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[Dr Alasdair McDonnell]
unfolding in Syria. All of us in this House know that
this conflict has gone on in its current phase for two
years and has ripped the heart out of that country and
its long-suffering people. However, my colleagues in the
Social Democratic and Labour party and I are gravely
concerned about any prospect of military action, the
bombing—whether it be selective or non-selective—of
Syria and the haste with which this course appears to
have been embarked on.

Our objections are based primarily on simple,
straightforward moral and ethical grounds. Beyond those
ethical grounds, however, are the significant practical
considerations and consequences. On a practical level,
we believe that any military activity will be counterproductive and will not save lives but in fact cost them.
As was said earlier, it is no more pleasant for a person to
be killed by a cruise missile than by gas—they are still
dead. Our objective should be to be humanitarian and
protect lives.

Jim Shannon: Does the hon. Gentleman share my
concern, and that of many Members, about the Christian
minority of some half a million, who have been displaced,
murdered and ethnically cleansed? Any attack upon
Syria, whatever it may be, could have repercussions for
the Christian minority, who are concerned about what
would happen given the example of Iraq, where there
were 1.3 million Christians before the war and only
300,000 afterwards.

Dr McDonnell: I share the hon. Gentleman’s concerns,
which dovetail with my point that whatever the British
Government do, they should ensure that their actions
do not make the situation worse or lead directly or
indirectly to their excusing or justifying more deaths
among those active in the conflict in Syria.

I urge the Prime Minister to pause and resist the
temptation to launch a war just because there are pressures
coming from some sources or because he feels it is the
only option. The opinion poll showing that only 11% of
the people feel favourably disposed to the concept has
already been referred to, and that means that 89% are
hostile to it.

I wish also to pose the question of how the sight of a
British and US-led attack is likely to be perceived across
the middle east, not just in Syria, especially if it is
carried out without credible UN backing or on the
basis of uncertain or confused intelligence. That would
risk handing the Syrian regime a major propaganda
victory at a pivotal point, which its supporters could
rally around. The impact on the wider region is even
more uncertain and potentially volatile. Even if such
action could ever be morally justified, which I and my
colleagues do not accept, there surely needs to be a
serious prospect of an endgame that has an outcome of
success and of benefit in some shape or form.

Mr MacNeil: Does the hon. Gentleman fear, as I do,
that if the Prime Minister were to win the vote on his
motion tonight, it would embolden him for future
adventures? As the hon. Gentleman said, it is clear that
the public, and I think majority opinion across the
world, are against adding any more to the powder keg in
Syria that was referred to earlier.

Dr McDonnell: My view, which I do not think is far
removed from that of other Members, is that mission
creep is inevitable in any such situation. Whatever
justification is put forward today, the mission would
creep and change in the light of changing circumstances
next week and next month. As such, it would lead to all
sorts of consequences that we have not perceived at this
point.

To put it more precisely, I do not think anybody in
this country, in Europe or around the world wants to
see another Afghanistan or Iraq. I have heard little here
today to convince me of the merit of any proposed
military action. We have been given no clear indication
of what success might look like or how it would be
measured. We are told that this action might persuade
Assad to consider not using chemical weapons in the
future, but I have little faith that such a course of action
will not make his position better rather than worse.
There is a clear risk that even more lives will be lost and
even more harm done than we are trying to prevent. I
can only see that cruise missile attacks will take lives—
hundreds, if not thousands, of lives—of combatants
and civilians alike. There is little evidence that any lives
would be saved in the long run.

Mr Jenkin: What message would come from this
House were we to vote for the Opposition amendment
and, in effect, say that we are not going to take any
action as a result of this? That would be the message.

Dr McDonnell: I can only refer the hon. Gentleman
to Iraq and its consequences. We have all been left
scarred by Iraq.

Many in this House and in Government will have
convinced themselves of the courses of action that
should be taken, but they have not convinced the public.
I think the public know better. The public have long and
bitter memories of Iraq and Afghanistan. All the promises
and assurances issued then were not worth the paper
they were written on. The public remember the contrived
situation, the misleading of this House and the needless
deaths of so many soldiers and countless civilians.
While I would find it difficult, if not impossible, ever to
tolerate or support military intervention, I believe that
this House should contemplate such action against
Syria only if it were UN approved and if we were
convinced that it would improve the situation.

5.31 pm

Mr John Redwood (Wokingham) (Con): We make no
more important decision in this House than to give
permission to our armed forces to unleash some of their
formidable arsenal. We should only do so if we feel
there is democratic consent for the aim and the purpose
of the conflict, and we should do so only if it is legal so
to do. In my adult lifetime in politics I think that we, as
a country, have intervened too often. We have too often
asked our armed forces to do things that armed forces
alone cannot do. I am not against all intervention. Of
course, when we had to liberate Kuwait or the Falkland
Islands, they were noble aims. Our armed forces performed
with great skill and bravery, and the British public were
behind them. We must be very careful, however, not to
inject them into a civil war where we do not know the
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