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Government motion is explicit in its direction of travel
towards military action, the Opposition amendment
states that we will go there if the conditions in six of the
paragraphs it lays out are met. My concern is about the
end game and the exit strategy. There have been many
excellent contributions to the debate—

Craig Whittaker (Calder Valley) (Con): Paragraph (e)
of the Opposition amendment refers to



“precise and achievable objectives designed to deter the future use
of prohibited chemical weapons in Syria”.




What are those “precise and achievable objectives”?

Jim Fitzpatrick: I have exactly the same difficulty as
the hon. Gentleman—I do not know what they are
either. I do not think that they are identifiable. I do not
think that they are achievable. My objection, as I was
saying a moment ago, is that there is not an exit strategy
or an end game. There have been many contributions to
the debate in which colleagues have said, “If we do this,
that will happen. If we do not do that, this will happen.”
Only one thing is absolutely guaranteed: nobody knows
what will happen if we go down the road of military
action. We have seen that too often in recent decades.
The difficulty I have is the fact that we do not have an
exit strategy.

In conclusion, and for the hon. Gentleman’s information,
I have problems with both the Government motion and
the Opposition amendment. Ultimately, I do not believe
that either is able to achieve the honourable ends that
both sides of the House want. I am opposed to military
intervention in Syria full stop. To be honest and consistent
on both questions, I will vote in the No Lobby against
the Government motion and against the Opposition
amendment.

7.52 pm

Guy Opperman (Hexham) (Con): I am a former
human rights and criminal lawyer who has worked in
this country and abroad, and I want to address the
legality of the process we face today. The effectiveness
of chemical weapons is beyond doubt—that is why
people want to use them. Their usage is a war crime and
a humanitarian catastrophe, and I agree that the perpetrator,
in any circumstance, should face justice.

It is a sad fact that all of our constituents are scarred
by the Iraq and Afghanistan experience, which has
poisoned the well of public confidence in so many ways.
The public clearly lack confidence in our attempts at
foreign policy. I know that the majority of my constituents
in Northumberland and the majority of those in this
House of Commons do not want to get involved in a
civil war in Syria. Neither do I. I am clear that I have no
desire for land forces or long-term involvement in this
civil war, however abhorrent both sides are. I am grateful
that both the Government and the Opposition have
made that point clear. The reality of the situation is that
we are only discussing the limited use of potential air
strikes to diminish chemical weapons capacity.

I welcome the Prime Minister’s approach in holding
the debate today, the decision to hold a second debate in
the future, the publication of the JIC report and the
Attorney-General’s legal summary. I thank my right
hon. and learned Friend for the meeting yesterday. The 
revised motion gives a stronger and greater role to the 
United Nations. If anybody could urge the United
Nations to resolve this, all of us would do so. Both the
motion and the amendment seek the UN’s assistance.
Whether we would be able to achieve that is a separate
matter.

On usage and evidence, many have made the case that
there is widespread and extensive evidence—from multiple
intelligence agencies and the Arab League—of the repeated
use by Assad of chemical weapons in the past couple of
years, certainly in excess of a dozen times. All participants
admit the usage on 21 August, when 300-plus were
killed and 3,000-plus were maimed. If there is a delay,
we hope that the UN can assist, but what do we do if
98% of the UN wish to pass a resolution but a country
such as Russia blocks us? That has been the reality for
some time and I suspect that that will be the reality in
the future. One has to pose the question that if an
incident like the holocaust were to happen tomorrow
and one of the Security Council objected, what would
the rest of the world do? We have to ask whether we are
prepared to allow Russia to be the sole determinant of
which part of international law is to be observed. Exact
parallels can be found in the Kosovo situation in 1999,
when Russia sought to prevent any NATO action.

Mr Robert Buckland (South Swindon) (Con): I am
listening carefully to my hon. Friend’s analysis of the
UN. The General Assembly is about to meet. Does he
agree that using the General Assembly as a mechanism
by which we could obtain a recommendation for action
in Syria would be a sensible option for us to consider
before exhausting all mechanisms within the UN?

Guy Opperman: I completely endorse that. In Kosovo
in 1999 there were three broadly supported UN resolutions.
Although not enough to get over the UN hurdle that we
seek to overcome, they did provide assistance and support
that such a course would entail. We have to address
what the legal basis is for any proposed action by the
British or other international troops.

Bob Stewart: I will make one point. I very carefully
studied United Nations Security Council resolutions in
1992 as an authority for action. It is only the Security
Council of the UN, as it is currently constituted, that
will give authority for international action under article
6 or article 7.

Guy Opperman: With no disrespect to my hon.
Friend—my honourable and respected military friend—I
disagree. Subsequent to 1991, the responsibility to protect
protocols were introduced, particularly post-1999 in
Kosovo. I accept that we are not in a UN article 51
charter case. We are not acting in self defence. We are
not, as a nation, in any way threatened. However, the
process of R2P does allow NATO to act when certain
preconditions, as set out in the Attorney-General’s guidance,
are maintained.

On this particular point, I urge my hon. Friend the
Member for Beckenham (Bob Stewart) and anyone who
is concerned about this issue to go through the Attorney General’s guidance, which has been published today.
An objective has to be identified. In this case, it would
be the objective of attempting to stop the specific
spread and repeated use of chemical weapons. There


could be little doubt that such an outrage constituted a
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