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Syria and by extension hold its spread beyond the
region. That is why I will not support the Government’s
motion and why I tabled my own amendment setting
out that the case for military action had not been made.
I am sorry that we will not have an opportunity to put
that amendment to the vote, because it would have
addressed the issue raised by the hon. Member for
Cheltenham. Had it been accepted, we would have had
a genuine choice tonight.

We need to strain every sinew to get all relevant
parties around the table for peace talks. On so many
levels, as others have said, this is a proxy war, which is
why we need China, Russia, Iran, Saudi Arabia and
many others involved as well. We also absolutely need
to redouble our efforts to support refugees. We are
hearing from many of the development agencies, including
Oxfam, that the situation facing those refugees, both in
Syria and the wider region, is appalling. More than 8
million people are now in desperate need of supplies.
That is why people who say, “If we don’t have military
action, it is equivalent to doing nothing”, are so misguided.
There is much we can do on refugees and a political
solution.

5.46 pm

Sir Malcolm Bruce (Gordon) (LD): In this kind of
debate, there comes a point when people say, “Everything’s
been said, but not everybody’s said it”, but I hope that
all of us who speak in the second half of the debate will
help to reinforce the key arguments and still manage to
draw out some particular aspects that have not yet been
addressed.

Had we been debating the motion we expected earlier
in the week, I would not have been able to support it. I
still have grave reservations, however, and if I support
the Government tonight, that will not give them any
right to expect me to support them in a subsequent vote.
It is important that that is understood. As is agreed on
both sides of the House, that does not mean that there
is not a case to be made; at the moment, however, it has
not yet been made.

I understand the passion expressed, people’s abhorrence
and the desire that something be done, but it is very
dangerous if we do not decide that that something will
work rather than make the situation worse. My concern
is that we do not know what the response will be. The
argument is that there would be a highly forensic,
targeted attack to eliminate the regime’s capability to
continue with such acts. Apart from the fact that we
cannot ensure that there will not be collateral damage,
there is the added problem that if it does not take out
the regime, the regime and its allies will still have some
capacity to act and might act in ways that escalate the
situation.

Speaking as Chairman of the International Development
Committee, which is responsible for holding to account
the Government’s aid programme, I welcome the
contribution from the former Secretary of State, the
right hon. Member for Sutton Coldfield (Mr Mitchell),
who addressed with deep knowledge and passion the
commitment we are making. Of course the United
Kingdom should be using humanitarian assistance to
help the people distressed in this conflict, but so far
£345 million of our aid programme has been diverted to
supporting refugees in this conflict zone, an area of the 
world where we would otherwise not be spending any of
our aid money, because it is not a poor region. By
definition, that money has been taken away from poor
people in Africa and south Asia because of a conflict.
We must not do anything that makes that conflict worse
and results in even more displaced persons and refugees,
whom we will inevitably want to help.

Mr MacNeil: The right hon. Gentleman raises some
substantial doubts. The Prime Minister earlier spoke
about this being a matter of judgment. Surely anyone
with such doubts in the Prime Minister’s judgment
could not support him tonight.

Sir Malcolm Bruce: I think it is a matter of judgment.
I am giving my judgment and the Prime Minister has
given his.

The point that the motion and the amendment have
in common—that is the result of the progress made in
the past few days—is that we should allow the UN
process to continue to the point where, we hope, it can
be a determinant, and that this House will have an
opportunity to decide before any military action takes
place. Those are two important facts, which I would not
want to vote against. If neither the motion nor the
amendment is carried, the Government presumably could
say that they had a mandate to do something immediately.
We have to be careful what we vote out, as well as what
we vote in.

Richard Graham (Gloucester) (Con): My right hon.
Friend expressed earlier his concerns about the case for
military intervention not having been made, and those
concerns will be shared by many people across the
House, but has he recognised that the motion is in fact
not about military intervention? It simply does not rule
it out, which is why the amendment tabled by the hon.
Member for Brighton, Pavilion (Caroline Lucas), which
said that the case has not yet been established, was
irrelevant. That is the case that would have to be made
for any future motion. Does my right hon. Friend
agree?

Sir Malcolm Bruce: I accept that, and I think I have
made clear that what I want to see is how this action will
take place in a way that will not make the situation
worse. If I do not hear that, I will find it impossible to
support that proposition. That is why I am grateful that
we are being given time.

The truth is that we are being asked to make a
decision because the American Government have made
a decision on the basis of a red line that President
Obama set. I am not sure whether, when he set that red
line, he was naive in the assumption that it would not be
stepped across or whether it was a challenge. Certainly
it has reached a point where he feels bound to respond
and is looking to his allies to support him. I do not
think that we should be discourteous or unreasonable
as allies, but we are entitled to consider our own interests.

On the point of the UN process and the point at
which it would be legitimate to take action even without
the UN, we must understand that Russia has a very
direct interest that it is promoting. It has the capacity, as
a permanent member of the Security Council, to use its
veto. I do not believe that Russia should be entitled to


say “That is the end of the matter” and that no action
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