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[Translation]

The Chair (Mr. John Williamson (New Brunswick South-
west, CPC)): I call the meeting to order.

Welcome to meeting number 52 of the House of Commons
Standing Committee on Public Accounts.

[English]

We're meeting today to discuss committee business. On Thurs-
day, February 16, we were debating the motion of Madame Sin-
clair-Desgagné in regard to the contracts by Public Service and Pro-
curement for a supply of COVID-19 vaccines and the amendment
by Mr. Housefather. That amendment now belongs to the commit-
tee, because I see that Mr. Housefather is not here today, which is
fine.

I will note that we have House resources until 4:15.

The order will be Madame Sinclair-Desgagné, and then we will
go over to Mr. Fragiskatos.

Madame Sinclair-Desgagné, you have the floor.
[Translation]

Ms. Nathalie Sinclair-Desgagné (Terrebonne, BQ): Thank
you, Mr. Chair.

I want to start with the motion I put on notice a few weeks ago. I
think everyone agrees it's time to come back to that very important
motion.

After that, I will let the Liberals have the floor because they indi-
cated that they were going to seek unanimous consent to withdraw
their amendment. The idea is to then move that the committee in-
vite the pharmaceutical company representatives to appear at a spe-
cial meeting. They will have a chance to make their case as to why
the contracts should stay confidential and why we, as parliamentari-
ans, should not be allowed to review the contracts in camera. Keep
in mind that the motion already includes safeguards to not only
keep the contracts confidential, but also steer clear of any intellec-
tual property-related issues. I want to make something crystal clear:
the purchase agreements with the pharmaceutical companies do not
contain any intellectual property information about vaccine manu-
facturing whatsoever. It's important to set the record straight.

I also want to set the record straight about something else. A
number of countries have disclosed their purchase agreements. Just
so everyone knows, | repeat: those agreements have been disclosed
elsewhere in the world.

I will leave it there, so my fellow member can have the floor.
[English]
The Chair: Thank you very much.

Mr. Fragiskatos, you have the floor.

[Translation]

Mr. Peter Fragiskatos (London North Centre, Lib.): Thank
you, Mr. Chair.

In the spirit of co-operation, I have a solution to put forward.
[English]

I'm going to ask for unanimous consent, Mr. Chair, for the Liber-
al side to withdraw its amendment to Ms. Sinclair-Desgagné's mo-
tion that we were recently discussing and debating and propose that
we would meet next week to have suppliers from various pharma-
ceuticals—I think it's only fair that we invite them to appear—in
addition to trade associations that have also expressed concern in
written form, as you know, Mr. Chair, to this committee. I am ask-
ing for unanimous consent for that.

The Chair: There are two ways to proceed here.

There's one that I think will work. I'm going to break it in two,
but I'm going to look for your agreement on this—and this is on the
advice of the clerk—that we pass quickly a unanimous consent mo-
tion to withdraw the amendment and then return immediately to the
date and the witnesses as the next step. That way it just kind of
clears the table: We reset it and we deal with that. Is that...?

® (1535)

Mr. Peter Fragiskatos: That's in line with what we're hoping
for. I decided to bundle everything up, but if that makes sense for
the clerk, then I will defer to the clerk.

The Chair: I'm going to ask for that UC vote. Then, with Mr.
McCauley's approval, I'll go back to Mr. Fragiskatos, because he
still has the floor. Is that okay? I want to move this along and be as
friendly as we can.

Could I look for unanimous consent to have the amendment at-
tached to the motion withdrawn, please?

Some hon. members: Agreed.

The Chair: That amendment is now off the table and removed
from committee business.

I have a brief remark for the record.
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I am pleased this has happened. Over the recess week, I gave this
a lot of research and time. I came to the conclusion that the amend-
ment was very problematic, because it bound members. I'm not
saying this to chastise anyone, but I want to get this on the record
because it might be something that future committees will have to
deal with. Based on the research I looked at, with the assistance of
the clerk, no committee we could find has ever agreed to a non-dis-
closure agreement. They have been used for ad hoc committees—
either the committees agreed to that, or Parliament. That is outside
the scope of Parliament, because privilege does not apply.

Importantly, the reason for my thinking is that the vote was not
just a vote that members were taking for themselves. It wouldn't
just impact them. For example, if a member wasn't here or voted
against it, it could potentially put them in a position where, if they
were not in agreement and were unwilling to sign the NDA, they
could not perform their Parliamentary duties. They would not have
been able to move ahead and conduct committee business. I made
that point quickly when we last met.

When I thought about it further, it put me in a very tough bind,
because as committee chair, I would have been bound by the deci-
sion of the non-disclosure agreement, which is an issue I had a
problem with. Many of you expressed that in this committee, so |
won't relitigate it. Potentially, it meant that if the chair had not
agreed to the NDA, I would have had to recuse myself, which
would have put the committee in an awkward position.

I'm pleased this has happened. I'm pleased we can move on from
this.

On that note, I will turn things back over to Mr. Fragiskatos for
the next bit. I will try to summarize it: It's looking for a meeting
next week or as soon as possible. It's looking for the seven manu-
facturers, as well as two trade associations. You're welcome to add
to that if you like, and after that, I will turn it over to Mr. Mc-
Cauley.

Mr. Peter Fragiskatos: You've taken the words out of my
mouth, Mr. Chair, but that's fine. You have it exactly.

I'll reiterate the point I made at the outset: On a simple fairness
principle, we allow the various pharmaceutical companies to come
and present their perspective, in addition to the trade associations
that have also shared a view, naturally, as they have with the com-
mittee.

I should add that after the testimony is complete, we would move
to a vote on our colleague's motion.

That's what we have to share, on our side.

The Chair: Thank you.

Go ahead, Mr. McCauley.
Mr. Kelly McCauley (Edmonton West, CPC): Thanks for that.
I appreciate that.

The only thing I would add is this: Frankly, I am not keen on
having trade associations or either chamber here. I just want to have
the pharmaceuticals. After chatting with my colleagues, I think they
feel the same. I would ask that we stick to those.

Otherwise, thanks for bringing that forward, Peter.

® (1540)

The Chair: Thank you.

Go ahead, Mr. Desjarlais.

Mr. Blake Desjarlais (Edmonton Griesbach, NDP): I have the
same comment as my colleague Mr. McCauley in relation to the
trade organizations. The pharmaceutical companies are sufficient
for our purposes and for what we need to do.

The Chair: I will add to that.

I believe the committee members have already received two let-
ters, which have been translated. A third one is coming. A fourth
one has already been received but is being translated. It is expected.
I raise this not to say these letters aren't welcome but that they open
up a bit of a concern. I don't think we're suggesting that anyone
who writes a letter should be in a position to come to that meeting.
We have their written testimony. I want to flag that. It doesn't end
with the first two we've received. Others are coming as well.

I'm not breaking any confidence if I say this: The contact I had
today was looking to offer another opinion—the case for disclo-
sure. It might be best to focus on the pharmaceuticals. Of course,
that is a question for the committee.

I'll go back to you, Mr. Fragiskatos.

Mr. Peter Fragiskatos: I have no view. If that's the will of our
colleagues, we're not going to fight that.

The Chair: That seems to be resolved. Thank you.
Can we talk about the date? I'd be curious to get—

I'm sorry; you're up, Mr. McCauley.

Mr. Kelly McCauley: I was going to start the discussion on a
date, but you go ahead.

The Chair: The proposal from the government bench is next
week, which of course is a recess week. Note that I didn't call it a
break week, because we're all going to be home in our ridings,
working exceptionally hard.

I want to talk to you. We can endeavour to put a meeting togeth-
er. The earliest would be a week from now or a week from tomor-
row. I want you to think about what is fair in order in terms of noti-
fication. What is a fair notification?

We also need to talk about who we're inviting. We don't just
want, obviously, the communications person to come in. I would
think we would want the country representative for each of these
pharmaceutical companies to come to the committee. We want this
committee to hear from senior mandarins, top officials, so some
thought has to be given to the people we are inviting to come to ad-
dress this.
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Is it the country representative? For heaven's sake, I hope it's not
someone from the legal department, because we will never get
through this committee work. Give that some thought. My recom-
mendation is that we maintain the status we have, which is to ask
for a very senior executive.

To go back to the timing, a week is the soonest. Not to disagree
with my colleague, we do have the calendar open on March 23,
which is two weeks from now. That would give sufficient time for
notification. It would give sufficient time to have people make trav-
el arrangements to come in if they choose, or for the clerk to send
out the headsets if people don't come here, because we want to take
that responsibility seriously.

I throw that back to the members, both the date and the officials.

We'll go to Mr. Fragiskatos first, and then to Mr. Genuis.

Mr. Peter Fragiskatos: I suggested next week. I could also have
phrased it as “at the earliest opportunity”. We don't want to play
games with it. Let's meet when our clerk can book the times for the
companies to come.

[Translation]

The Chair: We now go to Mr. Genuis.
[English]

Mr. Garnett Genuis (Sherwood Park—Fort Saskatchewan,
CPCQ): I agree with next week and senior people. Let's trust the
chair to have latitude in terms of the specific names so that we don't
have to come back and mechanically go through it piece by piece.

Chair, it's the most senior people, so using your good judgment,
let's do it next week.

[Translation]
The Chair: Go ahead, Ms. Sinclair-Desgagné.

Ms. Nathalie Sinclair-Desgagné: Given what we are trying to
do, that is, give the pharmaceutical companies an opportunity to
have their say—I think we can simply ask for senior executives and
let the companies decide who to send. Obviously, if they send their
legal department heads, we will know that we are dealing with a le-
gal issue, and we can debate what's more important: the constitu-
tional conditions of transparency and democracy or purchase agree-
ments. It would be quite the debate, I'm sure.

As far as scheduling goes, I just want to say that my preference is
to hold the meeting as soon as possible, ideally next week. Howev-
er, if the committee wishes to schedule the meeting on Thursday,
March 23, T will go along with that.
® (1545)

The Chair: Very good. Thank you.

Over to you, Mr. Desjarlais.
[English]

Mr. Blake Desjarlais: I'll add some comments on two things.
One is on the date, just to begin. I can trust the chair and the clerk

to find a suitable time for us. The sooner the better, though. I agree
with my colleague from the Bloc.

On the presence of the members who'll be invited from these
companies, it might also be important, considering the nature of

their attendance, that we also invite the Parliamentary law clerk. It
could be of benefit to our committee to have the law clerk present
as a witness as well, in order for us to better understand the circum-
stances in which these companies may provide information, or lack
thereof, on which we may seek some advice.

The Chair: Thank you.

Go ahead, Mr. McCauley.

Mr. Kelly McCauley: Thanks, Chair.

I echo Mr. Desjarlais' comment that we should maybe have the
law clerk here, just to avoid a “he said, she said” situation and a de-
lay of things and be able to settle it all in one day.

Next week is wonderful. I would just ask that it be either Thurs-
day afternoon if some of us out west are catching the red-eye in, so
that we can get a bit of sleep, or earlier Friday, so that those of us
out west can actually get out at a decent hour.

Mr. Blake Desjarlais: Next week's a break week. Is that right?

The Chair: Next week's a recess week, yes.

Does anyone want to say anything on the presence of the law
clerk specifically?

Mr. Peter Fragiskatos: Yes, sure, although I've done a lot of
talking.

I don't know if my colleagues have a view on it, but I see no ob-
vious issue with what Mr. Desjarlais has suggested with respect to
the law clerk appearing.

The Chair: I just want to ask the clerk. Do you think inviting the
parliamentary law clerk will be an issue?

The Clerk of the Committee (Mr. Cédric Taquet): No. I will
ask him.

The Chair: Very good.

Mr. Kelly McCauley: Mr. Chair, I apologize.

One other thing I was going to mention is that if we're able to
pull it all together, we strongly request that the folks in the pharma-
ceutical companies be here in person. I realize the difficulty. How-
ever, it's just so much more conducive to—

The Chair: Yes, that's my default. Of course the Standing Or-
ders give the individuals the ability to choose, but witnesses are en-
couraged to attend in person. I've been doing that and will continue
to do that. The clerk will tell you that I've asked him to go to the
limit on that already in every meeting, and I can't go any further.

Are there any other comments?

Mr. Desjarlais, go ahead.
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Mr. Blake Desjarlais: This is just one comment to Mr. Mc-
Cauley's point about being in person. For your reference, Mr. Chair,
my preference—and I think the preference of some of my col-
leagues—would be to make sure that we have their presence in per-
son.

I know that it's going to be difficult for the clerk and for the chair
to find a suitable time for this to happen next week. If they can't be
present in person next week, I'm of the position that if they offer
another date that is in person, I would accept that date in favour of
having them appear virtually next week.

Do you know what I'm saying?
The Chair: You've hit the conundrum.

That's why I think two weeks will give us time for people to
clear their calendar and get here. One week will do that less so.
You're in the same party that [ am. You want to have your cake and
eat it too, so on that aspect, we're ideological soulmates.

Mr. Desjarlais, the challenge is that at the end of the day, if a wit-
ness wants to appear virtually, there is nothing that this committee
can do about it.

Go ahead, Mr. McCauley.
Mr. Kelly McCauley: Thanks, Chair.

I appreciate that, and it's difficult, because we're going to have
maybe four or five. However, that being said, if they've managed in
the short time that the motion's been in front of us to gather enough
pressure to have so many letters written from a high level and it's
important enough that they can do that, I'm sure it's important
enough that they can get themselves here by this week.

® (1550)
The Chair: I'll overlook the obvious speculation.
My goal—and I think our goal—is to ensure that we have people

here who can speak to these issues and not that they just send
someone in who meets a deadline that is early and attractive.

I will say this, and I'll consult with the clerk afterward: The abso-
lute earliest I would want to do this is a week from tomorrow,
which is March 17. However, I'm going to consult with the clerk.
Unless you all direct us to act on this next Friday, I'm going to talk
to the clerk about some of the logistics and discuss settling on ei-
ther the 17th or the 23rd.

Go ahead, Mrs. Shanahan.

Mrs. Brenda Shanahan (Chéateauguay—Lacolle, Lib.): I must
object to the 17th. I'm sorry, Clerk. Come on. Have a heart. March
17 is St. Patrick's Day.

The Chair: We can do it Saturday. You'll feel twice as bad.

Mrs. Brenda Shanahan: I've offered in the past to work week-
ends, but apparently that doesn't happen.

[Translation]
Of course, we are open and available.

I think we'll get a better sense of those things once we contact the
companies. I see there's a willingness to accommodate the commit-

tee members and the witnesses, so that we can hold a productive
in-person meeting.

The Chair: All right. Very good.
[English]

Are there any other comments? If not, I'm going to summarize
where I think we're at. I'll do that right away anyway, and then you
can comment.

We're going to invite the seven pharmaceutical companies, with
an emphasis that they appear in person, but recognizing that your
chair is constrained by the Standing Orders. We'll also include the
parliamentary law clerk, who will be here as well.

I am going to consult with the clerk and set the date for either the
end of next week or the Thursday two weeks from today. We will
proceed in this meeting as we normally proceed. There will be an
opening statement from each of the witnesses, and then we will turn
to committee business.

Does that sound like a good summary of where we're at? If so,
you can send me on my way.

First I'll turn to the motion's sponsor.
[Translation]

Ms. Nathalie Sinclair-Desgagné: Thank you, Mr. Chair.

I just want to say that it would be good to schedule a bit of a
longer meeting, not just two hours. We're asking representatives
from seven companies to come here to meet with the committee, so
it's only appropriate to schedule enough time to hear what they
have to say.

1 think we should schedule at least three hours, if not four, to
meet with them and leave 15 minutes at the end to vote on the mo-
tion.

[English]

The Chair: I'm going to take what we've agreed to and put that
in my pocket.

Now you can talk about the time and whether it's two hours or
three hours. I'm sure government members will have something to
say about this, and perhaps others will too. The request is that we
attempt to have a two- to three-hour meeting. I'm going to consult
with the clerk on this before I seek your opinion to make sure this is
even possible. Hold on.

I'm told that if we want to do that, it is possible.

Mr. Fragiskatos, go ahead.

Mr. Peter Fragiskatos: In principle, we're not opposed to more
time, but I think that we can also get the meeting done in the usual
time frame. If more time is needed, then I suppose we can reserve
that right. Of course, all of this depends on the availability of the
resources of the House of Commons. That aspect is completely out
of our hands.
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I think everybody's being co-operative, so we'll keep working to-
gether on it.

Mr. McCauley just said, “Three hours if necessary, but not neces-
sarily three hours.” It's a famous Mackenzie King line, I think.
Anyway, we don't need to get into that.

® (1555)

The Chair: I'm seeing head nods on this side, but I just want to
confirm that it's okay.

All right.

What I will do is set the meeting up. Again, I will seek your ap-
proval to do this, but at the two-hour mark, if there are still ques-
tions, we can either continue with rounds or members can defer to
those who still have questions. That way we'll just continue this
process.

All right. Could I have agreement to adjourn the meeting, please?

No, hold on. Before that, we're going to look at budgets. Hold on
a second.

Could I please get your agreement here? These are just our re-
quests for budgets, and they have been sent to you. You might not
have them in front of you. The clerk can send them. In the mean-
time, I'll just read them out. It's end of year, and our clerk has been
very persistent and persuasive in wanting to get these done.

An hon. member: [/naudible—Editor]

The Chair: Look, the optimism has been beaten out of me.
We're prepared here.

Did you want to send them out, clerk?
Okay. They just went out.

Could T get your approval for $1,100 for headsets, dial-in phone
lines and working meals? I'm sorry. I don't have my notes in front
of me. This is for a meeting on “Report 4: Systemic Barriers—Cor-
rectional Service Canada”, of the 2022 reports 1 to 4 of the Auditor
General of Canada.

Could I have your support to pass this?
(Motion agreed to [See Minutes of Proceedings])

The Chair: The next one is for $1,625, again to cover the same
items for the upcoming “Report 7: Cybersecurity of Personal Infor-
mation in the Cloud”, of the 2022 reports 5 to 8 of the Auditor Gen-
eral of Canada

Could I have your approval for that, please?

(Motion agreed to [See Minutes of Proceedings])
The Chair: Good. Thank you.

Next is “Report 9: COVID-19 Vaccines”, of the 2022 reports 9
and 10 of the Auditor General of Canada. The amount requested
is $1,100 for the same items.

Can I have your approval for this budget, please?
(Motion agreed to [See Minutes of Proceedings])
The Chair: Thank you.

Finally, we have “Report 10: Specific COVID-19 Benefits”, of
the 2022 reports 9 and 10 of the Auditor General of Canada,
for $2,375. This is two meetings, and hence the higher amount.
Again, it's for the same items—dial-in phone lines, headsets and
working meals.

Can I have your approval for this, please?
(Motion agreed to [See Minutes of Proceedings])
The Chair: Thank you. The clerk is very happy.

I will now explain this to keep opposition members aware. I'm
not pulling a fast one. I'm going to adjourn the meeting. Because
we have an upcoming meeting on March 20 with the Minister of In-
digenous Services, I need to adjourn this meeting so that I can roll
that meeting in.

The schedule is now set. We will have this meeting either at the
end of next week or on March 23. Nothing's going to derail that,
Madame Sinclair-Desgagné.

The committee has agreement, so I can safely adjourn this meet-
ing. We will come back to this issue, as I outlined earlier today.

Do I have agreement?

Some hon. members: Agreed.
® (1600)
[Translation]

Ms. Nathalie Sinclair-Desgagné: The clerk just confirmed that
we will be able to vote on the motion. As long as we can do that,
I'm fine.

The Chair: Yes, of course.
[English]
Thank you, everyone.

The meeting is adjourned.
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