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something that flouted the principles, values and laws
that we have upheld as a nation for close to 100 years.
What we have done is to publish the legal advice and the
independent assessment from the Joint Intelligence
Committee. Unlike 10 years ago, we have recalled
Parliament at the earliest possible opportunity, provided
a vote and been clear that we will listen to the will of
Parliament.

Hugh Bayley: Will the Deputy Prime Minister give
way?

The Deputy Prime Minister: I would like to make
some progress.

Before I conclude, I think that it is important that we
remind ourselves of the events that brought us here
tonight; the murder of Syrian civilians, including innocent
children, with chemical weapons outlawed by the world
nearly a century ago. Those haunting images of human
suffering will stay with all of us who saw them for a very
long time. There is a danger in this debate that we lose
sight of the historical gravity of those events. Chemical
weapons are uniquely indiscriminate and heinous and
we must not forget that. It is right that we proceed with
care; openly, consensually and multilaterally. It is right
that we restrict our commitment in principle to action
that is limited, proportionate and in keeping with
international law. It is right that we ask ourselves all the
detailed questions that have been voiced here today.

But there is another question facing us tonight, which
is what kind of nation are we? Are we open or closed?
Are we engaged in shaping the world around us, or
shunning the difficult dilemmas we all face?

Mr Blunt: The difficulty with this part of the Deputy
Prime Minister’s argument is that we have seen in the
last month an atrocity carried out by the Egyptian
Government against their own people with something
like five to 10 times the number of people killed than in
the incident in Syria. My right hon. Friend has a
problem if he is to advance the argument in this way, as
was done by the Chairman of the Foreign Affairs
Committee.

The Deputy Prime Minister: As we have been explicit
throughout and as the Prime Minister said at the outset
earlier this afternoon, this is solely about the deterrence
and discouragement of the further use of chemical
weapons. Chemical weapons have been banned worldwide,
and we as a nation have played an instrumental role in
installing that ban since the 1920s, because of the
atrocities of the first world war. That is what we are
trying to uphold on humanitarian grounds.

Helen Jones (Warrington North) (Lab): I am grateful
to the Deputy Prime Minister, but he still has not
answered the questions that have been put to him. Will
he rule out the use of British bases for any action unless
there has been a vote authorising it in the House?
The Deputy Prime Minister: We have not been presented
with any scenario—[Interruption.] With respect, the
coalition Government have acted this week with complete
openness about what we think is facing us, what evidence
we have available to us and what the gravity of the
offence was. We are not in any way trying to hide
anything from the House. That is precisely one of the
lessons that we have learned from 10 years ago. That is
precisely one of the lessons that we have learned from
Iraq.

Several hon. Members rose—

The Deputy Prime Minister: I would now like to make
progress and conclude.

This is not Iraq. Yes, we must learn the lessons of
Iraq, but we must not assume that the choices that we
face to today are identical choices to those that we faced
in 2003. This is not an attempt to barge our way into
someone else’s war. We are not seeking to topple a
dictator or to flex our muscles. We are not talking about
putting British boots on the ground. As I said earlier,
the motion is not an amber light for military action.
That could only even happen by way of a separate
debate and vote in the House.

Voting for the Government motion tonight will send
a clear message that if and when a brutal regime kills its
people with chemical weapons prohibited under
international law, this Parliament believes that it cannot
expect to do so with impunity. Iraq casts a long shadow,
but it would be a double tragedy if the memory of that
war now caused us to retreat from the laws and conventions
that govern our world, many of which the United
Kingdom helped to author. Because of our commitment
to peace and stability around the world, we must now
reaffirm our commitment to upholding those laws.

Mr Adam Holloway (Gravesham) (Con): Am I alone
in feeling a sense of unreality that we in here seem to be
talking about intervening in a civil war in Syria, when
the people out there are not?

The Deputy Prime Minister: As I said earlier, what we
are talking about is simply seeking to find the best way
to deter the further use, proliferation and more widespread
use of these heinous and illegal chemical weapons.
What has happened is without precedent. Assad has
now used chemical weapons more frequently against his
own people than any other state in living memory.

Anas Sarwar (Glasgow Central) (Lab) rose—

The Deputy Prime Minister: I would like now to
conclude.

The Government agree that the UN weapons inspectors
should complete their work and brief the Security Council
and that Parliament should vote again before any direct
British military action. We have set a high bar for the
evidence, and we are pursuing a UN process. The choice
between our motion and the Opposition’s amendment
is not one of real substance. The choice is whether or
not the House now speaks with a united voice, to show
the world that the UK remains absolutely committed to
the principles of international law. That is what the
coalition Government are seeking, and it is in that
consensual spirit that I hope that we can now proceed.
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