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[Dr Julian Lewis]
I do not want to divert too far into that, but it is
important to understand the realities of what makes
countries use poison gas and what deters them from
using it. In my mind, the questions we must consider
resolve themselves into two, rather than the four elegantly
put forward by the Chairman of the Foreign Affairs
Committee. My two questions are: first, is it proven
beyond reasonable doubt that Assad did it; and secondly,
even if Assad or his regime did it, is a military strike
sensible?

On the first question, the UN inspectors will not tell
us anything about whether or not Assad did it, as I
understand it. All they will do is tell us whether or not a
sarin gas attack took place, so we cannot look to them
to point the finger as to who did it. The Joint Intelligence
Committee has been cited and we can all read the
summary. That summary is not conclusive and in fact
states that the JIC is baffled to find a motive for Assad
having done this, as well it might be. If Assad did
it—and perhaps he did—it was the height of irrationality
for him to do the one thing that might get the west
intervening against him.

Mr Bernard Jenkin (Harwich and North Essex) (Con):
There is a clear motive for Assad to have done this. He
has used chemical weapons on five previous occasions,
testing the west to see if it was going to respond. He has
lost control of Aleppo airport, Homs is still under rebel
control and rebels are fighting in the suburbs of Damascus.
Assad is getting desperate and that is why he used
chemical weapons. There is no question of any
circumstantial evidence that points to anyone else.

Dr Lewis: I greatly respect my hon. Friend’s opinions
on this and all other related matters, but nevertheless
his point would make more sense if Assad were willing
to acknowledge that he had been testing the water,
rather than vehemently denying that he did it.
Dr Matthew Offord (Hendon) (Con): Will my hon.
Friend give way?

Dr Lewis: I will not give way as I am still answering
the previous question. I think it just as likely that if the
regime were responsible in some way, it might have been
done by some part of the regime unauthorised by
another part.

That leads me to the question of contradictory evidence,
because from the leaked reports on the one hand we are
getting stories that the attack was ordered by Assad’s
brother in retaliation for a failed assassination attempt
on the leadership, and on the other hand hearing that
there is intercept evidence that somebody who was
unauthorised was responsible and that there was a
telephone conversation in which somebody said, “Why
on earth did you do this?” and a panicked reaction to
the unauthorised release of poison gas. The point is that
it is very far from certain that the evidence stacks up.
The Intelligence and Security Committee is cleared to
see classified material well up to the level of the material
that the JIC and the Prime Minister have seen. I see no
reason why those of us who have been cleared for such
access should not have it.

I shall now move on to the second question. Let us
suppose that Assad did it. Is it then sensible to reply
with military action? We have heard the arguments
about red lines and the sacrosanct taboo that we must
stand up for. If my hon. Friend the Member for Harwich
and North Essex (Mr Jenkin) is correct, however, and if
the Assad Government did that irrational thing, it
shows that they are behaving very irrationally indeed.
One thing that bothers me greatly is that it is now being
suggested—I say this as someone who is generally
supportive of Israel—that Israeli intelligence might be
the source of the evidence that the Assad Government
did it. If Assad is behaving irrationally and if he is so
desperate, what is to prevent him, if he is attacked
militarily by us on the perceived basis of intelligence
supplied by Israel, from retaliating with a chemical
attack against Israel? What will Israel do? It will retaliate
in turn. What will America, Iran and Russia do then?

I began my speech by referring to the first world war.
Next year, we will commemorate the centenary of the
events of August 1914. Those events have a worrying
parallel. At that time, a series of actions and reactions
drew in, in an escalating fashion, one country after
another. Nobody thought that the assassination of an
obscure archduke would lead to a world conflagration.
As Admiral Lord West has said, this is a powder keg,
and we should not be lobbing weapons into the heart of
such combustible material.

4.57 pm

Sir Gerald Kaufman (Manchester, Gorton) (Lab):
Syria did not start having an evil regime last week or
two years ago; it has had an evil regime for a generation.
The murder of 10,000 people in Hama is evidence of
that. The world did not criticise in any way whatever.

We are told that the use of chemical weapons by the
Assad regime, if proved, transforms the situation. It
would certainly make the situation ghastly, disgusting
and abominable. However, Syria is not the only country
in the middle east to have used chemical weapons in
warfare. Israel used white phosphorous in its attack in
Gaza in Operation Cast Lead—I saw the consequences
for myself when I went there—but Israel gets away with
it because it is on the right side of what is regarded as
civilised opinion.

There is selectivity right the way through. We are told
that we are being bundled into this situation because of
President Obama—the same President Obama who sends
a stream of drones over Pakistan, violating its sovereignty
and murdering its citizens. I have no time whatever for
the Syrian regime, and I condemn the use of chemical
weapons, but we are being selective. Reference has been
made to Egypt, where two regimes have been overthrown
in two years, without a whimper. In Libya, we were told
we had to protect the citizens of Benghazi, and I voted
in the House to do so. Western air forces—British and
French—misused a UN resolution to achieve regime
change, which was illegal, and resulted in the murder of
Gaddafi, vile dictator though he was, whose corpse was
dragged through the streets. I do not trust what is
regarded as western opinion on the middle east and
north Africa.

The motion states that the Government want a UN
resolution
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