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Purpose and Outline 

To provide a technical briefing on Estimates Reform, as a follow-up to the briefing 
for Parliamentarians in February 2016. 

 

 Context: Estimates in Government Operations 
 

 A Four-Pillar Approach to Fundamental Change 

 Pillar 1: Estimates Timing 
 

 Pillar 2: Scope and Accounting Methods 
 

 Pillar 3: Vote Structure 
 

 Pillar 4: Departmental Plans (DP) and Departmental Results (DR) 
Reports 

 

 Conclusions 
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Context: Estimates in Government Operations 

The Estimates are critical to the proper functioning of government. 

 

The Estimates: 

 Provide the basis for parliamentary oversight and control 

 Reflect the Government’s expenditure priorities 

 Serve as the primary mechanism for reporting plans and results 

 

 Parliament’s oversight role must support objectives of: 

Control Flexibility Transparency Accountability 

$250B 
2016-17 Supps A 

1,650 
programs 



Estimates Timing Scope and Accounting 
Methods 

Vote Structure DP and DR Reports 

Change the timing of the 
Main Estimates so that it 
follows the Budget. When 

Budget items can be 
included in the Main 

Estimates, the documents 
become more relevant as 

the spending of the 
Government can be linked 

to its economic plan. 

Address the differences in 
scope and accounting 
methods between the 

Budget and the Estimates. 
Making these documents 

more comparable will 
improve fiscal transparency 

and strengthen 
Parliament’s ability to track 

the implementation of 
Budget initiatives. 

The structure of voted 
funds for each department 

should resonate with 
parliamentarians. By 

strengthening the link 
between departmental 

programs and voted funds, 
a more informed discussion 

about departmental 
spending priorities can 

occur. 

Reform annual 
departmental reports so 

parliamentarians are 
provided with better 

information on planned 
spending, expected 

outcomes and actual 
results. 
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A four-pillar approach to fundamental change 



1: Estimates Timing 

Results 
Parliamentarians will make decisions based on a cohesive, logically sequenced 
package. Funding for Budget priorities will get timelier scrutiny. 

Development of Budget and Estimates documents 
is uncoordinated and the documents are 
presented out of sequence. 
 
Main Estimates must be tabled by March 1 
(generally before the Budget) and do not provide 
an accurate picture of the Government’s spending 
priorities. 
 
Reports on Plans and Priorities are tabled later, 
usually by March 31. 

 

Issue 

Seek modified Standing Orders to allow more 
effective sequencing of Estimates documents. 
 
Introduce a new Interim Estimates to be tabled on 
or by March 1. 
 
Table the Main Estimates after the Budget, on or 
by May 1. 
 
Table the new, improved Departmental Plans at 
the same time as the Main Estimates. 
 

Way Forward 
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1: Timing – A More Logical Sequence 

A proposed new tabling 
sequence for  
Interim Estimates,  
Main Estimates and 
Departmental Plans 



2: Scope and Accounting Methods 

Result Greater ability to compare and reconcile the Budget with the Estimates. 

The Budget plan has been produced on an accrual 
basis since 2003, while Estimates and 
parliamentary control of appropriations remain on 
a modified cash basis. 
 
Both accounting methods are closely linked; cash 
appropriations are a function of accrual planning. 
However, the differences in underlying concepts 
can make direct comparisons confusing. 
 
There are mixed experiences in other jurisdictions. 
Ontario and British Columbia use accrual 
throughout both budget planning and 
appropriations. Australia plans on accrual but 
prefers to control certain spending on cash. 

 

Issue 

Reassess the merits of accrual planning and cash 
controls. 
 
Add accrual information on key departments in 
the Main Estimates. 
 
Introduce more reconciliation between Budget 
and Estimates, as in the 2016-17 Supplementary 
Estimates (A). 
 

Way Forward 
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2: Scope and Accounting Reconciliation 

$ billion 

2016–17 Estimates 251.4 

Plus: Items not included in Estimates 60.7 

Of which: 

Employment Insurance Benefits 21.1 

Children’s Benefits 20.0 

Other 19.6 

Plus: Differences in accounting basis 4.8 

Plus: Budget 2016 and other measures not yet approved  
by the Treasury Board 

4.9 

Less: Assumed lapse of authorities (6.1) 

Plus: Other 1.4 

Budget 2016 $317.1 



3: Vote Structure 

Result Improve Parliament’s line of sight on program costs and results. 

Appropriations are based on the nature of 
expenditure – i.e., operating, capital, grants and 
contributions. 
 
Parliamentarians have called for a more  
program-based control structure. 
 
Estimates documents currently have information 
on outcomes and programs, for information 
purposes. 
 
Disaggregating control by program, rather than 
nature of expenditure could reduce departmental 
flexibility and increase lapses of appropriations. 

 

Issue 

Expand the pilot project of program-based votes 
to include other departments and the full range of 
core responsibilities reflected in the departmental 
results framework. 
 
Develop mitigating strategies to reduce net lapses 
of appropriations, including expanded carry 
forward provisions and increased use of two-year 
appropriation authorities. 
 

Way Forward 
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4: DP and DR Reports 

Result Higher quality information in a more user-friendly format. 

Parliamentarians should know what results the 
Government plans on achieving, what results are 
ultimately achieved, and what resources were 
required to deliver programs. 
 
The Reports on Plans and Priorities and 
Departmental Performance Reports were 
designed for this purpose, but have become 
overburdened by lack of focus and meaningless 
information. 

 

Issue 

Fully implement the new Treasury Board Policy on 
Results, requiring departments to clearly outline 
what they do, what they seek to achieve and how 
they measure success. 
 
Present detailed, cross-cutting financial and  
non-financial information to parliamentarians 
through TBS InfoBase. 
 
Created revamped DP and DR reports that tell the 
story of organizational performance, priorities and 
lessons learned. 
 
Table DPs with Main Estimates and DRs with 
Public Accounts. 
 

Way Forward 
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InfoBase Snapshot 

Sample of available information using an Agriculture and Agri-food Canada program 
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Conclusion 

The Estimates are critical 
to both parliamentary 

scrutiny and the 
functioning of 

government, but the 
Canadian system is 
opaque and slow. 

The need for change 

Improvements can be 
achieved, but they require 

changes to numerous 
rules and complex 

procedures. 

Technical, yet critically 
important 

A new approach will take 
time to implement. Small 

steps will help to avoid  
large-scale failures.  

We can move forward 
now on the Results Policy 

and improvements to 
public reporting.  

With Parliament’s 
support, we can improve 

Estimates timing by Spring 
2017. 

Success depends on 
ambition tempered with 

care 


