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[The Deputy Prime Minister]
President Obama’s intentions are highly limited and
so are ours.

The second area about which a lot of concern was
expressed—very reasonably and understandably—was
the evidence necessary to take a view about exactly what
happened and who was responsible. It is right that there
should be scepticism, particularly after 2003 and the
events surrounding Iraq, and there is widespread scepticism
in the country, but let us not let scepticism topple into
outright suspicion of what are key persuasive facts. It is
not for nothing that the Joint Intelligence Committee
concluded



“that there are no plausible alternative scenarios to regime
responsibility”




and that it was




“not possible for the opposition to have carried out a chemical
weapons attack on this scale”.




There are eye-witness accounts, videos and social media.

We know that the regime has used chemical weapons
on a smaller scale on at least 14 occasions prior to what
happened last Wednesday, and there is no evidence that
the opposition has these chemical weapons or controls
stocks of chemical weapons. Neither does it have the
artillery or air power to deliver them. That might not be
sufficient for everybody, but I would simply suggest that
legitimate scepticism should not sweep those very compelling
facts under the carpet.

Andrew Gwynne (Denton and Reddish) (Lab): It is
being reported that No. 10 Downing street is briefing
the media that the position of my right hon. Friend the
Leader of the Opposition is giving succour to the Assad
regime. Will the Deputy Prime Minister take this
opportunity to distance himself from and condemn
that briefing?

The Deputy Prime Minister: I wholeheartedly agree
with—I know the Prime Minister does, too, as we all
do—recognise, understand and in many ways share
people’s anxieties in wrestling with this terrifically difficult
dilemma. That is the spirit in which this debate has been
conducted for close to eight hours and that is the spirit
in which I believe we should treat the matter.

Another cluster of questions concerned the legality
and legitimacy of any measures that might be taken.
The hon. Members for Croydon South (Richard Ottaway),
for Brighton, Pavilion (Caroline Lucas) and for Hexham
(Guy Opperman) and many others spoke on this issue.
The Attorney-General has confirmed that the use of
chemical weapons in Syria constitutes a war crime and
a crime against humanity. The Government’s legal position,
there for everyone to see, is also clear that the principle
of humanitarian intervention provides a sound legal
basis for the deployment of UK forces and military
assets in an operation to deter and disrupt the use of
chemical weapons, if the House, in a separate vote and
a separate debate, were ever to decide to deploy. Let me
be very clear on that point, because many right hon.
and hon. Members expressed some anxiety about it: the
motion in no way sends out an amber light message or
is permissive of military action. Military action would
only ever be undertaken by our country or be permitted
or mandated by the House on the back of a separate 
debate and separate vote. In other words, right hon. and
hon. Members can support the motion today and be
entirely free to refuse or withhold their consent to
military action, if that was put to the House.

Dr Phillip Lee (Bracknell) (Con): I seek clarification
regarding the reference in the penultimate paragraph of
the motion to “direct British involvement”. Will the
Deputy Prime Minister describe what that means? If
the Americans chose to attack this weekend and used,
say, Akrotiri, the base in Cyprus, would that be an
indirect involvement by this country? I ask because, if
the Syrians then targeted it with a Scud missile in the
proceeding days, we might be drawn into the conflict.

The Deputy Prime Minister: Direct action would
mean the UK taking part in any strikes designed in an
American-led military operation. I cannot be clear enough
on this point; that would only ever take place if there
were a separate debate and vote in this House.

Mrs Gillan: The Deputy Prime Minister knows of the
concerns that there is an incongruity in the way in
which the motion has been drafted. Will he once again
repeat for the sake of the House and for Members who
would like to support the Government tonight that the
vote will not be used as a fig leaf to cover any sort of
UK military intervention? We need that assurance—that
there will be another vote—and we need it from the
Prime Minister and the Deputy Prime Minister in order
to support the Government tonight.

The Deputy Prime Minister: I can be unequivocal and
unambiguous; yes. The motion is very clear on this
point. There will be no decision taken on any military
participation on the part of the UK without a separate
debate and a separate vote. [Interruption.]

Mr Speaker: Order. There is a rather disorderly
atmosphere now in the House. I want to hear the
Deputy Prime Minister and I feel reasonably confident
that he wants to hear himself.

The Deputy Prime Minister: On the issue of legitimacy,
as the motion stipulates, we are of course committed to
a proper UN process in which we hear at the earliest
possible opportunity from the weapons inspectors and,
of course, where the matter is brought to the Security
Council.

Barry Gardiner (Brent North) (Lab): Will the Deputy
Prime Minister confirm that any indirect action will not
be undertaken by the Government also unless there is a
further mandate from this House?

The Deputy Prime Minister: The only decision that
we envisage needing to be taken is about direct military
action in an American-led operation. [Interruption.]
Let me be clear. In other words, there is no scenario in
which we envisage indirect action. That is something we
will consider and we will always listen to the House.

Those queries, legitimate though they are, suggest
that there is some suspicion about the intentions of the
motion. Our intentions are as they are written in the
motion. We believe that what happened last week was a


war crime. We believe that it was an aberration and
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