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[Mrs Madeleine Moon]
We must be careful that it is not just up to the US, the
UK and France to decide when conventions are broken.
There are 165 nations in the UN who have signed. We
have said that there must be a UN vote. We have not
said that it must be won. Those 165 nations must have
the opportunity to add their voices and to make it clear
that they too are appalled and horrified, and opposed
to the use of chemical weapons. Russia is a signatory
and must clearly bear responsibility for supporting Syria.
Syria must be Russia’s responsibility if it refuses to sign
up to the UN Security Council’s opposition to the use
of chemical weapons.

We must be fearful, and careful that we do not create
a further rejection of western Governments within the
middle east. We do not want to appear to take sides in
what is increasingly becoming a Sunni-Shi’a conflict. In
refugee camps, we are already seeing greater radicalisation
and groups dividing on religious grounds.

Any action we take must clearly be in the national
interest of the UK, accord with a viable plan and
produce a workable strategy that will not increase problems
for the UK and the wider middle east region.

9.31 pm

Mr Douglas Alexander (Paisley and Renfrewshire
South) (Lab): I thank right hon. and hon. Members for
their contributions to the debate. The speeches have
genuinely been a testament both to the wealth of experience
and the expertise contained within this House, and to
the concerns, questions and fears of many of its Members.
In particular, all Members will have been grateful for
the speeches given by former Foreign and Defence
Secretaries on both sides of the House. Given the time
available, and the number of Members who have spoken,
I cannot hope to acknowledge all the contributions, but
I wish to place on record both my respect and my
gratitude for the tone of the debate, the nature of the
interventions and the sincerity of the speakers.

Let me start on the common ground. This House
stands united in its revulsion at the reports of the use of
chemical weapons being deployed against innocent men,
women and children in Syria. The use of chemical
weapons is not just deplorable; it is both immoral and
illegal. Since the Geneva protocol of 1925, the use of
such weapons has been prohibited. Hon. Members are
therefore right to be horrified and revulsed by reports of
their use, and to be deeply concerned as to how to
protect the international prohibition of their use that
has been in place for decades.

There is also common ground across the House in
recognising the suffering and the scale of the slaughter
in Syria. In the past two years, more than 100,000
people have been killed and more than 6 million people
are in need of humanitarian assistance. Already 2 million
refugees have fled Syria, 1 million of whom are children.
All of us should be proud of the humanitarian aid that
the British Government and British non-governmental
organisations have provided to help alleviate the suffering
of the people of Syria and the wider region. Now,
however, as the crisis deepens and the pressures on
Syria’s neighbours grow, the international community is
right to intensify the diplomatic and humanitarian efforts
to help relieve the suffering and prevent further bloodshed. Ultimately, a way will have to be found back to talks.
We all recognise that, and that the process to get to talks
will need to involve not just the Russians but discussions
with neighbouring countries Jordan, Lebanon and, yes,
Iran, as well as those within Syria.

In the light of these recent attacks and the wider
circumstances, we all recognise that on Syria the House
faces the prospect of grave and difficult choices. All of
them involve real risks and challenges. There are no
good choices available, and that includes the choice not
to act. Every judgment will have consequences, and all
the consequences of any judgment cannot be known at
the time when that judgment is exercised.

As the Opposition, we believe that our national interests
are best protected not by rushed action, which would
seek to bypass vital steps that the Security Council
could and should take, but by multilateral efforts and a
world order governed by rules. There have been reports
in the media that we are seeking a UN moment in Syria,
but as the Leader of the Opposition told the House
earlier, these are not our words. The right response from
the British Government is not to engineer a UN moment,
but to adhere to UN processes and international law.

I freely acknowledge the limitations and past failures
of the United Nations, but it remains the indispensable
institution of international law and that is why my
party continues to believe that it should be the focus of
both diplomacy and action.

Let me turn to the substance of the amendment for
which we will be voting this evening. We believe that the
House deserves and the country expects more clarity
than is set out in the wording of the Government
motion. Specifically, our amendment sets out a road
map for decision, with clear steps that would need to be
taken and conditions that would need to be met before
the use of force could be authorised.

Let me address directly a point made by the right
hon. and learned Member for North East Fife (Sir Menzies
Campbell), a man for whom I have great respect. I want
to talk about the differences between the Opposition
amendment and the Government motion, and why they
matter. The test set by our amendment for the Syrian
regime’s responsibility for the use of chemical weapons
is “compelling evidence”. That test is absent from the
wording of the Government motion. I do not believe,
not least because of past mistakes, that satisfying ourselves
that evidence of Assad’s responsibility is compelling is
too high a hurdle to expect—indeed, I suggest that the
public would expect nothing less ahead of any UK
military action in Syria. That threshold should be explicitly
stated in the motion.

Secondly, our amendment explicitly states that the
United Nations Security Council would need to have
considered and voted on the evidence presented by the
UN weapons inspectors. No such commitment to a
Security Council vote is contained in the Government’s
motion. Indeed, the Prime Minister’s remarks earlier
today did not once make explicit a reference to a vote of
the UN Security Council on a resolution in relation to
Syria. That matters because surely to exhaust, and be
seen to exhaust, the processes of the United Nations
would be crucial to seeking the broadest possible support


for any subsequent military action on an alternative
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