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us to vote in favour of military action. We have also
heard about “precision strikes”, “selective strikes”,
“technical strikes” and the intention to “degrade”. We
even have civilian deaths described as “collateral damage”.
These are all terms used to convince us that we should
vote in favour of a strike, but how do we contain a
missile attack on a chemical weapons dump or
manufacturing centre? How do we ensure that no civilians
die? Would those deaths be acceptable? Would they
somehow be laudable for having been created by us,
rather than by chemical weapons?

We do not have an end plan, a strategy for what we
want to achieve with an incisive strike or an exit strategy.
We have been here before. I voted against a similar
motion when my Government attempted this in 2003,
and exactly the same things are being said today.

8.21 pm

Sir Edward Leigh (Gainsborough) (Con): This has
been a great two days for Parliament; I think we have
won. This time yesterday morning, the motion would
have been used to justify war, perhaps this very weekend.
War is not going to happen. The Prime Minister has
listened to his Back Benchers. We made it perfectly clear
to our Whips yesterday afternoon that we were not
prepared to vote for any motion that justified war, and
so the Prime Minister has offered us another motion.
This is not a motion for war. I will not vote for war. I
would never vote for war against Syria. If there is a
second vote, I will definitely vote against, but I do not
believe there ever will be a second vote, because I do not
believe that the parliamentary arithmetic stacks up. It
does not stack up because MPs are doing their job and
listening to what the public want, and the voice of the
public is completely clear: they do not want war. They
are scarred by what went on in Iraq. We were lied to in
Parliament and we are not going to go down that route
again. I voted against the Iraq war and I will vote
against this one.

What would it achieve? That is what we must ask
ourselves. Why is it any of our business? Has Syria ever
been a colony? Has it ever been in our sphere of interest?
Has it ever posed the remotest threat to the British
people? Our job in Parliament is to look after our own
people. Our economy is not in very good shape. Neither
are our social services, schools or hospitals. It is our job
to think about problems here. If I am told that we are
burying our heads in the sand, I would ask: are there
anguished debates in other Parliaments all over Europe
about whether to bomb Syria? No, they are getting on
with running their own countries, and so should we.

Richard Drax (South Dorset) (Con): If we were to
punish—that is the word that springs to mind—every
appalling regime by dropping missiles on it, would
missiles not be criss-crossing the skies on a daily basis?

Sir Edward Leigh: Absolutely. Although we have
spoken with great moral certitude in this debate, the
fact is that our contribution to an attack on Syria would
be infinitesimal. Have we not degraded our own armed
forces in the past three years, contrary to repeated
warnings from myself and others? Do we have an
aircraft carrier in the Mediterranean? In reality, we
would simply be hanging on to the coat tails of President
Obama. He was foolish enough to issue a red line. His
credibility is on the line, not the credibility of the British
people or ourselves. We do not have to follow him in
this foolish gesture.

We know that we cannot destroy the chemical stocks
of President Assad. We know that we can only degrade
them. We know that no significant group in Syria would
praise us, apart from these famous rebels, whom we
have been supporting over the past two years. Who are
these rebels? Does the west seriously want Assad to lose
power? Do we want him replaced by a regime that
includes Sunni jihadists? That is why we have over the
years been buttressing what has been a stable regime. It
is simply not in our national interest to bomb Syria. It
would not degrade his chemical stocks and it might
result in more pressure being placed on minorities in
Syria.

Sir Gerald Howarth (Aldershot) (Con): I am listening
carefully to what my hon. Friend is saying and he is
making some very powerful points. Is he aware of
comments from Sir Andrew Green, chairman of Migration
Watch and formerly a respected ambassador to Damascus,
who has said in the last couple of days that if the regime
was to fall, chaos would follow, because the kind of
jihadists to whom my hon. Friend has referred would
take control, which would be hugely against the interests
of the UK?

Sir Edward Leigh: Absolutely. We have heard very
little about what is happening on the ground in Syria.
How many of those who have spoken with such moral
certainty have actually visited Syria? I must confess I
have only been there once, but as far as I could see, the
minorities were protected. The 2 million Christians are
protected by Assad. What will be their fate when Assad
falls? What will be the fate of the 2 million Alawites?
What will be the fate of the 22 other minorities? How
much does the House know about what is actually
happening in Syria? Yet we believe that we, who know
so little about the complexities of the situation, have the
moral right to commit execution on people. That is
what we are talking about. We cannot send cruise
missiles into a country without killing people. That is
what we would be doing. What right has the House to
say with any certainty that we know what went on that
day? What right have we to say that we can sort out the
situation? No, there is a better way—the way of peace
and diplomacy, not of war. I cannot, therefore, support
the motion tonight. I give some credit to the Prime
Minister, but I will not vote for the motion.

8.27 pm

Mr Pat McFadden (Wolverhampton South East) (Lab):
This debate inevitably takes place in the shadow of the
decision taken in the House a decade ago to go to war
with Iraq, and it is absolutely right that we learn from
that experience, but the past should inform us rather
than imprison us. After the experience of the 20th century,
chemical weapons are rightly regarded with unique
horror by the world.

It is completely understandable, in the light of the
decision taken by this House a decade ago, that people
want to know more about the facts of the use of
chemical weapons this time. That is why it is right that
we should look closely at the facts and at the reports,


and analyse them very carefully. The bar to action is
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