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CABINET MAKING IN THE NWT: 
ALTERNATIVE APPROACHES 

ISSUE 

Few parliamentary democracies select their executive leadership solely on the basis of 
merit.  There is an element of politics and balance in all cabinet making.  In the Northwest 
Territories, both before and after Division, cabinet selection has been structured on the 
basis of geography; East/West and, now, North/South.  Is geography really what drives 
politics in the Territory? Or is this structure an effective cover for the underlying tensions 
that define politics in the NWT such as race, community size, representation by population 
and the centralization of power and resources in Yellowknife and other regional centres?  If 
this is the case, is there a more effective way to address these tensions in the structure of 
cabinet selection and still maximize the appointment of the most qualified and experienced 
members?  This options paper examines some modifications to the way cabinets are 
structured in the NWT and their effect on this delicate balance. 

BACKGROUND 

The current North/South/Yellowknife (2-2-2) composition of cabinet was adopted at the 
commencement of the 14th Legislative Assembly following Division.  Prior to Division, the 
eight member Cabinet was structured along geographic lines as well.  Once a Premier was 
selected, the region from which the Premier came was entitled to another three Cabinet 
members and the remaining region four members.  Neither East nor West was 
overrepresented on Cabinet by virtue of having a Premier from their region.  This ensured a 
balanced Cabinet and eliminated strategic voting (see Note 1) for the position of premier.  
Cabinet members from each region were appointed at large.  In other words, the four 
cabinet seats for the Western Arctic were not allocated to any specific region or community. 
All Western Arctic MLAs were eligible for each of the available cabinet appointments. 

Following Division and the NWT Supreme Court ruling on the “Friends of Democracy” case, 
the size of the new western Legislative Assembly was increased from 14 to 19.  After many  
rounds of consultation, it was agreed that the new Cabinet would be structured along 
geographic lines as well.  Two Cabinet seats were reserved for Yellowknife Members and 
two each for Members representing constituencies roughly south and north of the capital.   

Selecting 
Region 

Seats on 
Cabinet 

# of Ridings in 
Region 

Population 
2014 

Residents per 
MLA 

North 2 (29%) 6 (32%) 12,432 (28%) 2,072 
South 2 (29%) 6 (32%) 10,721 (25%) 1,787 
Yellowknife 2 (29%) 7 (36%) 20,470 (47%) 2,924 

Unlike the pre-division cabinets, the selection of the premier did not reduce the number of 
cabinet seats available in that particular geographic region.  Currently, the region from 
which the premier is selected automatically enjoys increased representation on cabinet (see 
Note 2).  This system has remained in place, virtually without change, since Division.  A roll 
call of each cabinet since Division is provided in Table 1.  Table 2 provides an analysis of  
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the representativeness of each cabinet from the perspectives of race, community size and 
gender. 

Advantages of the status quo (2-2-2): 

1. Limits the ability of a single region or urban centre to dominate cabinet;
2. Has provided acceptable levels of small and medium community representation

on cabinet without guarantees; and
3. Is well understood by Members and the public.

Disadvantages of the status quo (2-2-2): 

1. Encourages strategic voting for premier (see Note 1);
2. Does not necessarily result in the “most qualified” cabinet (see Note 3);
3. Region from which the premier is selected automatically gets three seats on

cabinet;
4. No guarantee of small community representation on cabinet;
5. Yellowknife constituencies underrepresented on cabinet in terms of population

Options for Discussion: 

Cabinet making is a science and an art.  No system is perfect and all changes come at a 
cost.  The following options are provided to generate discussion and debate.  There are 
many others.  Please note that these are not “either / or” options.  Aspects of each can be 
combined with others. 

A) 2-2-2-1: “The Floater”

• 2-2-2 based on current North/South/Yellowknife approach
• Seventh member selected at large from the remaining 12 members.  The

seventh position, or “floater,” could be used to adjust for a representation
deficiency falling out of the 2-2-2, (e.g. no cabinet members from a small
community, no women on cabinet) or simply elected from the pool of
remaining MLAs.

• Premier selected at the end of the process from amongst the seven appointed
cabinet members (premier is still elected by all Members but only those
appointed to cabinet under 2-2-2-1 are eligible for nomination)

Advantages: 

- Retains existing regional balance
- Reduces strategic voting for premier (see Note 1)
- Allows more flexibility in the composition of cabinet to capture talent and

experience
- Allows use of “at large position” to make up for any 2-2-2 deficiencies

Disadvantages:

- Creates the appearance of a “consolation seat” on cabinet
- Limits the pool of eligible nominees for premier
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B) A new take on 2-2-2 (Community Size):

• Premier selected first and at large
• 2 members representing predominantly small community constituencies (7)
• 2 members representing regional centres (5)
• 2 members representing Yellowknife (7)

Advantages: 

- More closely reflects the factors that define politics in the NWT (Note 4)
- Guarantees small community and regional centre representation on cabinet

Disadvantages:

- Creates possibility that one of the current regions (north or south) is left out of
cabinet;

- Yellowknife constituencies underrepresented on cabinet in terms of population;
- Does not necessarily result in the “most qualified” cabinet (see Note 3);

Urban/Rural 
Character 

Seats on 
Cabinet 

# of MLAs Population 2014 Residents per 
MLA 

Small Communities 2 (29%) 7 (36%) 13,532 (31%) 1,933 
Regional Centres 2 (29%) 5 (28%)  9,621 (22%) 1,924 
Yellowknife 2 (29%) 7 (36%) 20,470 (47%) 2,924 

C) 2-3-2 (Representation by Population)

• Two (2) from the North; Three (3) from Yellowknife; Two (2) from the South
• Premier selected at the end of the process from amongst the seven appointed

cabinet members (Premier is still elected by all Members but only those appointed
to cabinet under 2-3-2) are eligible for nomination)

Selecting 
Region 

Seats on 
Cabinet 

# of MLAs Population 
2014 

Residents per 
MLA 

North 2 (29%) 6 (32%) 12,432 (28%) 2,072 
South 2 (29%) 6 (32%) 10,721 (25%) 1,787 
Yellowknife 3 (42%) 7 (36%) 20,470 (47%) 2,924 

Advantages: 

- Addresses Yellowknife’s underrepresentation in terms of population
- Reduces strategic voting for Premier (see Note 1)
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Disadvantages: 

- Does not necessarily result in the “most qualified” cabinet (see Note 3);
- Relative increase in Yellowknife’s real and perceived power;
- Limits the pool of eligible nominees for Premier;
- No guarantee of small community representation on cabinet;

OBSERVATIONS 

• The current 2-2-2 system has been remarkably effective at ensuring aboriginal and
small community (with their option of the current Assembly) representation on cabinet
despite the absence of structural guarantees.

• One or a combination of the options presented above could improve the overall
qualifications and experience of the Members appointed to cabinet and reduce the
incidence of strategic voting for the position of Premier.

• Unless the Premier is from Yellowknife, that region is underrepresented on cabinet in
terms of its population.  Option C addresses this without creating the possibility that
one region could ever hold the balance of power on cabinet.

• There do not appear to be structural impediments to the appointment of women to
cabinet.  Both the 14th and 16th Assemblies had women in cabinet commensurate with
the number of women elected to the Assembly (two in the 14th, 15th, 17th, 18th and
three in the 16th).  The major impediment seems to be the number of women elected
to the Assembly who are then eligible for appointment to cabinet.

NOTES 

1. In the context of this paper, “strategic voting” refers to the potential motivation that a
Member might have to vote for a Premier from his or her own region in order to improve their
chances of winning one of the Cabinet seats from that region.  In other words, the motivation
exists for a Member to cast a vote for Premier based on self-interest as opposed to who they
think is best qualified to do the job.

2. It should be emphasized that although the Cabinet selection method currently uses regional
categories, a Member, once appointed to Cabinet, is appointed to act on behalf of the
territory as a whole.  In other words, there are no “Yellowknife”, “North” or “South” members
on Cabinet.  Cabinet members, once appointed, are expected to put the interests of the
territory as a whole before the interests of their respective constituency or region.

3. Very few parliamentary democracies select their Cabinets based purely on merit or
qualifications.  There is an element of politics and balance in all Cabinet making.  The
point here is that a less qualified or experienced Member may be appointed to Cabinet
over a more qualified or experienced Member based purely on the geographic region
they represent.
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4. This paper argues that the factors that define the NWT Legislative Assembly from a
political point of view are not predominantly geographic.  For example, does a resident
of Fort Resolution feel a special kinship with a resident of Trout Lake simply because
they live “south of Yellowknife?”  Can a resident of Paulatuk take comfort that a
Cabinet minister from Whati will protect the interests of his or her community at the
Cabinet table simply because they both live “north of Yellowknife?”  This paper argues
that the predominant factors that define politics in the NWT Legislative Assembly are:

• Tension between small communities, regional centres and Yellowknife;
• Race (aboriginal vs. non-aboriginal representation);
• A desire to limit the centralization of power and resources in

Yellowknife;
• A desire in more populous constituencies for representation by

population.
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Table 1:  Cabinets Since 2-2-2 Convention 

 
14th Assembly 
 
14-1    14-2 
Kakfwi (P)    Kakfwi (P) 
Allen (N)    Allen (N) 
Steen (N)    Steen (N) 
Ootes (YK)   Ootes (YK) 
Handley (YK)   Handley (YK) 
Antoine (S)   Antoine (S) 
Groenewegen (S)  Miltenberger (S) 
 
15th Assembly 
 
15-1    15-2    15-3 
Handley (P)   Handley (P)   Handley (P) 
Roland (N)   Roland (N)   Roland (N) 
Zoe (N)    Krutko (N)   Krutko (N) 
Bell (YK)    Bell (YK)   Bell (YK) 
Dent (YK)    Dent (YK)   Dent (YK)  
Miltenberger (S)   Miltenberger (S)  Menicoche (S) 
M. McLeod (S)   M. McLeod (S)  M. McLeod (S) 
 
16th Assembly 
 
16-1    16-2 
Roland (P)   Roland (P) 
Lafferty (N)   Lafferty (N)  
Yakeleya (N)   R.C. McLeod (N) 
Lee (YK)    Lee (YK) 
R. McLeod (YK)   R. McLeod (YK)  
Miltenberger (S)   Miltenberger (S) 
M. McLeod (S)   M. McLeod (S) 
 
17th Assembly 
 
R. McLeod (P) 
RC McLeod (N) 
Lafferty (N) 
Abernethy (YK) 
Ramsay (YK) 
Beaulieu (S) 
Miltenberger (S) 
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18th Assembly 
R.R. McLeod (P) 
R.C. McLeod (N)
A. Moses (N)
Abernethy (YK)
Cochrane (YK)
Schumann (S)
Sebert (S)
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Table 2:  Analysis of Post-Division Cabinets 

North South Yellowknife Aboriginal 
Members 

Small 
Community 

Regional 
Centres 

Women 

14-1 3 2 2 5 (71%) 3 (43%) 2 1 (14%) 
14-2 3 2 2 6 (86%) 3 (43%) 2 0 
15-1 2 2 3 5 (71%) 2 (29%) 2 0 
15-2 2 2 3 5 (71%) 2 (29%) 2 0 
15-3 2 2 3 5 (71%) 3 (43%) 1 0 
16-1 3 2 2 6 (86%) 3 (43%) 2 1 (14%) 
16-2 3 2 2 6 (86%) 2 (29%) 2 1 (14%) 
17-1 2 2 3 5 (71%) 2 (29%) 2 0 
18-1 2 2 3 5 (71%) 0 (0%) 4 1 (14%) 

Constituencies by Classification 

North (6) South (6) Yellowknife (7)  Small Community (7) Reg. Ctrs. (5) 

Nunakput Deh Cho Frame Lake Deh Cho Hay River North
Inuvik Boot Lake Hay River North  Kam Lake Mackenzie Delta Hay River South
Inuvik Twin Lakes Hay River South Range Lake Monfwi  Inuvik Twin Lakes 

Mackenzie Delta Tu Nedhe-Wiilideh Yellowknife North Nahendeh Inuvik Boot Lake 
Sahtu  Thebacha YK Centre Nunakput Thebacha 
Monfwi Nahendeh YK South Sahtu 

Great Slave Tu Nedhe-Wiilideh 



ATTACHMENT 2B

Rules of the Legislative Assembly 

87 (1) The Committee of the Whole shall report to the Assembly on progress 
regarding bills and other matters under consideration. 

(2) The report of progress from Committee of the Whole shall be received 
and the motion for concurrence shall be disposed of without debate or 
amendment. 

88 (1) A motion that the Chair of Committee of the Whole leave the Chair to 
report progress shall always be in order, shall take precedence over any 
other motion, and shall not be debatable. 

(2) If a motion referred to in Rule 88(1) is defeated, it cannot be 
reintroduced unless some intermediate proceeding has taken place. 

STANDING AND SPECIAL COMMITTEES 

89 (1) Standing Committees are established by each Assembly and continue 
in existence unless otherwise ordered. 

(2) At its first sitting after a general election, the Assembly shall appoint a 
Striking Committee of five Members to report and recommend, with 
all convenient speed, Members to comprise the following Standing 
Committees of the Assembly: 

on Economic Development and Infrastructure; 
on Government Operations; 
on Priorities and Planning; 
on Rules and Procedures; 
on Social Programs; 

and any other Standing and Special Committees as directed by the 
Assembly. 

(3) The terms of reference for each Standing Committee shall be set out in 
Appendix 3 -Committee Terms of Reference. 

90 At its first sitting after a general election the Assembly shall appoint a 
Board of Management m accordance with Section 36 of the 
Legislative Assembly and Executive Council Act. 

91 (1) A Committee established pursuant to Rule 89(1) shall consist of not 
more than six Members with the exception of the Standing Committee 
on Priorities and Planning, which shall consist of eleven Members. 

33 
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Rules of the Legislative Assembly 

(2) Each Standing Committee, with the· exception of the Standing 
Committee on Priorities and Planning, shall also have three alternates, 
each of whom may be called upon by the Chair to take the place of an 
absent Committee Member when the absence of a Committee Member 
results in a lack of quorum. When called upon by the Chair to 
participate in Committee business, the alternate shall be entitled to 
vote on any matter arising during that meeting. 

92 (1) At any time, the Assembly may appoint a Special Committee for any 
purpose or to consider any matter referred to it by the Assembly. 

(2) A Special Committee established pursuant to Rule 92(1) shall consist 
of not more than five Members unless otherwise ordered by the 
Assembly. 

93 The Rules and procedures of the Legislative Assembly shall be 
observed in Committees in so far as they are applicable. 

94 The Clerk shall distribute to every Member a list of the Members 
comprising the Committees and the Board of Management. 

95 (1) The Member first named in the motion establishing the membership of 
any Committee shall call the first meeting of the Committee. 

(2) At the first meeting, the Committee shall elect a Chair and Deputy 
Chair, or Co-Chairs, who shall act at the pleasure of the Committee. 

(3) The quorum of a Committee shall be a simple majority of Committee 
Members. 

(4) Notices of all Committee meetings shall be posted in the Legislative 
Assembly office and circulated to all Members. 

96 (1) A Member of a Standing or Special Committee who is absent from 
Committee meetings without cause may be removed from the 
membership of the Committee by a motion adopted by the Assembly. 

(2) In the case of a vacancy in the membership of a Standing or Special 
Committee, the Striking Committee provided for by Rule 89(2) shall 

_),A propose a successor to the Assembly. 

~ \Y' 97 !The Chair shall maintain order in Committee and shall decide all 
~ ~ questions of order subject to an appeal to the Speaker. 

98 The Chair of the Committee shall not vote except to cast the deciding 
vote in the case of a tie. · 
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Rules of the Legislative Assembly 

(1) A Member who is not a Member of a Committee may attend 
Committee meetings and may address the Committee after its 
Members have spoken, according to any limits imposed by the Chair. 

(2) Only Members of a Committee shall vote on any question to be 
decided by the Committee. 

100 (1) Every report of a Standing or Special Committee shall be in writing, 
signed by the Chair, and shall be presented by the Chair or a 
Committee Member under the appropriate item in the daily order of 
business of the Assembly. 

(2) The Member presenting the report shall move that the report be 
received by the Assembly. 

(3) A report from a Standing or Special Committee may be 

(a) adopted by the Assembly; 

(b) referred to Committee of the Whole; or 

( c) referred back to the Committee which presented it. 

( 4) A report from a Standing or Special Committee shall not be taken into 
consideration in Committee of the Whole until two sitting days have 
passed from the presentation of the report. · 

(5) Within 120 calendar days of the conclusion of consideration of a 
report presented under Rule 100(1) and (2), the Executive Council 
shall, upon motion of the Committee, table a comprehensive response 
that addresses the Committee report and any related motions adopted 
by the House. 

101 (1) Standing and Special Committees have the power to call for persons 
and documents and to examine witnesses. 

(2) Standing and Special Committees may meet at any time. 

COMMITTEE DOCUMENTS 

102 (1) All documents which come into the possession of a Committee or which 
come into existence in the course of the conduct of Committee business 
belong to that Committee before it reports to the Assembly and belong 
to the Assembly after the Committee reports to the Assembly, subject to 
any direction of the Speaker acting on an order of the Assembly. 

35 

Members may 
attend 

meetings 

Only 
Committee 

Members vote 

Committee 
reports 

Motion to 
receive report 

Report 
adopted or 

referred 

Report not 
considered for 

two days 

Response 
to report 

Powers of 
Committees 

Meetings of 
Committees 

Committee 
documents 


	Agenda
	Attachment 1
	Attachment 2A
	Attachment 2B



