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[Mr Pat McFadden]
necessarily higher now because of the experience of the
past decade. But in asking questions and calling for
evidence, it is important that this is done as a means of
taking a decision rather than a means of avoiding a
decision. Let us see the evidence and the reports, but let
us not escape the fact that we will still have a responsibility
to decide; if not tonight, then very soon.

If the lesson that we drew from Iraq was that we must
never again intervene, that military action could never
again take place where repression was taking place and
that it is impossible to act no matter how brutal a
dictator is being to his own people, and if our policy
was governed by a world-weary resignation that these
issues are difficult and complex and therefore there is
little that we can do, then I say that would be a dismal
conclusion for victims of repression around the world.
It would also be an open recognition of the diminished
stance and capability of the international community,
and it would beg the question as to what international
law banning chemical weapons would mean if it could
not be enforced.

Robert Flello: For many in this Chamber such as me,
it is not about not taking action; it is about what that
action is and what it is seeking to achieve. Action that is
taken that makes things worse creates a worse situation.

Mr McFadden: I understand the fears expressed by
my hon. Friend, but for the reasons I have set out, I
believe that my right hon. Friend the Leader of the
Opposition was right in his speech and in the amendment
not to rule out military action. People say that it is
difficult and complex, and of course it is. We cannot
predict with certainty the consequences of action. But
difficulty and complexity cannot be reasons to give
dictators the right to do as they wish to their own
people. Difficulty and complexity cannot be justifications
for abandoning people to their fate, including death
through the use of chemical weapons. In terms of
consistency, the fact that we cannot do everything and
that we do not act in every circumstance is not a reason
never to act, whatever the circumstances.

Naomi Long: I agree with the hon. Gentleman’s last
statement, but the issue of consistency is important.
The question in the minds of the public, and many of us
in the House tonight, is, “Why in some cases and not in
others?” Surely in order to reassure the public, we need
to have a clear framework as to how these decisions are
taken.

Mr McFadden: The use of the fact that we have not
acted in the past where perhaps we should have done as
an argument against action in every circumstance is, in
the end, a counsel of despair and an abdication of our
responsibilities.

I do not believe that tonight’s votes are the key
because I do not think that this is the debate or the
motion that the Government intended. But that decision
and that key debate is coming. We will soon be faced
with the decision and the responsibility as to what we,
as permanent members of the UN Security Council and
as people who have stood up against repression in the 
past, will do in the face of chemical weapons being used
against innocent civilians. That decision is coming soon
and we will have to take it.

8.32 pm

Bob Blackman (Harrow East) (Con): I have listened
carefully to the debate all afternoon, and for me there
are two occasions where military action can be justified.
The first is where British interests are imminently threatened,
and clearly that is not the case in this particular debate.
The other is as part of a UN-sponsored humanitarian
mission to prevent dictators from causing damage to
their own people. I am not convinced that the Government
have made that case this evening. The reality is this;
there is an evil dictator, but the opposition to that evil
dictator is even worse. These are people who will oppose
the west at all costs and will cause damage to their own
people. They are barbaric and inhuman and we should
not support them in any shape or form. I would not
support any regime change, or attempted regime change.

I am delighted that the Prime Minister and the
Government have moved substantially over the past few
days on the motion and on the rhetoric behind it. I will
make clear my personal position: I will not support any
military intervention at all. Should there be a second
vote in this Chamber, I will oppose military intervention,
because I think that it is wrong in principle. I say that
for several reasons.

First, we are talking about a country involved in a
civil war at the moment, and we intervene at our cost.
Also, Syria is adjacent to Lebanon and Israel. The
border between Syria and Israel has been peaceful for
about 40 years. If we escalate the violence, do we not
think that the Syrians and the Russians will react? We
then escalate the problem of the middle east conflict. At
the moment, this House has endorsed the principle of
direct peace talks between the Palestinians and the
Israeli Government. What do we think the reaction
would be if we acted against Syria and then Syria
reacted against Britain and potentially other countries
in the region? That would destabilise those talks and
probably end the chances of peace in the middle east for
ever. That is the key issue.

The other thing that we must consider is that Syria is
a satellite state of Russia. Do we think that the Russian
Government will sit idly by and allow the US and
Britain to bomb one of their satellite states? They will
react in some way, shape or form. So we should be clear
that, if we embark on military action, there will be
direct military consequences for the whole region and
for this country. We should send a message to President
Assad, if we are convinced that he and his regime are
responsible for the chemical attacks, to say, “Identify
those who are responsible. Make them come before the
criminal courts,” so that they can be punished in the
best way possible, through due process of law.

8.35 pm
Mr Michael Meacher (Oldham West and Royton)
(Lab): We are asked by the Government tonight to
approve a so-called strong humanitarian response, with
the implication of using force in principle and a second
vote after the UN inspectors have reported, but there is
no case in international law for this military attack—neither


with a UN Security Council resolution authorising it,
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