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have to confess that, even following the most narrow
textual analysis, I can find no difference of substance or
principle anywhere in the two offerings. That is why I
shall support the Government in the Lobby this evening.
I very much hope that the Opposition will, too.

4.16 pm

Angus Robertson (Moray) (SNP): Across the House,
in all political parties, there is total revulsion at what
has been happening in Syria in the past months and
years of the brutal conflict there—in particular following
the recent apparent chemical weapons attacks on civilians.
There is absolute unanimity, here and internationally,
that the use of those indiscriminate weapons is unacceptable
and the United Nations is right to be investigating the
circumstances of the attacks.

If we are serious about our support for the United
Nations, the inspectors must be able to complete their
work and report back to the world community before
any course of new action is undertaken. If, as we expect,
it is confirmed that chemical weapons were used, one of
the first things that should be made clear is that whoever
ordered and carried out those attacks will, in time, face
the full force of the law. Regardless of what may otherwise
happen in the short term, the perpetrators of such a
crime should understand that they face indictment by
the International Criminal Court or by a specially convened
war crimes tribunal.

Today, however, we have been recalled to Parliament
because of potential imminent military action by UK
and other forces. We have been called back four days
before Parliament was to reconvene anyway, so it is not
unreasonable to conclude that there was a high probability
that intervention would take place before Monday. The
UK Government expected that we should vote for a
blank cheque that would have allowed UK military
action before UN weapons inspectors concluded their
investigations and before their detailed evidence was
provided to the United Nations—or, indeed, Members
of this House. Following our having been misled on the
reasons for war in Iraq, the least the UK Government
could have done was to provide detailed evidence. Frankly,
they have not, as was underlined in my intervention on
the Prime Minister earlier.

In contrast with the sensible approach taken in the
run-up to the 2001 intervention in Afghanistan, today
we were expected to give the UK Government a blank
cheque. However, Members on both sides clearly reminded
their leaders that this is a hung Parliament and that
there would not be a majority for a blank cheque.
Instead there should at least be safeguards.

Mr Jim Cunningham (Coventry South) (Lab): Does
the hon. Gentleman agree that the public are suspicious
about the argument that the issue is not about regime
change? Only a few weeks ago, the Government wanted
to arm the rebels. That argument is causing utter confusion
among everybody.

Angus Robertson: The hon. Gentleman makes a good
point that will be noticed outside the House.
I appeal to Government Members to look closely at
the amendment and ask themselves what is wrong with
the safeguard it proposes. Surely the UN weapons inspectors
must be able to conclude their mission and have the 
necessary opportunity to report to the Security Council
on the evidence and their findings on whether chemical
weapons were used in Syria. Surely we must have definitive
evidence that the Syrian regime or opposition was
responsible for the use of these weapons—with the
greatest respect, that means not just two pages of A4
paper. Surely the UN Security Council must consider
and vote on this matter in the light of the reports of the
weapons inspectors and the evidence submitted. Surely
there must be a clear legal basis in international law for
taking collective military action to protect the Syrian
people on humanitarian grounds. And surely the aims,
objectives and consequences of any intervention must
be made clear and must not run the risk of escalating
the conflict, causing further deaths and worsening the
humanitarian situation. The safeguards in the amendment
are absolutely clear and will bring the issue back for a
parliamentary vote before any UK military intervention
is possible. Should these safeguards not be satisfied, the
Scottish National party and Plaid Cymru will vote
against intervention, just as we voted consistently against
the Iraq war.

I urge the UK Government to invest more time and
effort in supporting an end to the conflict and stepping
up humanitarian support for the hundreds of thousands
of victims in Syria and refugees who have fled to
neighbouring countries. Earlier today, I met Jehangir
Malik of Islamic Relief, an organisation that deserves
as much assistance as possible to help people in and
around Syria. He warned about the potential negative
impact of military intervention and why that could
significantly worsen the humanitarian situation. May I
urge the Government to do yet more to support Islamic
Relief and the other organisations involved in the Disasters
Emergency Committee? With so many people watching
our deliberations, I also urge the public to continue
their great generosity in supporting humanitarian efforts.

I also urge the Government to renew their efforts to
find a diplomatic resolution to the conflict. Do we think
that Tomahawk cruise missiles fired into Syria will
make that easier or more difficult? It is clearly understood
that this civil war is intractable and that there is little
willingness to compromise. Earlier today, I heard an
appeal by Sakhr al-Makhadhi, the London-based Syria
expert and commentator. He said that the people of
Syria, from all backgrounds, are crying out for help to
resolve the civil war. Please can the UK Government
focus their attention on working with the United States
and the Russian Federation, and all others who have
influence in the region, including Iran, to bring the
different Syrian sides to the negotiating table?

In conclusion, the UK Government must not have a
blank cheque for military intervention in Syria. We have
already heard that it is being briefed that tonight’s vote
on their motion is an agreement, in principle, for military
action. We should not give them a blank cheque for
military intervention in Syria, either in principle or in
practice.

Duncan Hames (Chippenham) (LD) rose—

Angus Robertson: I have only 30 seconds left.
We cannot ignore the lessons of the calamitous Iraq
war. We need safeguards, in order to ensure that all is
done to provide evidence about chemical weapons and
to support the United Nations and international law.
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