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[Meg Munn]
My right hon. Friend the Leader of the Opposition
stated that the amendment will enable action to be
taken even without a Security Council resolution and,
on that basis, I will support it. Kofi Annan said when he
resigned last year that



“as an envoy, I can’t want peace more than the protagonists, more
than the security council or the international community”.




The Assad regime, bolstered with units of the Iranian
republican guard and Hezbollah, wants to win, whatever
it takes in lives and misery. Are we really going to
continue to sit on the sidelines wringing our hands?

8.13 pm

Andrew George (St Ives) (LD): I know that the Prime
Minister would have preferred us to be debating a
motion that provided the necessary sanction for military
intervention in Syria, and many have welcomed the
Government’s altered position and motion, with some
congratulating them on it. Perhaps that has arisen as a
result of the circumstances in which they find themselves.
The motion is certainly different from the one they
intended to bring forward when they were seeking to
recall Parliament two days ago. Although today’s motion
waters things down, rows back or back-pedals to a
certain extent, it still softens up Parliament, crosses a
threshold and puts a firm foot on the slippery slope
towards military intervention in Syria by creating a
climate and the mood music which makes it easier for
such action to be taken in future.

The motion may be a tactical decision—perhaps an
artifice—taken to paper over cracks in what is, without
question, a difficult situation, given the range of views
within the Government, but we are now on that slippery
slope. I will leave aside what I may think about the
appalling Assad regime. I accept that, on the balance of
probability, there is little plausible explanation for the
chemical attack other than that it was carried out either
by a rogue commander or under the instruction of the
Assad regime—that is almost certain. However, I still
do not believe that that justifies military attacks or that
it would be wise for it to result in them.

There has been a lot of speculation about the
consequences of taking such action. If we say that
Assad has behaved irrationally in using chemical weapons
in the first place, the risk is that the proposed military
intervention will mean he is likely to become even more
irrational. The situation may escalate into war and may
involve other countries stepping in. We do not know
which direction this is going. No one has persuaded me
this afternoon either that such action will quell the
situation or that it will not make it worse. We also need
to consider the risk of mission creep. We may be saying
that a war crime has been committed, but war crimes
have been going on in Syria and in other civil wars in
the past 10 years over which the international community
has failed to take any action. In Syria alone, innocent
children and non-combatants been killed. What is the
difference between killing a child with a conventional
weapon—

Mr David Ward (Bradford East) (LD): So many
speakers seem to have offered the choice between military
action or doing nothing, but I do not think that anybody
is suggesting that we should do nothing. If there is a 
 war crime, there is a war criminal. We are talking about
an international crime, the action that should be taken
is against the war criminal responsible and that does
not necessarily mean military action.

Andrew George: I entirely agree with my hon. Friend
about that. I say that instead of bombing them with
bombs, let us bomb them with diplomacy, humanitarian
aid, shelter, support, humanitarian corridors, and
international negotiations with Iran and other neighbouring
countries in order to address this issue. We should do
that instead of carrying out the kind of surgical strikes
proposed here today.

I return to what I was saying a moment ago. What is
the difference between an innocent child—a noncombatant—being killed by a conventional weapon and
that child being killed with a chemical weapon? It does
not much matter to them or their family, because it is
still a horrendous death of an innocent. We therefore
need to ask whether we are being consistent in saying
that this is the red line and it is appropriate for us to
take this action. The key point, and the reason I am
saying it is not just about the words on the page but
what is between the lines, the context and having had
Parliament recalled for this debate, is that it sends out a
message to others that we are already on this slippery
slope—the context is already there. What happens if in
the next few days the intelligence suggests that the
chemical weapons are being moved around the country?
This Parliament cannot be called back, but other nations,
such as the US and France, may see this debate and the
vote we have this evening as sufficient sanction—perhaps
an amber light or even a green one—to their taking
military action in Syria.

8.18 pm

Clive Efford (Eltham) (Lab): When the Prime Minister
performed his U-turn yesterday on taking action this
weekend, I wondered what we would be debating today.
I congratulate my right hon. Friend the Leader of the
Opposition and the shadow Foreign Secretary on forcing
the Prime Minister to do a handbrake turn over the
action we were clearly called back to vote on today. The
Prime Minister may have changed the text of the motion,
but he certainly made the same hawkish speech today. I
do not accept that wanting to exhaust all the avenues
with the United Nations is somehow an argument for
doing nothing.

I heard the Deputy Prime Minister being interviewed
this morning on the “Today” programme, and it was
not his finest hour. He said that this was an atrocity that
could not be ignored, which I accept, and that he did
not want ours to be remembered as the generation that
sat idly by, but our motion does not suggest doing that.
He then said that the Government were seeking a
mandate for a limited response. There we have it. That
is why we are here today; the Government are seeking a
mandate for a limited response, which is why our
amendment is necessary and needs to be supported.
Their intention was not to wait for the UN process to be
exhausted, but to take precipitate action.

What is a limited response? We have no mandate to
punish—that is not our role—so what is the objective?
Who or what is the target? It has been suggested that we
aim to “deter” and “degrade” chemical weapons. These


are technical terms quite often used to make it easier for
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