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down to forming a judgment. In order to help me and
others form that judgment we need to discuss two
things over the next few days, and perhaps longer. First,
what is the intelligence that exists: what do we know
about it, what does it prove and show, and what can we
be certain of ? I accept that it is not always possible to
share intelligence with the public or even with Members
of this House. In his very good speech, the hon. Member
for New Forest East (Dr Lewis) made the point that the
intelligence could at least be made available to the
Intelligence and Security Committee, which I sit on, so
that at least a few more people—nine of us, to be
exact—would know exactly what is at stake. I do not
want to over-claim anything. If the intelligence cannot
be shared nationally, I am not sure that simply sharing
it with the ISC would necessarily resolve that problem.

Fiona Mactaggart (Slough) (Lab): My right hon.
Friend is talking about sharing information. I listened
carefully to the Prime Minister’s speech, and he said
that he had convincing evidence that young Muslims in
Britain would not be alienated by this, and indeed that
they were calling for military action to protect people in
Syria. Would it not be a good thing if the whole House
could see that evidence, because that is not what I am
hearing from my constituents?

Mr Howarth: It would be a good thing if as much
information as possible could be put before not only the
House but the wider public. I have already made that
point.

The second point that needs to be addressed is: where
is the weight of world opinion? It seems to me that
whenever there is a crisis of this kind—I have no
qualms about saying this—the United Nations fails to
live up to its promise. What tends to happen is that the
United Nations Security Council will pass resolutions—I
think it passed 14 on Iraq and weapons of mass destruction
before any action was taken—but in the end, whatever
the UN does, it tends to fall on the shoulders of coalitions
of the willing to enforce its will. I am not condemning
the United Nations—it is all we have—but we need to
have a better way of doing these things in the future. We
need to think very carefully as a country about where
we fit into each of the coalitions, particularly the one
under discussion.

Robert Flello: I am enjoying my right hon. Friend’s
contribution; it is very good and sound. This is not a
new issue. Why is it that we seem to have the same
discussions time and again?

Mr Howarth: That is the point I am making. I do not
think that the machinery of the United Nations is able
to enforce decisions, and this is an obvious example. I
accept that probably the overwhelming balance of evidence
is that it is the regime that is carrying out these attacks,
rather than the rebel forces, which probably do not have
the capability. There is a further argument that a rogue
commander might be carrying out these attacks without
the knowledge or consent of the leadership and the
President. If that is the case it is even more worrying if
the regime works in such a way that random commanders
can decide to do such things almost at will rather than
be directed from the centre.

So far, so good: the debate has taken us a little
further, but it has not taken us all the way. I hope that
over the days and weeks to come the Prime Minister can
get the narrative a bit clearer, so that those of us—

Madam Deputy Speaker (Dawn Primarolo): Order.

7.39 pm

Mrs Cheryl Gillan (Chesham and Amersham) (Con):
Before I came into the Chamber today I looked at the
archway through which we walk and the broken stones
that were left there when the Chamber was rebuilt to
remind us that we have the power of life and death over
our citizens. I think that today’s debate is a prime
example of the decisions we all have to make which
could result in life or death not just for our citizens, but
for others. However, having listened to the debate carefully
all day, I still do not feel that I have enough accurate or
verifiable information to support direct UK military
action in Syria. At the same time, I want to send a
message that we will not stand idly by while others use
chemical weapons to destroy their population.

The Prime Minister did absolutely the right thing by
recalling Parliament and bringing us back here to debate
the situation. I believe that he also recalled us because
there was a real possibility that intervention could be
almost immediate. I hope that that possibility may have
diminished a little with the developments that have
occurred over the past two days, and I certainly praise
the Prime Minister for moving his position and meeting
the concerns of many of my colleagues in the House. It
is a wise Prime Minister who listens and reacts to what
Members of Parliament have to say on such issues. Of
course, as he acknowledged in his opening speech,
many of us are reluctant about matters involving peace
and war because we previously sat here and listened to a
Prime Minister tell us from the Dispatch Box what I
now believe to have been a fabric of lies. I cannot sit
here and be duped again by any Prime Minister, whether
of my party or the Labour party.

My constituents’ instinct is also against any direct
UK military action. Like, I am sure, all my colleagues
throughout the House, I have received not just form
e-mails sent by some lobbying organisation but individually
composed e-mails showing the strength of feeling and
fear that lie in the British population. Having said that,
and despite feeling strongly that my constituents’ instincts
and my own should be followed, what I have seen on the
television and experienced through reports of what has
gone on in Syria has struck at the very fabric of my
being. However, I am unclear about our response and
our objectives. What are punitive strikes? Will they send
a message to Assad to use it or lose it when it comes to
chemical weapons? What will be the reactions of other
countries? What are the capabilities of the people who
may be deployed in support of Syria? There are still
many questions that need to be answered.

Mr Andrew Turner (Isle of Wight) (Con): Does my
right hon. Friend agree that the most dangerous aspect
is the unintended consequences that military action
may bring? I fear that missile strikes may further inflame
tensions in the middle east, bring conflict to the wider
world and provoke more terrorist attacks on British
streets or those of our territories and allies abroad.
What can we do to prevent that?
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