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[Mr Arbuthnot]
not yet know. That is why the Prime Minister is absolutely
right to say that we need to have a further vote in the
House once it is clearer what action is proposed.

Mark Durkan (Foyle) (SDLP): Is the right hon.
Gentleman’s concern about a possible new doctrine of
war as punishment informed by the fact that senior
American political sources only last weekend talked in
terms of retribution as the basis for taking action
against Syria, and that was repeated by a Minister here
as well? If the international community takes action on
Syria on the basis of retribution as the defining motive,
does that not send a very dangerous message and set a
dubious standard for the wider middle east?

Mr Arbuthnot: Well, possibly, although there is a
question, if there is a new doctrine, about how far it
extends. Why was it not used with Mugabe? Why was it
not used with Pol Pot earlier? That is why I question the
Attorney-General’s advice, with temerity and diffidence,
as I say.

What are the objectives of any military strike? My
right hon. Friend the Prime Minister said that the
objective was to deter and degrade future chemical
weapons use. As I understand it, a country that can
make a non-stick frying pan can make chemical weapons.
Personally, I have found it very difficult to find any
country that can make a non-stick frying pan. Nevertheless,
if Syria could simply recreate any weapons that we
destroy, where would we have got by attacking the
chemical weapons? What is the risk of collateral damage?
What is the risk of hitting the chemical weapons that we
are trying to prevent from being deployed? We need
further information on that.

Next is the evidence. I am certainly in a minority in
this country and probably in a minority in the House in
saying that I personally believed Tony Blair when he
said that he believed that there were weapons of mass
destruction in Iraq. I am certainly in a minority in the
country when I say that I still believe that he was telling
the truth as he believed it to be, but I think that he
exaggerated the influence of—[Interruption.] I know, I
am naive and a silly young thing, but I still believe that
he exaggerated the influence and importance of intelligence.
I do not think that we have yet got to the bottom of the
precise limitations of what intelligence can tell us.

Paul Flynn: During my time in this House, chemical
weapons have been used against the Kurds; they were
used in the Iran-Iraq war; and they were used against
the people in Gaza, in the form of phosphorous bombs—
certainly a chemical bomb. Is not the real reason we are
here today not the horror at these weapons—if that
horror exists—but as a result of the American President
having foolishly drawn a red line, so that he is now in the
position of either having to attack or face humiliation?
Is that not why we are being drawn into war?

Mr Arbuthnot: No, I do not think so. I think the real
reason is that unless we do something—it must not be
something stupid—Assad will use more chemical weapons
time and again. I believe that in order to stop the use of
chemical weapons from becoming the norm, the world
needs to act. The world, however, does not equal the 
 United Kingdom. If the world wants us to act as the
international policeman, let the world say so, because
when we have done so in the past, the world has not
tended to thank us.

It could be argued that it is only us who have the
capability to act, but there is a paradox here. We are a
country with the fourth largest defence budget in the
world, yet attacks could still be made on this country
using weapons against which we have no defence. Actually,
that is true of every country in the world. We should
take that concern into account when we decide how to
vote. I believe that it would probably be helpful to
support the Government tonight, but next week—or
whenever the decision comes up—we will need to take
that issue very clearly into account.

4.42 pm

Mr Elfyn Llwyd (Dwyfor Meirionnydd) (PC): Looking
at the Government motion taken in the round, it appears
to me, despite the statement that it has been watered
down, to be something of a paving motion for military
action. It includes the words



“may, if necessary, require military action”;




it refers to a




“legal basis for taking action”;




and in the penultimate paragraph, it refers to “backing
military action”. It also states that




“in spite of the difficulties at the United Nations…a United
Nations process must be followed as far as possible to ensure the
maximum legitimacy”.




The serious question is: why was a draft motion not
presented to the United Nations before now; why the
delay?

It is all very well referring to “difficulties”, but diplomacy
has not failed utterly. It was, after all, the Russians who
pressed the Syrian Government to allow the UN inspectors
in on Monday. My party colleagues and I believe that
any military action would prolong the conflict and lead
to further bloodshed. We would call on the Government
to use their influence and their relations with others to
bring all the relevant parties around the table to conduct
talks. The chief aim should, of course, be to prevent
further loss of life.

There has been an ongoing humanitarian crisis in
Syria for almost two years. The Government should put
greater effort into ensuring a greater humanitarian response,
gearing up the level of aid sent to the region. Previous
military interventions in Iraq, Afghanistan and other
recent examples show that the commitment of troops
without an end plan costs a very high price—both in
money and in lives lost, not to mention the physical and
mental scars that individuals and communities at home
and abroad must therefore bear. If the UK backs US
Government military action or indeed participates in it,
the conflict could well draw in Russia and Iran to back
Assad’s regime, possibly making diplomatic talks more
difficult, and certainly not easier, in the future.

In yesterday’s Guardian, Hans Blix wrote that even if
Assad used chemical weapons, the west has no mandate
to act as a global policeman, and that by ordering air
strikes against Syria without a UN Security Council
mandate, President Obama would




“be doing the same as Bush in 2003”.
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