.

When my Offi ce carries out performance audits in government, what 
we are ultimately seeking to promote is well-managed and account-
able government. This benefi ts taxpayers and citizens. When evalu-
ations are carried out in government, they are generally designed to 
answer the question: Is the money spent on programs and services 
that lead to results? What this supports is effective and accountable 
government, which also benefi ts taxpayers and citizens. 

In addition, audit and evaluation share important qualities: 

• Both involve examining, measuring, and reporting on some 
aspect of a project or program. 

• Both are evidence-based — relying on the collection and 
analysis of data to support conclusions. 

• Both require professional judgement to defi ne the criteria 
and measures for assessing performance.

• Both require trained professionals, often working in multi-
disciplinary teams. 

But at the end of the day, what I think is most important to both 
audit and evaluation is the independence of those doing the examin-
ing. By this I mean when examiners have no stake in the outcome of 
the examination and issue reports that are faithful to the facts and 
data. Both auditors and evaluators need to be immune from the undue 
infl uence of the organizations being examined. If they’re not, they risk 
producing biased judgements, which do a disservice to everybody.
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OVERVIEW OF MY ROLE

Today, I’d like to discuss my role as Auditor General of Canada and 
the independence of the Offi ce. I’ll talk about how we preserve that 
independence, and how it is vital to everything we do. 

I have now been Auditor General for more than four years. Frankly, 
when I stepped into this position I had no idea what was in store. And 
there have been a few surprises, to be sure. But I can tell you that I 
still wake up every morning thrilled to have my job. Actually, I don’t 
really think of it as a job. It’s more of a public trust. I feel honoured 
and privileged to serve my fellow Canadians in this way.

I’ve had the good fortune to meet people in practically every corner of 
the country and from many walks of life. And, as you might expect, 
these encounters have given me a pretty good idea of what they ex-
pect from their government. Through the taxes they pay, Canadians 
foot the bill for government programs and services, such as old age 
security, international development assistance, and environmental 
protection. And they want assurance that these programs are man-
aged well. They want to know that government is spending their 
hard-earned money wisely. And they want to feel confi dent that the 
offi cials of government are honest and ethical. Canadians want to 
hear — in language they understand — what government is trying 
to do, what it expects to achieve, and how well it is progressing to 
meet its targets. 

And that brings me back to my role. As a legislative auditor, my 
main role is to look critically at government operations and provide 
independent and reliable information about how well they work. In 
carrying out that role, I act as a servant of the Parliament of Canada. 
In the Canadian system of government, one of Parliament’s most 
important roles is to hold the federal government to account for its 
use of taxpayer dollars. Our performance audits provide information 
about the way government activities are managed and make specifi c 
recommendations for improvement. 

They answer such important questions as: 

• Did the government collect or spend money as authorized by 
Parliament? 

• Did the government comply with its own rules in the spend-
ing of public funds? 
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• Were public assets protected? 
• Were government expenditures made with due regard for 

economy, effi ciency, and environmental impact? 

We make recommendations in our audit reports, but, unlike our 
counterparts in some other countries, such as France, we have no 
power to compel departments to act on them. Nor can we ask the 
courts to do so. Instead, we work with and through Parliament to 
make a difference. 

COMPARING THE OAG AND THE GAO

For the benefi t of our American friends in the audience, I should ex-
plain that the body most similar to my Offi ce in your country is the 
GAO — the Government Accountability Offi ce — which is currently 
headed by David Walker. And while the offi ces have much in common, 
we diverge in key areas — which is not surprising given that the two 
countries have quite different political systems.

A major difference relates to the choice of what to audit. Your Con-
gress and its committees can initiate investigations and inquiries, 
and can ask the GAO to undertake specifi c audits. In my Offi ce, we 
only rarely respond to suggestions for audits made by politicians 
and major stakeholders. Instead, we select our audits using a sys-
tematic and risk-based approach, and we plan our audits several 
years in advance. Another key difference is that in the United States, 
performance auditors in the GAO also evaluate the effectiveness of 
programs. In Canada, we don’t. As I said earlier, our mandate and 
legislation specifi cally requires us to consider “economy, effi ciency, 
and the environment” in our audits. In the Canadian government, 
measuring the effectiveness of programs is considered a responsibil-
ity of management. It is the evaluator’s role to help management 
measure the effectiveness of programs. As auditors, we examine 
only whether the government has the means in place to measure 
that effectiveness. 

DISPELLING MISCONCEPTIONS

In Canada, there are a number of common assumptions about the 
Offi ce of the Auditor General that need to be dispelled. One is that 
I’m a government watchdog. I’m not. Parliament is the watchdog. 
MPs and Senators use the information we provide to scrutinize gov-
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ernment spending and performance and to question or challenge the 
government on behalf of Canadians.

So, in essence, as a legislative auditor, it is my job to help parliamen-
tarians to do their job well. To do that, my Offi ce has to gather and 
make sense of a great deal of data. We audit more than 100 federal 
government organizations ranging from small boards to large complex 
organizations. We also audit some 40 Crown corporations, such as the 
Canadian Broadcasting Corporation, as well as the governments of 
Nunavut, the Yukon, and the Northwest Territories, and some 20 ter-
ritorial corporations and agencies. We publish the results of some 30 
performance audits in four reports to Parliament every year. During 
my time as Auditor General, we’ve looked at such diverse issues as 
national security, First Nations’ housing and education, and salmon 
stocks and aquaculture. 

Now, you might wonder why we are auditing salmon stocks and aqua-
culture. Well, the answer to that question is contained in the second 
fact I’d like to make clear today. Our performance audits extend to 
auditing environmental issues — in fact, I’m proud to say that my 
Offi ce is a world leader in this area.

We began doing environmental audits in the early 1990s. In 1995, an 
amendment to our legislation extended performance audits to include 
the environmental impact of government decisions. The new legisla-
tion also created the position of Commissioner of the Environment 
and Sustainable Development within my Offi ce. Today, that position 
is held by Johanne Gélinas. Along with her team, the Commissioner 
audits how well the federal government is doing in meeting its com-
mitments to sustainable development. And she reports to Parliament 
once a year on her fi ndings. 

That highlights the third fact I’d like to share with you about my job. 
As Auditor General, I am responsible for looking at how the govern-
ment implements its policies. But, it’s not my role to question the 
actual merits of those policies. This is an important distinction. For 
example, when we audited the Canadian Firearms Program — which 
the Canadians here will have certainly heard about — we focused ex-
clusively on how the program was being managed. We raised concerns 
about the escalating cost of the program and came to the conclusion 
that the Department of Justice had not provided Parliament with the 
information it needed to effectively scrutinize the program, which is 
vital to accountability. We did not comment on the government’s gun 
control policy itself. We have no opinion on that.
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There is a fourth interesting point about the role of my Offi ce. Despite 
what many people believe, my mission is not to put organizations un-
der a magnifying glass in order to expose waste and boondoggles and 
discredit government. My aim is rather to bring to light information 
that will improve the management and accountability of government. 
That intention is refl ected in the way we choose what we’re going to 
audit. We don’t set out with an agenda to confi rm suspicions about 
fl aws or weaknesses. Rather, we pick our topics after doing thorough 
risk assessments of the activities federal departments and agencies 
are involved in. And we focus on the areas where the risks are great-
est. We ask such questions as: Is this program costing taxpayers a 
lot of money? Could it threaten the health and safety of Canadians 
if something were to go wrong? 

Now, there’s no denying that our audits reveal areas where things 
are going wrong, or are not going as well as they should be. In these 
cases, we suggest improvements that can be made. Essentially, we 
view audits as learning tools. From our point of view, what matters 
most is that people take steps to fi x ineffi ciencies and address weak-
nesses — or that they learn from the best practices of others. Those 
are the types of positive actions we encourage.

That brings me to the fi fth fact I’d like to share today. I’m very pleased 
to say that our work does make a difference for Canadians. From time 
to time, cynics complain that after my reports get media attention, 
nothing else happens. Well, I beg to differ. The government does 
take action in response to our reports. The fi rst destination for our 
reports isn’t a shelf somewhere — they go directly to Parliament. 
Once the reports are tabled there, they are turned over to a com-
mittee of the House of Commons called the Standing Committee on 
Public Accounts. Some people call it the “accountability committee” 
because it conducts hearings on our audits in an effort to hold the 
government to account for its performance. I appear before the com-
mittee to answer questions, along with senior public servants from 
the audited organizations. Afterwards, the committee may table a 
report in the House of Commons that includes recommendations to 
the government. The government is expected to respond in writing 
about what it proposes to do within 120 days. 

So, it is up to Parliament’s committees to ask the government to take 
the needed action — and then it is up to government to put things in 
motion. It is true that the public doesn’t hear nearly enough about the 
steps government takes to improve things. Why? Probably because 
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good news doesn’t sell as many newspapers. When we see signs of 
progress, we take great pleasure in telling the story and applauding 
the achievement. In fact, once a year we publish a report that focuses 
exclusively on how government has responded to past audits. 

INDEPENDENCE

Another fairly common assumption is that the government of the 
day pressures me — one way or another — during my audits. And 
that I have to be very strong not to yield under its pressure. That is 
absolutely not the case. All players in the system respect the Audi-
tor General’s unique and independent role. Independence is vital 
to our credibility and our effectiveness. While I report directly to 
Parliament, I am independent of Parliament. And, while I report on 
the activities of the federal government, my Offi ce is not part of the 
government. 

The mandate of my Offi ce is established by statute, and there are 
several safeguards in place to protect it. For example, the Auditor 
General is appointed for a 10-year, non-renewable term and can be 
removed only after both the House of Commons and Senate pass a 
resolution. I can also choose what to audit, when to audit, and how 
to audit. I have the right to ask the government for any information 
required to do the job, which constitutes a broad power to access in-
formation. My Offi ce has the freedom to recruit its own staff. Finally, 
I submit my reports directly to the House of Commons, through the 
Speaker.

These are the structural and external factors that preserve the in-
dependence and autonomy of my Offi ce. There’s another set of safe-
guards as well, and they include our rigorous approach to quality 
assurance and our ultimate allegiance to a professional discipline. The 
capacity to maintain an independent state of mind and stay faithful 
to the evidence in our work is partly a function of our independence 
as professionals. All our work conforms to the standards of the Cana-
dian Institute of Chartered Accountants. (The U.S. equivalent is the 
American Institute of Certifi ed Public Accountants.) We supplement 
these standards with guidance on issues specifi c to legislative audit-
ing, such as compliance with authorities and public reporting. 

We aim to build quality into our products at every stage of the au-
dit process. My staff is made up of multidisciplinary professionals 
who are trained in audit. They range from accountants to engineers 
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and statisticians to people trained in the social, environmental, and 
management sciences. We rely upon external advisors, including spe-
cialists, and senior staff of the Offi ce to advise audit teams at crucial 
stages of the audit process. These advisors help identify potential 
issues, advise on scope and objectives, and discuss the fi rst drafts of  
reports. On each audit, an Assistant Auditor General acts as a peer 
reviewer to maintain quality standards. As we prepare our reports, 
the departments being audited comment on the factual accuracy of 
our work and express any differences of opinion. They also provide 
a formal response to our recommendations, which we include in the 
published report. In short, our audit process provides assurance that 
what is found and reported is factual and complete. 

Our meticulous adherence to methodology and professional standards 
stood us in very good stead throughout the events that followed the 
tabling of our audit of the government’s sponsorship program and 
advertising activities in early 2004. The Canadians in the audience 
will know that this was an audit that resulted in both parliamentary 
hearings and the appointment by the Prime Minister of a Commission 
of Inquiry headed by Mr. Justice John Gomery, who will be issuing 
his report shortly. The parliamentary hearings that followed our 
audit were a testament to our independence, as well as the quality 
of our work. When we appear as witnesses before committees, we 
can be challenged on our audit fi ndings. So it is critical that we can 
back up every statement we make. We go to great lengths to prepare 
documentation that supports or, as we say, substantiates our fi nd-
ings. For each of our audits, we compile cross-referenced binders that 
identify the sources of information relied on for each paragraph in 
our reports. During the parliamentary hearings into the sponsorship 
program in March, certain witnesses challenged and attempted to 
refute our fi ndings. 

I’m pleased to say, though, that in its fi nal report on those hear-
ings, the Public Accounts Committee found that (and I quote) “the 
overwhelming weight of the evidence … consistently confi rmed and 
strengthened the observations and conclusions” made by our report. 
In fact, the committee went out of its way to commend and congratu-
late the Offi ce on the quality of our work, noting our rigorous and 
painstaking methodology. 

We were the fi rst witnesses to appear before the Gomery Commission 
in September of 2004 and among the last to appear in 2005 as well. 
The Commission subpoenaed our substantiation binders. We were 
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questioned for several days, and I am pleased to say that again our 
work held up to the intense scrutiny of the various parties in those 
hearings.

Another way our work has been tested is through external reviews. 
In 2003 we voluntarily subjected ourselves to an external review of 
our performance audit practice. The review was conducted by a team 
made up of our peers from other national audit offi ces. It was led by 
the National Audit Offi ce of the United Kingdom and included rep-
resentatives from France, Norway, and the Netherlands. I’m proud 
to say that we were the fi rst national audit offi ce in the world to re-
quest such a review. And I’m happy to say that the review confi rmed 
that our practice refl ected professional standards and was operating 
effectively. Our audits were found to provide independent, objective 
information that members of Parliament can rely on. It also identi-
fi ed a number of good practices, as well as some opportunities for 
improvement, which we are acting on. 

This independent review confi rmed the soundness of our practice and 
provided additional assurances about our integrity and accountability, 
adding credibility to our efforts. I’m also pleased that this model of 
review has been adopted by other audit offi ces. Our offi ce recently 
led the review of the GAO, and reviews of other national audit offi ces 
are in progress or planned. 

CONCLUSION

Ladies and gentlemen, in my time with you today, I’ve tried to cap-
ture the essence of legislative auditing and stress the importance of 
independence. 

While the processes and goals employed by audit and evaluation may 
differ in some respects, I do believe that they can be seen as two sides 
of the same coin. They both play a critical role in supporting public 
sector accountability. As legislative auditors, our credibility and in-
dependence rely in no small measure on our consistent and structured 
approach to our audit work, and on our quality assurance framework 
and the professional standards from which they derive. 

Professional standards provide an anchor when the practitioner is 
buffeted by storms of controversy, because the professional practi-
tioner can refer to those standards as the source of authority and 
basis of action and decision-making. Unwillingness to compromise 
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an ultimate professional loyalty to those standards provides a form 
of independence. 

Of course, these thoughts are based on my own experience and obser-
vations. I’m interested to hear your impressions. Through dialogues 
like this, we can work to cross the borders and boundaries between 
disciplines and fi nd common ground that strengthens us all. A will-
ingness to learn — to be open to change and improvement — is what 
we demand of others. We can ask no less of ourselves. 

Thank you very much for your time and attention. It has been a pleas-
ure to be here. C’est sur cette note que je terminerai mon intervention. 
Ce fut un grand plaisir pour moi d’être avec vous aujourd’hui. 

Sheila Fraser has been Auditor General of Canada since her ap-
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and accounting professions, she was awarded the Prix Émérite 1993 
and the designation “Fellow” by the Ordre des comptables agréés 
du Québec in 1994 and by the Institute of Chartered Accountants 
of Ontario in 2000. She received the Governor General’s medal com-
memorating Canada’s 125th anniversary in 1992. She currently chairs 
the Working Group on Environmental Auditing and the Sub-Commit-
tee on Independence of Supreme Audit Institutions, two committees 
of the International Organization of Supreme Audit Institutions 
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