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[Dame Tessa Jowell]
Legal rectitude may not amount to much, but it is all we
have. It remains our best hope, and we cast it aside at
terrible peril, hence the importance of the route map set
out in the Opposition amendment.

I welcome the decision that the Government have
now made to take no action until the UN inspectors
have delivered their report, but if or when it is proved
conclusively that Assad has used chemical weapons on
his people, what can we do to prevent him from doing
so again? There will perhaps be time in the future to
bring him before the International Criminal Court, but
in practical terms, what can we do, even if we are able to
get a UN Security Council resolution?

As my right hon. Friend the Member for Blackburn
(Mr Straw) mentioned, the US chairman of the joint
chiefs of staff wrote to the Senate armed services committee
last month—we are all grateful for the excellent briefing
by the Library—about having examined five options.
He said that controlling chemical weapons would involve
billions of dollars each month and involve risks that



“not all chemical weapons would be controlled, extremists could
gain better access to remaining weapons, similar risks to no-fly
zone but with the added risk to…troops on the ground.”




The situation is parlous, and—

Mr Speaker: Order.

4.9 pm

Sir Menzies Campbell (North East Fife) (LD): It is no
secret that, notwithstanding the horrors of Damascus, I
have reservations about the use of military action in the
circumstances with which we are engaged. In particular,
I have reservations relating to the absence of a proper
role for the United Nations. However, as the Government
motion now sets out, there is a role for the inspectors,
there is a duty imposed on the Secretary-General, and
there is an endorsement to use every effort to secure a
United Nations Security Council resolution under chapter
VII of its charter. In addition, and I will come back to
this in a moment, the motion also provides that for all
of us—supporters, sceptics or opponents—there will be
an opportunity to pass judgment on any question of
British involvement at a further stage when, not surprisingly
perhaps, rather more information may be available.

Sir Alan Beith (Berwick-upon-Tweed) (LD): Does my
right hon. and learned Friend agree that for some of us
at least, tonight’s vote will not predetermine that we are
satisfied at the next stage that there is a coherent plan
that does not inflict too much damage on neighbouring
countries?

Sir Menzies Campbell: I think my right hon. Friend is
referring, by way of inference, to the suggestion that
there has been briefing that those who voted for the
Government motion would be endorsing in principle
military action. Most of us have been around here long
enough to know how often briefing is a long way from
the truth. Anyone who is in any doubt about that
should read the precise terms of the Government’s
motion.

The effort to achieve a resolution under chapter VII
is a vital component of the doctrine of the responsibility
to protect, because if no such resolution is achieved—here,
I agree with the Attorney-General—we turn to what
was once called humanitarian intervention and now is
called responsibility to protect. It is a fundamental of
that doctrine that every possible political and diplomatic
alternative will have been explored and found not to be
capable.

I want to applaud, if I may, Mr Speaker, the House
for taking the unusual step—in my view wholly justified—of
publishing the Attorney-General’s advice. Those of us
with long memories will remember that 10 years ago we
were not favoured with anything like as much detail. It
is also worth pointing out that there was no second vote
10 years ago. Within 24 hours of the motion being
passed by the House endorsing the Labour Government’s
proposals, the Tomahawk cruise missiles began to rain
down on Baghdad.

It respectfully seems to me that we need to examine
the matter not in response to the emotion that it
undoubtedly engenders in all of us. Emotion is no
substitution for judgment in matters of this kind. We
must look beyond what might be achieved in the short
term, to the medium term and the long term.

Stephen Doughty (Cardiff South and Penarth) (Lab/
Co-op): The right hon. and learned Gentleman spoke a
moment ago of the responsibility to protect. One of the
criteria is the prospects of success. Is he satisfied with
the objectives of this action and the prospects of success
on those objectives?

Sir Menzies Campbell: We cannot arrive at a conclusion
on the prospects of success until we have more information
than is currently available. The hon. Gentleman is right.
I should have mentioned that the prospect of success is
a part of that evolving doctrine. We should also remember
that the doctrine is not universally accepted, and that
the mere use of it is, on occasion, regarded as highly
controversial. I rather fancy that at the G20 summit in
St Petersburg next week the doctrine of the responsibility
to protect may not get considerable support.

My questions, which I do not expect to be answered
but I hope will lie on the table, are these. Will military
action bring the Geneva conference any closer? Is it
more likely to produce the political settlement that
everyone believes is necessary? Although a strategic
objective is set out, I hope I might be forgiven for
thinking that military action is more of a tactic than a
strategic imperative. That is why we must give consideration
to the endgame, to use a colloquialism, and in particular
to the whole issue of regional stability—what the
consequences might be in an already very unstable
region.

What would happen were the next horror to be
carried out by some conventional means? What would
our response be in the light of the fact that, for two
years or so, a number of horrors have been brought
about by the use of conventional weapons? My concern
is that if we open the gate once, it will be difficult to
close it.

I have read the motion and Opposition amendment
and I believe that both are motivated by the same
determination to do what is right and to see that the


House endorses everything that is right. However, I
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