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legal base. Such a vote—and, let us freely acknowledge,
quite probably a veto—in the Security Council of the
United Nations would also make clear where each
member of the Security Council stood.

Thirdly, our amendment states that in making a
decision to commit force, regard must be had to the
potential consequences in the region. The region is
experiencing unprecedented turmoil. Syria as a nation
state is dissolving before us. That disintegration has
already exacerbated sectarian tensions across the region,
destabilised neighbours and caused horrific refugee and
humanitarian crises. It is surely reasonable for the impact
of any military action to be explicitly considered in that
context, and that consideration should appear on the
face of the motion.

Fourthly, our amendment specifies that any decision
to authorise force would be time limited. Given the
deep anxiety in the House and across the nation about
the risk of deepening and ever longer engagement in
Syria, that would mean that the House would not give
the Government authority for an open-ended military
commitment. These are material issues. I urge Members
on both sides of the House to reflect on those differences
and support our amendment.

Surely Members can also understand that the need
for such a clear and considered road map to decision is
made all the more crucial given that in recent days there
have been real and growing concerns in the country that
we are being pushed too quickly towards military action
on a timetable set elsewhere, without due process being
followed and the necessary steps being taken. Indeed,
the case for action is not helped by the suggestion from
some of our allies that the objective has more to do with
punishment than with protection. Let me be very clear
with this House: punitive action—action motivated by
a desire to punish—would have no basis in international
law. To be legal, the objective of any such mission
would need to be to protect the people of Syria, not to
punish the rulers of Syria.

Guy Opperman: Will the right hon. Gentleman give
way?

Mr Alexander: I am keen to make a little progress.
Let us be candid as to why we are gathered here this
evening—[Interruption.] I will take interventions, but
let me develop the point. Once the Government accepted
our case, late yesterday, that there needed to be a further
vote of the House of Commons when the evidence is
available to us, today’s debate truly became a parliamentary
recall in search of a public rationale. This morning, it
was then reported on the BBC that the House was being
asked by the Government motion to agree tonight to
the principle of British military action in Syria, without
a vote having taken place at the UN Security Council or
that body, or indeed this House, having yet had sight of
the UN weapons inspectors’ report. Although it would
be wrong to rule out the use of force before the evidence
is before us, it would also be wrong to rule force in
before the evidence is before us. That is why Labour has
tabled an amendment, why we will be voting for our
amendment, and why we will be urging Members from
all parts of this House to support it.

9.41 pm

The Deputy Prime Minister (Mr Nick Clegg): What
we have seen today is this House at its very best. I have
sat here throughout almost all the speeches and
interventions, all of which, without exception, have
been sincere, thoughtful and sombre. They have reflected
the sombre and anxious mood in the country. I congratulate
all Members on the tone in which very respectful differences
have been expressed on a very difficult decision and
dilemma we are grappling with today. I also wish to
thank the Leader of the Opposition, and I actually
agree with the vast bulk of what he says. Yes, there are
differences between the motion and the amendment—I
still think that the Government’s motion is more exacting
in some important respects than the Opposition’s
amendment—but we all agree on the fundamental issue,
which is that something very grave happened last
Wednesday, and that it was an affront to humanitarian
law and to our values. We must take it seriously, and we
must consider and weigh very carefully the responses
necessary to try to inhibit those kinds of abuses of
human rights and of the values we all share in the
future.

Many questions have been raised in the debate and
many comments were made, and I cannot possibly
cover them all in the time available to me. However, I
would like to group my comments to address three
issues. The first is the various doubts that have been
expressed, entirely understandably, about the risks of
escalation. The second is the evidence necessary in
order for individual Members in this House to take a
view on this issue. The final one is the legality and
legitimacy of the decisions we face.

Comments about escalation came from different
directions. I agree with my right hon. Friend the Member
for North Somerset (Dr Fox), who said that much as
one can legitimately worry about escalation of any
action being taken, one should equally, if not more so,
worry about escalation flowing from inaction. Inaction
is not a choice without consequences; it is a conscious
choice that says to those who wish to deploy chemical
weapons against their own people that they are more
likely, and will operate in a more permissive environment,
to do so on a larger scale in future. Others—

'Mr MacNeil rose—

The Deputy Prime Minister: Let me just make some
progress. Others, including my right hon. and learned
Friend the Member for North East Fife (Sir Menzies
Campbell) and my right hon. Friend the Member for
North East Hampshire (Mr Arbuthnot), worried about
escalation if action was taken. Let me be clear: our
motion is very tightly defined. The sole aim—the sole
aim—is to relieve humanitarian suffering by deterring
and disrupting the further use of chemical weapons—
nothing more, nothing less. It is not about invasion,
regime change, entering into the Syrian conflict, arming
the rebels or boots on the ground.

Several hon. Members rose—

The Deputy Prime Minister: If I may, I will make a
little progress.
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