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Mrs Gillan: Those fears have been reflected in many
communications that have been made to my office over
the past few days. We need more time to consider our
response, the whole situation and the implications of
intervening directly through military action.

Tim Loughton (East Worthing and Shoreham) (Con):
I am listening to my right hon. Friend’s logic, and I
absolutely agree with it. I have been to Syria twice, and I
met President Assad a few years ago. I came away not
knowing who on earth ran that country and which
powers were behind that dictator. Does she agree that
“What next?” is the most important question about the
impact that any reaction by us will have, and that it has
not been properly answered?

Mrs Gillan: The situation is so complicated that I
believe very few people in the House, if any, know the
full state of affairs. In that case, we owe it to our
constituents and our armed forces to be very cautious
before we take the next step of a full UK military plan.

I have spoken to the Prime Minister because of my
fears. Because I am not naturally disloyal, I want to
support my Government, but I have said that at this
stage, with the amount of information that has been
made available to me, I cannot support direct UK
military action.

To me, the way in which the motion has been drafted
means that it is still ambiguous. It states that the situation
may,



“if necessary, require military action that is legal, proportionate
and focused on saving lives by preventing and deterring further
use of Syria’s chemical weapons”.




I would need further and better particulars on that.
However, I seek to rely tonight on the last line on page 4
of today’s Order Paper, which states that




“before any direct British involvement in such action a further
vote of the House of Commons will take place”.




The Deputy Prime Minister is in his place, and I
know that he will sum up this long, emotional and hard
debate. I can walk through the Lobby to support the
coalition Government only if he gives me a firm undertaking
that the vote will not be used or interpreted as Parliament’s
agreement to UK military involvement, or as cover for
any UK military involvement. I need that categorical
assurance about today’s motion, and further, I want to
hear again from the Dispatch Box that there will be a
further vote in the House before military action takes
place or is contemplated. I hope for that undertaking,
and if I get it I will support the Government tonight.
However, I hope that the Deputy Prime Minister and
the Prime Minister will understand the way I, my
constituents, and, I believe, the whole country, feel
about intervention in Syria at this stage.

7.46 pm

Jim Fitzpatrick (Poplar and Limehouse) (Lab): It is a
pleasure to follow the right hon. Member for Chesham
and Amersham (Mrs Gillan). She is obviously thinking
hard about how to vote later, and I know that a lot of
right hon. and hon. Members feel the same way.

I wish briefly to address the words of the corrected
motion and the intent behind it, then I will turn to the
Opposition amendment. First, however, I congratulate
the Leader of the Opposition and the shadow Foreign 
Secretary on effectively putting the brakes on a Government
who were heading for military action this weekend. Of
that I think the House can agree there is no doubt. My
right hon. Friends have served the country and the
Commons well through their actions, especially over
the past 24 hours, and I hope that the Opposition will
continue to lead in the same way and act as a restraint
on the Government.

This is not the debate that the House expected to
have, it is certainly not the debate that No. 10 was
planning, and it is not the one that the media predicted
would happen, but there have none the less been some
excellent contributions. Despite the fact that there will
be another debate and vote next week, this has been a
useful exercise in testing the issues at stake.

I turn to the motion, which I have real problems
supporting. That is not because I am a supporter of
President Assad—I am not—but neither do I support
the jihadist element of the Syrian Opposition that has
been referred to in many contributions today. The wording
of the corrected motion is important. The first and
second paragraphs are straightforward in their commentary
and condemnation. The third introduces the requirement
of military action, and the fourth, fifth and sixth are
very instructive. The fourth notes




“the failure of the United Nations”.




That is the softening-up line. The fifth notes




“that the use of chemical weapons is a war crime…and that the
principle of humanitarian intervention provides a sound legal
basis for taking action”.




The sixth mentions the “wide international support”,
including from the Arab League, for action from the
international community.

The right hon. and learned Member for North East
Fife (Sir Menzies Campbell) said that tonight’s vote was
not really important, because the important vote would
be next week. I say to the Liberal Democrats in particular
that if we get another debate and a vote next week, I
predict that those words will come back to haunt them.
The Conservatives are boxing them in by saying, “You’ve
got to support military action, since the UN has failed,
and we don’t need it anyway. We’ve got legitimacy,
because the Attorney-General says so, and we’ve got
international coalition support. It’s only the Russians
and Chinese who don’t support it.”

Mrs Madeleine Moon (Bridgend) (Lab): Is my hon.
Friend aware that the general secretary of the Arab
League has tonight said on CNN that it shies away from
backing western intervention, and that it would intensify
anti-US feeling in the region? Those of us who have
been sitting here all day have had a chance to google.

Jim Fitzpatrick: I am grateful to my hon. Friend for
bringing that information to the House. It clearly
demonstrates the fragility of the international coalition
lined up behind the attempt to intervene militarily in
Syria.

The Opposition amendment, it is fair to say, is at least
more open and honest. However, from my reading it
essentially endorses the same principle: if we address
certain issues and if certain conditions are met, military
action can happen. I do not believe that it should
happen under any circumstances. The Opposition


amendment is stronger and clearer, but whereas the
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