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Hussein internally in his war with Iran to the Israeli use
of phosphorus bombs. We stood by then—we did not
do anything.

We know why we are here tonight: it is due to the fact
that the President of the United States made a foolish
threat that there was a red line that should not be
crossed. He now finds that it has been crossed and if he
does not do something it will be an act of humiliation.

Why us? The same question was not answered during
the Iraq war. We debated then the feeling that, if we did
not go to Iraq, Saddam Hussein would continue to rule.
Our contribution to Iraq was great in terms of the
heroism, professionalism and sacrifice of our soldiers—there
were 179 victims—but Tony Blair was told by Bush that
he was not needed. Tony Blair was invited to pull out.
When we get the long-awaited report of the Chilcot
inquiry we will know that it was as a result of Tony
Blair’s refusal to pull us out of that war and to stop
deceiving the House that 179 British lives were lost.
That is a terrible price to pay for the vanity of one man.
He has appeared again in this controversy and I think it
would be very helpful for him and the nation if he had a
prolonged period of invisibility and silence.

We are not involved in this, but we are here tonight.
We are the fourth highest spenders in the world on
weapons and on defence. Why should we be there? We
are a small, northern European nation. Yes, we should
do the things we are very good at, which are human
rights and peacekeeping. We did a splendid job in
Kosovo and Sierra Leone, but the investment we made
in blood and treasure in Afghanistan and Iraq was
dreadful. We went into Helmand with the hope that not
a single bullet would be fired and that we would be there
for three years and then leave having solved the drug
problem. Two British soldiers had died up to that point;
now, 444 have lost their lives.

9.24 pm
Sir Edward Garnier (Harborough) (Con): May I begin
by commenting on the analysis of my hon. Friends the
Members for New Forest East (Dr Lewis) and for
Reigate (Mr Blunt)? Their remarks were well worth
rereading, but I differ from them on the conclusion that
they drew tonight. I share the view of my right hon.
Friend the Member for Chesham and Amersham (Mrs
Gillan)—although I, like she, will vote with the Government
tonight, they cannot expect that it is a blank cheque. I,
too, want the Deputy Prime Minister to accede to the
request that she made.

We have seen this evening the report of the Joint
Intelligence Committee stating that it is reasonably sure
that the Assad regime was responsible for the chemical
warfare strike on 21 August. That is likely to be true on
the balance of probabilities. I do not think it is fair to
say that we could prove it beyond all reasonable doubt,
but for tonight’s purposes, bearing in mind the last two
paragraphs of the Government’s motion, I believe it is
the best we can do.

I also accept that an attack upon the Assad regime’s
chemical weapons factories and stockpiles, even if it
caused the loss of human life beyond the Syrian military,
could be lawful irrespective of whether we, the United
States and France had prior United Nations Security
Council approval. However, what concerns me is that
we find ourselves here today in something of a short-term 
hurry, albeit that we have taken some time to get here. It 
is difficult for a Back Bencher to reach any firm conclusion 
about what our strategy is and how, tactically, we are to 
achieve the end goal of that strategy.

It is, of course, entirely proper for the Prime Minister
to concentrate on the chemical warfare aspect of the
crisis, but much as he wants to do that, many inside and
outside the House cannot see 21 August and our response
to it in isolation from the context of the Syrian civil war
and how we went into Iraq.

Robert Halfon (Harlow) (Con): My hon. and learned
Friend says that we are in a hurry, but we have taken
more than two and a half years to come to this position
and are where we are only because there has been an
escalation through the use of chemical weapons.

Sir Edward Garnier: I said that we were in a short-term
hurry, albeit that it has taken us a long time to get here.

Some 100,000 people have been killed and more than
1 million displaced because of the other terrible actions
by the Syrian regime and opposition forces, and 350
were killed by the chemical attacks and many more
injured. Whatever the method of earlier killings, it is
not possible to avoid the conclusion that military action
to deal with chemical weapons could well lead to action
to consolidate that military gain and then escalate to
other action. In the light of the Iraq and Afghanistan
adventures, the public suspect mission creep, to use that
hideous expression. It is only because of the final words
of the Government’s motion—



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




that I am prepared to vote with the Government this evening.

However, I am concerned that much of the anodyne
and uncontroversial nature of the motion, as my hon.
Friend the Member for Totnes (Dr Wollaston) said, is
an attempt to suck us into a particular position irrespective
of the merits of it and the evidence on the ground. I am
also concerned that there is a distinction between the
third paragraph of the motion, which requires




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




and the 10th, which refers simply to “deterring” it. I
urge the Government to listen hard to what has been
said tonight, and not to—

Mr Speaker: Order.

9.28 pm

Mrs Madeleine Moon (Bridgend) (Lab): There are
196 recognised world nations, 165 of which have formally
signed the convention on the use of chemical weapons.
Two have failed to ratify it fully—Israel and Myanmar.
Five have not signed it, including North Korea, South
Sudan and Angola. Egypt has also not signed. The
right hon. and learned Member for Kensington
(Sir Malcolm Rifkind) said earlier that no other country
in the middle east had failed to sign, but Egypt has. I do
not know the level of its chemical weapons, but it has
certainly failed to sign the convention. Earlier today,
the Prime Minister said that Syria had signed. Syria has
not signed the convention on chemical weapons.
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