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Summary  
 

The nature and scope of accounting officer appearances 
 
The new accounting officer provisions of the Financial Administration Act (FAA) 
designate deputy ministers and deputy heads of designated government entities as 
the accounting officers for their organizations. Accounting officers have a legal 
obligation to appear before committees of the Senate and House of Commons and 
answer questions on the management responsibilities set out in section 16.4 of the 
FAA.  

 
This legal obligation operates within the framework of ministerial responsibility 
and accountability to Parliament. Ministers, and they alone, are accountable to 
Parliament for all actions of the executive including management. Although the 
accounting officer is legally obliged to appear, he or she appears in support of the 
Minister’s accountability. Hence, it remains appropriate for Ministers to testify 
before committees on management matters.   
 
Section 16.4 does not create new management responsibilities. Deputies have long 
had these responsibilities; they are listed to establish the scope of areas for which 
accounting officers are legally required to appear and answer questions. 
Concerning matters outside the scope of the four areas, it remains appropriate for 
committees to work with the department or organization to determine the most 
appropriate person or persons to appear before the committee. This would not 
necessarily be the accounting officer. 
 
Should the accounting officer appear concerning his or her broader 
responsibilities as deputy, he or she appears on behalf of the Minister and should 
take guidance from the Minister on the most appropriate approach. 
  
The four areas of questioning under section 16.4 
 
The first area of questioning relates to whether departmental programs are 
delivered in compliance with administrative policies and procedures, such as the 
policies, directives and standards issued by the Treasury Board. Accounting 
officers are expected to be able to answer questions about how their 
departments ensure compliance with applicable management policies. This 
would not encompass broader policy decisions, such as whether sufficient 
resources have been allocated to a particular program or whether a given 
program is the most effective means of achieving desired outcomes.  
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With respect to the second area of questioning, accounting officers are required 
to answer questions regarding the steps taken to maintain effective systems of 
internal control. This would entail discussion of the kinds of internal controls in 
place, how they function, and the measures taken to ensure that they are 
effective, such as whether they are audited using a risk-based approach. 
 
Accounting officers are also obliged to answer questions about the departmental 
accounts. Specifically, the accounting officer is expected to answer questions 
regarding the steps taken to prepare the accounts and what the department has 
done in order to ensure that the accounts fairly portray the financial position of 
the department. 
 
The last area of questioning pertains to any legal authorities directly vested in 
the accounting officer that relate to the administration of his or her department, 
such as the authorities conferred upon deputy heads under section 12 of the 
FAA related to the management of human resources. The accounting officer 
would be expected to explain the use of these authorities. 
 
Resolution of disagreements 
 
Where, under the process set out in section 16.5 of the FAA, the accounting 
officer seeks written guidance from the Secretary of the Treasury Board for an 
unresolved disagreement between the accounting officer and the Minister 
related to the interpretation or application of a Treasury Board policy, directive 
or standard, such guidance should be sought through a letter from the 
accounting officer to the Secretary setting out the issue in a clear and balanced 
manner, and a copy of this letter should be provided to the Minister. If the 
matter remains unresolved and the Minister seeks a decision from the Treasury 
Board, the Minister would be expected to do so through a formal submission to 
the Treasury Board. Although disagreements that are the subject of this process 
remain confidential, a copy of the Treasury Board decision is provided to the 
Auditor General of Canada as a confidence of the Queen’s Privy Council. 
 
A framework for appearances 
 
The accounting officer has a duty to appear: When the committee calls a 
deputy minister or deputy head to appear as an accounting officer with respect 
to matters within the scope of section 16.4 he or she must do so. The accounting 
officer cannot defer the appearance without a compelling reason and cannot 
send someone else. 
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The committee’s intentions should be clarified: The accounting officer should 
seek clear information from the committee on the purpose and subject matter of 
the appearance – i.e., does it pertain to accounting officer responsibilities and, if 
so, does it also extend beyond those responsibilities? 
 
The accounting officer should discuss the appearance with his or her 
Minister: The responsible Minister should be made aware of the accounting 
officer’s pending appearance. The accounting officer should consult with the 
Minister regarding the appropriate approach to potential questions about his or 
her broader responsibilities as deputy – e.g., to what extent, if at all, may policy 
options under consideration but not in the public realm be discussed?  
 
The accounting officer should be prepared: It is critical to be prepared with 
respect to the areas listed in section 16.4. This includes related matters such as 
reports of Agents of Parliament. While it is acceptable to take questions under 
advisement and get back to the committee, this is best kept to a minimum. 
 
Supporting officials should be kept to a minimum: The accounting officer is 
expected to be fully prepared to discuss relevant matters. It is acceptable to bring 
supporting officials, but these should be kept to a minimum, and to the extent 
possible they should be there as resources for the accounting officer rather than as 
witnesses, as the obligation to respond to section 16.4 questions belongs to the 
accounting officer. Accompanying officials should nevertheless be well prepared 
in the event that they are called upon to answer questions. 
 
Public servants have not traditionally been asked to swear an oath:  It has not 
been customary to ask public servants to testify under oath, but committees have 
authority to require this. If asked, the accounting officer may remind the 
committee that either way he or she will testify in an honest, forthright manner 
and will be guided by the Access to Information Act and Privacy Act, as well as 
his or her oath as a public servant not to disclose confidential information. 
 
Confidential information should not be disclosed: While public servants 
provide factual information and non-partisan answers to questions, they do not 
disclose confidential information, including confidential information pertaining to 
matters under section 16.4. Accounting officers should be guided by their public 
service oath as well as the Access to Information Act and Privacy Act – if 
information could not be disclosed under those Acts it should not be disclosed 
during the accounting officer’s appearance. Examples of confidential information 
include: 
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• Cabinet confidences; 
 

• advice to Ministers (including advice on management); 
 

• actions or policies that are under consideration but not in the public realm; 
 

• disagreements between Ministers and officials, including those that may 
have been the subject of the formal dispute resolution process; and 

 
• matters pertaining to individual cases or persons, such as individual HR 

matters (e.g., discipline of individuals). 
 
Public service neutrality should be preserved: The accounting officer should 
provide factual answers and explanations. He or she should not engage in broad 
policy discussions, defend or debate the merits of policies or actions (as opposed 
to explaining their rationale), or otherwise express a personal opinion, even if 
asked to do so. Also, it should not be necessary for the accounting officer to 
defend himself or herself from censure, as censuring officials is outside the role of 
parliamentary committees. 
 
The accounting officer should answer questions that predate his or her 
tenure: The accounting officer for an entity is its incumbent deputy, who alone 
has the departmental support to provide required information as well as the 
capacity to take corrective action. Therefore, the current accounting officer should 
answer questions about matters that predate his or her tenure in the current 
position or, if necessary, provide the answers as soon as possible after appearing. 
Questions about another organization of which he or she was previously the 
accounting officer are most appropriately referred to the current accounting 
officer for that organization. 
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Accounting Officers: Guidance on Roles, 
Responsibilities and Appearances Before 

Parliamentary Committees 
 
 
I. Introduction 
 
The designation of deputy ministers and deputy heads of designated government 
entities as accounting officers for their organizations underscores the importance 
of sound management practices within the Government of Canada, as well as the 
key role that deputies play in managing their organizations and supporting the 
accountability of their Ministers for that management.1 It also ensures that 
Parliament will have the information it requires to assess the way in which 
government departments and agencies are managed and respects the non-
partisanship of the public service.  
 
The accounting officer provisions in the Financial Administration Act (FAA) 
codify long-standing practice whereby deputy ministers appear before 
parliamentary committees to provide information and explanations regarding 
matters of departmental management and thereby support the accountability of 
their Ministers for these matters.  
 
This document is designed to help accounting officers understand the nature of 
their responsibilities under the accounting officer provisions of the Financial 
Administration Act and to provide practical guidance for their appearances before 
committees of Parliament.  
 
A key principle underlying this guidance is that the responsibilities of accounting 
officers arise within the framework of ministerial responsibility and accountability 
to Parliament. The accounting officer regime does not alter the fundamental 
constitutional principle that Ministers, and Ministers alone, are accountable to 
Parliament for all actions of the executive. 
 
It is also critical to the effective functioning of the accounting officer mechanism 
that committee appearances be characterized by high standards of professionalism 
and mutual respect on the part of public servants and parliamentarians alike.  
 

                                                 
1 Except in the case of Agents of Parliament, who are ultimately accountable to Parliament for 
management of their organizations. 
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II. Accounting Officer Provisions in the Financial 
Administration Act 

 
The text of the accounting officer provisions of the Financial Administration Act 
(sections 16.3 to 16.5 and Schedule VI) is attached at Annex A. 
 
Section 16.3 of the Financial Administration Act designates deputy ministers and 
the deputy heads of government entities as accounting officers for their 
organizations. 
 
Section 16.4 of the FAA provides that the accounting officer is accountable 
before the appropriate committees of the Senate and House of Commons to 
answer questions related to the following management responsibilities: 
 
• the measures taken to organize the resources of the department to deliver 

departmental programs in compliance with government policies and 
procedures;    

 
• the measures taken to maintain effective systems of internal control in the 

department; 
 
• the signing of the accounts that are required for preparation of the Public 

Accounts (pursuant to section 64 of the FAA); and  
 
• the performance of other specific duties assigned to him or her by the FAA 

or any other act in relation to the administration of the department. 
 
Section 16.4 also provides that the obligations of accounting officers: 
 
• operate within the framework of the Minister’s responsibility and 

accountability to Parliament; and  
 
• are subject to the Minister’s management and direction of the department2 

or the Minister’s responsibilities under the legal instrument constituting 
the department.3 

 
Section 16.5 of the FAA provides the following mechanism for addressing 
situations where the accounting officer and the Minister are unable to agree on the 
interpretation or application of a Treasury Board policy, directive or standard: 
 
• the accounting officer shall seek written guidance from the Secretary of 

the Treasury Board; 
 

                                                 
2 In the case of deputy heads of government departments listed in Part I of Schedule VI of the 
FAA.  
3 In the case of deputy heads of entities listed in Parts II or III of Schedule VI. 
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• if, after the Secretary of the Treasury Board has provided guidance in 
writing, the matter remains unresolved, the Minister shall seek a decision 
from the Treasury Board; and 

 
• this decision would be shared with the Auditor General as a confidence of 

the Queen’s Privy Council for Canada. 
 
 
III. Understanding the Legislative Provisions 
 
III.1 Within the Framework of Ministerial Responsibility 
 
The accountability of accounting officers before parliamentary committees 
operates within the framework of the Minister’s responsibility and accountability 
to Parliament. The constitutional authority of the Crown is entrusted to Ministers, 
not public servants, and Ministers are constitutionally and politically accountable 
to Parliament for that authority.  
 
The public service exists to provide professional advice and operational support to 
the government of the day and does not exercise authority independently of that 
government. Even where management responsibilities or authorities are assigned 
by statute to the deputy head (or other official) and the Minister may not give 
specific direction, the official is accountable to the Minister for the exercise of 
those authorities, while the Minister is accountable to Parliament for proper 
exercise of authorities and effective management of the organization by officials.  
 
In keeping with this constitutional and legal framework, the accounting officer 
mechanism does not give accounting officers a sphere of accountability that is 
independent of that of their Ministers. It therefore remains entirely appropriate for 
Ministers to appear before parliamentary committees, including with respect to 
matters of departmental management. 
 
These matters are discussed further in Part IV on The Public Service and 
Parliamentary Committees, below. 
 
III.2 Subject to the Minister’s Management and Direction 
 
In addition to operating within the framework of the Minister’s responsibility and 
accountability to Parliament, the responsibilities of accounting officers are subject 
to the appropriate Minister’s “management and direction” of the department (in the 
case of deputy heads of government departments listed in Part I of Schedule VI of 
the FAA), or to the Minister’s responsibilities under the legal instrument 
constituting  
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the department (in the case of deputy heads of entities listed in Parts II or III of 
Schedule VI).4 These distinctions respect the existing legal division of management 
authorities for different kinds of government entities. 
 
III.3 Accountable before the committee to answer questions 
 
Reflecting the principle of ministerial responsibility set out above, accounting 
officers are accountable before committees, not accountable to them. The meaning 
of “accountable before” under section 16.4 of the FAA is clear from the fact that the 
legal obligation of an accounting officer under that section is to appear before the 
appropriate committee of Parliament and answer questions – that is, provide 
information and explanations – regarding the management responsibilities listed in 
that section. (The distinction between “accountable before” and “accountable to” is 
discussed in further detail in part IV.2, below.) 
 
Section 16.4 of the FAA does not create new management responsibilities. Deputies 
have long had the responsibilities listed in section 16.4, as a result of delegation, 
Treasury Board policies or other legal provisions. The four areas are listed in section 
16.4 in order to establish the field of questions concerning which accounting officers 
have a legal obligation to appear and answer questions. Concerning matters outside 
the scope of the four areas, it remains appropriate for committees to work with the 
department or organization to determine the most appropriate person or persons to 
appear before the committee. This would not necessarily be the accounting officer. 
Rather, there would be a need to determine who within the organization is best 
placed to provide the information required by the committee with the appropriate 
level of detail and authority. Accordingly, it is important to understand the scope of 
questions under section16.4.  
 

                                                 
4 The difference between accounting officers under Part I of Schedule VI versus those under Parts 
II and III is that the former are deputy heads of government departments constituted by legislation 
that gives the presiding Minister “management and direction” of the department, while the latter 
are deputy heads of entities whose constituent legal instrument does not include this provision. 
These are mainly (although not exclusively) arm’s-length bodies, such as agencies, boards, 
tribunals and Agents of Parliament.  
 
The role of the responsible Minister in the overall management of the organization varies among 
Part II and Part III entities according to their particular constituent legal instrument. In the case of 
Part II entities, the constituent legal instrument provides for some level of ministerial involvement 
in management. In the case of Part III entities, the constituent legal instrument does not provide 
for ministerial involvement, so that the organization has full day-to-day autonomy with respect to 
management. In such cases, the Minister is accountable to Parliament for the sound management 
of the organization overall and the appropriate exercise of authorities by officials. 
 
The distinctions among Part I, II and III entities are also relevant to the application of the 
mechanism for handling disagreements set out in section 16.5, as discussed at III.4, “Resolution of 
Disagreements.” 
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The first area of questioning relates to whether departmental programs are 
delivered in compliance with administrative policies and procedures, such as the 
policies, directives and standards issued by the Treasury Board. Accounting 
officers are expected to be able to answer questions about how their departments 
ensure compliance with applicable management policies. This area of questioning 
does not encompass broader policy decisions, such as whether sufficient resources 
have been allocated to a particular program or whether a given program is the 
most effective means of achieving desired outcomes.  
 
With respect to the second area of questioning, accounting officers are required to 
answer questions regarding the steps taken to maintain effective systems of 
internal control. This would entail discussion of the kinds of internal controls in 
place, how they function, and the measures taken to ensure that they are effective, 
such as whether they are audited using a risk-based approach. 
 
Accounting officers are also obliged to answer questions about the departmental 
accounts. Specifically, the accounting officer is expected to answer questions 
regarding the steps taken to prepare the accounts and what the department has 
done in order to ensure that the accounts fairly portray the financial position of the 
department. 
 
The last area of questioning pertains to any legal authorities directly vested in the 
accounting officer that relate to the administration of his or her department, such 
as the authorities conferred upon deputy heads under section 12 of the FAA 
related to the management of human resources. The accounting officer is expected 
to explain the use of these authorities.  
 
III.4 Resolution of Disagreements 
 
Where the accounting officer seeks written guidance from the Secretary of the 
Treasury Board under the mechanism for resolving disagreements in section 16.5 
(see Part II, above), such guidance should be sought through a letter from the 
accounting officer to the Secretary setting out the issue in a clear and balanced 
manner, and a copy of this letter should be provided to the Minister. If the matter 
remains unresolved and the Minister seeks a decision from the Treasury Board, 
the Minister should do so through a formal submission to the Treasury Board.  
 
For unresolved questions not related to the interpretation or application of 
Treasury Board policies, directives or standards, the deputy head would have 
recourse to the Clerk of the Privy Council, who may ultimately seek the 
consideration of the Prime Minister. 

 
This mechanism for the resolution of disagreements does not preclude informal 
discussion between the accounting officer and either the Secretary of the Treasury 
Board or the Clerk of the Privy Council. Such discussion may facilitate agreement 
between the accounting officer and the Minister and thereby avoid the need for 
recourse to the formal resolution process. 
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The mechanism for the resolution of disagreements does not apply in the case of 
accounting officers who are listed in Part III of Schedule VI. These accounting 
officers manage organizations whose constituent legal instrument does not 
provide for ministerial involvement in administration, so that the organization has 
full day-to-day autonomy with respect to management. Accordingly, there would 
be no occasion for Ministers to make decisions with respect to these organizations 
concerning the interpretation or application of a Treasury Board policy, directive 
or standard. 
 
 
IV. The Public Service and Parliamentary Committees 
 
IV.1 General Principles 
 
Historically, public servants have supported the accountability of their Ministers 
to Parliament by appearing before committees of the Senate and the House of 
Commons to answer factual questions and provide information and explanations 
regarding matters where, because of their technical nature or level of detail, public 
servants are best placed to provide the information that parliamentarians require. 
It has been recognized that: 
 
• public servants provide factual information and non-partisan answers to 

questions in support of their Ministers, including questions about the 
administration of the department and its programs; 

 
• public servants do not disclose confidential information, including advice 

to Ministers, nor do they disclose Cabinet confidences; 
 
• public servants do not engage in broad policy discussions, debate the 

merits of policies, options or actions (as opposed to explaining their 
rationale), express personal opinions, or enter into partisan disputes or 
other matters of controversy; 

 
• committee members do not censure or demean public servants, instruct 

them in particular courses of action, or use their appearances to advance 
partisan interests; and 

 
• if matters beyond the scope of appropriate questions for public servants are 

anticipated or arise, the authoritative presence of the Minister is required. 
 
Respect for these principles is essential to preserve the neutrality of the public 
service, the authority of Ministers and the capacity of public servants to provide 
support to successive governments without regard to political partisanship. In 
establishing the accounting officer mechanism, the FAA does not alter the  
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fundamental nature of the appearances of public servants before committees, nor 
does it contemplate lines of questioning that would compromise the political 
neutrality of the public service. 
 
As mentioned at the beginning of this guidance, committee appearances should be 
characterized by high standards of professionalism and mutual respect. 
Professionalism requires conscientious preparation and responses to questions on 
the  
part of accounting officers, as well as appropriate and relevant lines of 
questioning from committee members. Mutual respect requires, among other 
considerations, courtesy and proper regard for the different roles that 
parliamentarians and public servants play in Canada’s system of government. 
Parliament cannot be well served in the absence of these practices. 
 
IV.2 Accountable Before versus Accountable To 
 
As noted in part III.3 above, under the FAA, accounting officers are accountable 
before committees, not accountable to them. “Accountable before” means that the 
accounting officer is answerable to the committee regarding his or her discharge 
of the responsibilities listed in section 16.4 of the FAA – that is, the accounting 
officer has a duty to provide information and explanations concerning those 
responsibilities.  
 
While this duty underscores the importance of the accounting officer’s role in 
ensuring sound organizational management, it does not entail “accountability to” 
Parliament in the sense that Ministers are accountable. In particular, the 
accounting officer is not accounting to the committee for his or her personal 
performance and is not subject to personal consequences that parliamentarians 
might mete out – i.e., it is not appropriate for committee members to censure the 
accounting officer, seek to diminish his or her reputation or use the appearance of 
the accounting officer to advance partisan interests.  
 
If accounting officers were to be accountable to committees, they would need to 
have the tools to defend themselves from personal criticism. At a minimum, this 
would require that they have the right to express opinions and concerns about the 
context in which they worked, including the possible disclosure of advice to the 
Minister. This would draw accounting officers into political controversy and 
undermine the working relationship between Ministers and deputies, which 
requires that the deputy be able to provide frank and confidential advice. 
 
IV.3 Corrective Action 
 
An important aspect of providing information and explanations regarding 
management activities is to indicate what corrective action has been taken or is 
being taken to address problems, including any problems that may have been  
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identified in the course of an appearance by the accounting officer. One of the 
benefits of the fact that the accounting officer is the current deputy head of the 
organization is that only he or she has the capacity to take corrective action. 
 
That said, parliamentary committees are not part of the executive and do not have 
authority to give directions to officials. Further, officials are accountable to 
Ministers for their actions, not to parliamentarians. Accordingly, it would be 
inappropriate for committee members to seek to instruct the accounting officer in 
a particular course of action, and inappropriate for the accounting officer to 
commit to a course of action on the basis of such instruction. 
 
 
V. Appearances Before Committees 
 
V.1 Frequency, Timing and Purpose of Appearances 
 
Committees of the Senate or House of Commons may call accounting officers to 
testify before them, in their capacity as accounting officers, when such testimony 
would be relevant to the responsibilities of the Committee and to the business with 
which they are or expect to be engaged. 
 
Duty to appear: Accounting officers are expected to be available with reasonable 
frequency and on reasonable notice. The accounting officer should not seek to 
defer the appearance without a compelling reason. Neither may the accounting 
officer send someone in his or her place. 
 
Purpose of the appearance: If the purpose of the appearance is not made clear 
by the committee in its invitation, the accounting officer should seek clarification 
– e.g., does the committee wish to discuss matters related to accounting officer 
responsibilities? As noted in part III.3 above, the scope of questions under section 
16.4 does not extend to policy matters – for example, a new taxation policy or a 
potential amendment to the criminal law. Neither does it extend to issues such as 
the effectiveness of programs in achieving their objectives, or the merits of a 
specific initiative such as an infrastructure project. It is important that there be 
clarity as to the purpose of appearances so that officials can properly prepare. 
 
Accounting officers need to be mindful of the distinction between appearing as 
accounting officers versus appearing to discuss their broader responsibilities as 
deputies. For example, if the matter is outside the scope of accounting officer 
responsibilities, it may be appropriate for someone other than the accounting 
officer to appear. Further, even if the accounting officer is the appropriate person 
to appear, it is appropriate for the accounting officer to consult with the Minister 
regarding matters beyond his or her accounting officer responsibilities. (See 
“Discussion with Minister” in V.2, below.)  
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V.2 Preparation for Committee Appearances 
 
Discussion with Minister: Accounting officers should inform their Minister of 
their pending appearance. They should consult with the Minister on their proposed 
approach to potential questions about matters going beyond their accounting 
officer responsibilities, as deputies appear on behalf of their Minister for such 
matters (although, as accounting officers, they still appear in support of their 
Minister’s accountability). For example, only the Minister may authorize the 
deputy to discuss policy options that are under consideration but not yet in the 
public realm. 
 
Proper briefing: Accounting officers have a responsibility to be properly 
prepared for their appearances, which entails a responsibility to be duly briefed on 
matters within the ambit of section 16.4. In particular, they should be able to give 
the committee information and explanations concerning how their departments 
ensure compliance with relevant law and Treasury Board policy as they relate to 
the management of departmental resources and the maintenance of systems of 
internal control. Accounting officers are also expected to be properly informed 
with respect to current issues that concern the management of their organizations, 
such as reports of Agents of Parliament.  
 
V.3 Swearing of Accounting Officers 
 
Duty to be truthful: It has not been customary for public servants to be sworn 
when appearing before committees, but committees have authority to require this. 
If asked to take an oath, accounting officers may wish to remind the committee 
that they have a duty to truthfully convey any information that it is proper for 
them to disclose to Parliament, irrespective of whether they are sworn. Also, 
whether sworn or not, public servants must be guided by the requirements of the 
Access to Information Act and the Privacy Act, as well as their oath as public 
servants not to disclose confidential information.  
 
For certain kinds of confidential information, such as policies under consideration 
but not yet in the public realm, only Ministers can properly decide when and to 
what degree the information should be disclosed. It would be inappropriate to 
force a public servant to assume a power of decision in such matters. 
 
Duty to correct errors: Should accounting officers make any inadvertent error in 
testifying before the committee, they must take steps to correct it at the earliest 
opportunity. 
 
V.4 Confidential Information 
 
Testimony to be frank and forthcoming: In testifying about the areas 
enumerated in section 16.4 of the FAA, accounting officers should be frank, 
forthcoming and cooperative. However, they should not disclose confidential  
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information. In this respect, they must be guided by the Access to Information Act 
and the Privacy Act, as well as their oath as public servants. 

 
What is confidential: Confidential information includes, but is not limited to: 
 
• Cabinet confidences; 
 
• advice to Ministers;  
 
• actions or policies that are under consideration but not in the public realm; 
 
• disagreements between Ministers and officials (including those that may 

have been the subject of the formal resolution process); and  
 

• matters pertaining to individual cases or persons, such as human resource 
matters.5 

 
The duty of accounting officers not to disclose confidential information applies 
even where that information pertains to management matters. 
 
V.5 Provision of Materials to Committees 
 
In order to assist committee members in their work, accounting officers may 
provide the committee with background materials of a non-confidential nature 
either prior to, in the course of, or subsequent to their appearance. Such material 
should be provided in both official languages.  
 
Opening statements and presentations: It is also appropriate for accounting 
officers to make brief opening statements pertaining to the issues before the 
committee, which may, with the committee’s permission, include a visual 
presentation in both official languages. However, in doing so, the accounting 
officer should take into consideration the limited time available to the committee 
and the fact that committee members themselves should determine the scope of 
the testimony, consistent with the provisions of the FAA and the requirements of 
confidentiality.  
 
V.6 Supporting Officials 
 
While the accounting officer may bring other officials to provide support for his 
or her testimony, the number of such officials should be kept to a minimum, and 
to the extent possible their role should be as resources to the accounting officer 
rather than as witnesses. Committee members have a right to hear from the 
accounting officer directly, although it may occasionally be appropriate for the 
committee and the accounting officer to agree to exceptions, particularly for 
                                                 
5Details concerning performance agreements should not be disclosed because both the privacy 
of individuals and the confidentiality of government plans or proposals may be reflected in 
these agreements. 
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specific matters that are highly specialized in nature. Accompanying officials 
should be well prepared in the event that they are called upon to answer questions. 
 
V.7 Providing Additional Information  
 
Where committee members seek appropriate information that the accounting 
officer is not in a position to provide at the time that he or she testifies, the 
accounting officer should agree to provide that information on a timely basis. The 
information should be provided as soon as practicable and reasonable in the 
circumstances and should be provided in both official languages. 
 
V.8 Former Accounting Officers 
 
Accounting officer is the incumbent deputy: Under the FAA, the accounting 
officer for an organization is the current deputy head (or equivalent) of that 
organization, who alone has the departmental support required to properly 
respond to questions before a parliamentary committee and the capacity to correct 
problems.  
 
Questions predating tenure: The responsibilities of an accounting officer belong 
to the office and not the individual. Only the current deputy has the departmental 
support required to prepare properly for appearances and the capacity to take 
corrective action. Therefore, it is appropriate for an accounting officer to answer 
questions concerning matters that took place before his or her tenure. By the same 
principle, questions about another organization of which he or she was previously 
the accounting officer are most appropriately referred to the current accounting 
officer for that organization.  
 
V.9 Conduct of Committee Members Toward Officials 
 
As previously noted, the effectiveness of the accounting officer mechanism will 
depend on committee appearances being handled with professionalism and mutual 
respect. While this guidance fundamentally concerns the conduct of accounting 
officers, clearly it will also be necessary for committee members to have due 
regard to the fact that accounting officers are not Members of Parliament and do 
not participate in its constitutional and political processes of accountability. In 
particular: 
 
• the non-partisanship of officials should be respected and reflected in the 

subject matter and tone of questions – it is never appropriate to use the 
appearance of the accounting officer to achieve partisan objectives;  

 
• parliamentarians do not have disciplinary authority over accounting 

officers, so it is not appropriate to censure the accounting officer, seek to 
diminish his or her reputation, or suggest that the accounting officer resign 
or be removed from office; and 

 
• parliamentarians do not have authority to give direction to accounting 
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officers or to seek commitments to particular courses of action.   
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