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crime. The pictures we have seen in recent days have
shocked us, even in our desensitised age. The pictures of
toddlers laid out in rows were, and should be, deeply
disturbing to all of us. The question is whether we are
willing to tolerate more such pictures and, if not, how
we go about minimising the risk of such pictures coming
to our screens in the future.

It is true that if we take action against the Assad
regime we cannot guarantee that it will not do something,
or similar things, again in the future, but I believe it will
minimise the risk and show the people of Syria that we
are on their side and that the rest of the world is serious
about its obligations in enforcing the existing law about
the use of chemical weapons.

Much of the debate has focused on the consequences
of taking action, but we must also focus on the
consequences of not taking action. Will it make the
Syrian people more or less safe from the use of such
weapons in the future? On the implications for the
Syrian regime, will it make it feel that it is more or less
secure in taking such actions again in the future? On
regimes in other parts of the world that might decide to
use chemical weapons against their domestic populations,
what signal would we send them about the international
community’s willingness to stop such use in future if we
do nothing? Let us also not forget the onlookers in
this—Iran—who have their own nuclear intentions and
are intent on testing the will of the international community.

Chris Bryant (Rhondda) (Lab): I accept many of the
points that the right hon. Gentleman is making, but
many Opposition and, I think, Government Members
would say that this is not a choice between action and
inaction; it is simply a choice of what action should be
taken. Some of us worry that military action might
exacerbate the situation, rather than make it better, and
draw us into mission creep, over which we would have
very little control.

Dr Fox: I entirely understand the hon. Gentleman’s
point, which is valid. As the Prime Minister said, it is a
judgment call. It is incumbent on those who take these
decisions ultimately to determine whether they think it
is more likely that we will be drawn into such a conflict
or whether we will achieve the objectives without that
happening. That is a matter for legitimate debate in the
House. I believe that if we do not take action—and that
probably means military action—the credibility of the
international community will be greatly damaged. What
value would red lines have in the future if we are
unwilling to implement those that already exist?

Several hon. Members rose—
Dr Fox: I will give way once more, to my hon. Friend
here.

Mary Macleod (Brentford and Isleworth) (Con): I
thank my right hon. Friend for giving way. Does he
agree that if we do nothing and stand by and watch as
the horrific atrocities described by the Prime Minister
take place, it will be as if we agree with these chemical
weapons that have been spread across Syria?

Dr Fox: If we do nothing I believe it would be an
abdication of our international legal and moral obligations,
which we should take extremely seriously.

Let me say briefly one other thing. The Government
should be commended for taking the United Nations
route. It is right and proper that we do so and that the
appropriate amount of time is given to consideration,
but that comes with a caveat. It is clear that Russia has
military interests in the port of Tartus and that it still
feels very sore about its belief that it was sold a pup over
Libya. We are not likely to get Russian support in the
Security Council, nor are we likely to get Chinese
support there, either. We cannot allow a situation whereby
the international community’s ability to implement
international law is thwarted by a constant veto by
Russia and China. Therefore, I think we should be
deeply grateful to the Attorney-General for the clarity
of the advice that he has set out on how we can carry
forward our international humanitarian obligations were
such a situation to present itself.

Let us be very clear that to do nothing will be
interpreted in Damascus as appeasement of a dreadful
regime and the dreadful actions it has carried out.
Appeasement has never worked to further the cause of
peace in the past, and it will not now, and it will not in
the future.

4.4 pm
Dame Tessa Jowell (Dulwich and West Norwood)
(Lab): I rise to speak in favour of the amendment tabled
by my right hon. Friend the Leader of the Opposition.

I was a member of the Cabinet that decided in good
faith that this country should join the invasion of Iraq,
and I know how heavy the burden is on those who are
charged with such a decision. I also agree that, in many
cases, doing nothing is as much a decision as doing
something and that the present catastrophe in Syria
demands a decision of us. As has been said, the use of
chemical weapons is prohibited by customary international
law and binding conventions. Short of the use of nuclear
weapons, it is the most heinous crime a country can
commit, made even more dreadful when chemical weapons
are used in civil war on its own people.

I am therefore unhesitatingly in favour of taking the
step that will deal as effectively as we can with Assad.
But what is that step? What is our locus? How can we be
effective, and at what cost? I want to deal with the last
question first. The cost in human suffering and human
life is clear, but there is another long-term cost—the
damage that we may do to the rule of international law
in international affairs.

It is obviously deeply frustrating that Russia and
China have formed a blocking minority in the Security
Council, and I know that Members will want to reinforce
the importance of diplomatic initiatives to seek to engage
Russia, in particular, in negotiation with the Syrian
Government. However, it is also clear that to go to war
with Assad—that is what it would be—without the
sanction of a UN Security Council resolution would set
a terrible precedent. After the mission creep of the
Libyan operation, it would amount to nothing less than
a clear statement by the US and its allies that we were
the arbiters of international right and wrong when we
felt that right was on our side. What could we do or say
if, at some point, the Russians or Chinese adopted a
similar argument? What could we say if they attacked a
country without a UN resolution because they claimed


it was right and cited our action as a precedent?
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