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[Angus Robertson]
We need a coherent and comprehensive strategy that
fully takes into account the consequences of intervention.
What is currently a calamity for the people of Syria
could worsen and become a conflagration across the
middle east. That is why this House should unite around
the cross-party safeguards amendment, vote against the
Government motion, and make diplomatic and
humanitarian efforts the key focus of the international
community.

4.22 pm

Richard Ottaway (Croydon South) (Con): There are
four key questions we have to address. Is there a moral
case? Does the intelligence stack up? Is this lawful?
What is the objective? The moral case is something each
individual MP will have to decide, based on his own
character, morality and attitude to world affairs. Many
colleagues and friends are, in principle, non-interventionists,
whereas others have a strong interventionist streak.
Others say, “If that criterion is met, or this, maybe.” We
all wrestle with the conflict between head and heart.
Some say that the murder of hundreds of innocent
citizens by chemical weapons is nothing to do with us
and that it is easier not to get involved, but I ask them to
examine their conscience.

Syria is a signatory to the Geneva protocol of 1925
prohibiting the use of chemical weapons. It was a
protocol drawn up in the aftermath of the first world
war, when the world said, “Never again.” Do we now
say, “Well, never mind, let’s just sit on our hands and
ignore the atrocities taking place”? This is not just any
ordinary convention; it is a convention on genocide and
the abuse of basic morality. Some say, “What’s the
difference between being killed by an artillery shell or
by sarin gas?” With everything in life there is a red
line—a straw that breaks the camel’s back—and, to me,
this is it. In my judgment, faced with the mass murder
of innocent civilians, doing nothing is not an option.

In his excellent speech, my right hon. Friend the
Member for North Somerset (Dr Fox) made the point
about credibility. Britain is a leading member of NATO,
it is chair of the G8 and it has a permanent seat on the
UN Security Council. This gives us huge diplomatic
clout, but with the benefits come responsibilities, and
this is just the moment when we must ask ourselves
what those responsibilities are. We can behave like a
minor nation with no real international responsibilities
and put our head in the sand, or we can live up to the
expectations that the world community has of us.

Our objectives must be strategic. A missile strike
would make it clear that chemical weapons cannot be
used without a response from the world community; it
would help to degrade the Assad regime’s future capacity;
and it would deter the regime from its future use. In my
judgment, those are worthy objectives that have my
support.

Mr Michael McCann (East Kilbride, Strathaven and
Lesmahagow) (Lab): One component common to both
the motion and the Opposition’s amendment is the
possibility of our ending up on a path to military
action, a missile strike being the first of potentially two
steps towards such action. The Prime Minister did not
answer the question from my right hon. Friend the 
Member for Blackburn (Mr Straw) about what that
action would entail, although he ruled out the possibility
of a large-scale deployment of troops on the ground. In
order to degrade Assad’s opportunity to use chemical
weapons, would we not have to use either special forces
on the ground or launch a missile strike, which could
cause even more damage?

Richard Ottaway: We have to take the world as we
find it. The situation has been made quite clear, including
by the Prime Minister: the aim initially is to attempt to
degrade Assad’s capacity, so it is essential that our
strategic objective be focused on the command and
control of the chemical weapons programme. If that is
not successful, I am sure that he and I will be back here
asking, “Where do we go from here?”

I turn to the Attorney-General’s view that there is a
legal basis for intervention without a Security Council
resolution, which poses more questions than it answers.

Mr Straw: Will the hon. Gentleman be a bit more
precise? Today, the Prime Minister widened the objectives
to include degrading the chemical weapons capability,
but General Dempsey has made it clear that that is
possible to a significant degree only with the deployment
of thousands of troops and hundreds of ships. Surely
we have to be clear about what we anticipate will result
from the use of Tomahawk missiles and such things
before, not after, we embark on their use.

Richard Ottaway: The right hon. Gentleman put that
point to the Prime Minister, and I thought he dealt with
it. General Dempsey was talking about the wider picture,
whereas the motion and the proposal concern the chemical
weapons regime, which we will attempt to degrade.

Dame Joan Ruddock: Will the hon. Gentleman give
way?

Richard Ottaway: I am sorry, but I have used up my
two interventions.

The Attorney-General’s view is that there is a legal
basis for intervention without a Security Council resolution,
which I believe poses more questions than answers.
Since the present doctrine was introduced in 2005, there
has been no precedent for such a thing, and in my view
it has serious consequences. In effect, it means that the
UN is now redundant and that the humanitarian doctrine
has legs of its own and can be interpreted virtually any
way the parties wish. When the dust has settled on this
affair, I hope that the House and the United Nations
will revisit the responsibility to protect, because at
present it is not working as it was intended.

On the intelligence, those of us who were here in
2003, at the time of the Iraq war, felt they had their
fingers burnt. The case for war was made and Parliament
was briefed on the intelligence, but we were given only
part of the story and, in some cases, an inaccurate story.
A summary of the intelligence has been published, but
it is the bare bones, and I urge the Government in the
following days to consider how more intelligence can be
provided. The picture is clear, as far as it goes, but it has
no depth. I warmed to the suggestion from my hon.
Friend the Member for New Forest East (Dr Lewis)


that the Intelligence and Security Committee could
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