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Their plight is beyond tragic.  Yet the 
darkest days of the war appear to be over. 
ISIS and other Islamist military forces have 
been driven out from key strongholds. 
Reconstruction projects are underway. 
Civilians are slowly returning to their homes. 

I recently visited Syria with two 
colleagues from the House of Lords: Lord 
Carey, the former Archbishop of Canterbury, 
and Lord Hylton, a fellow Crossbencher. 
We were invited by the Syriac Orthodox 
Patriach and met a variety of religious 
leaders, representatives of diverse political 
parties (including the political opposition), 
nationally and internationally respected 
artists, musicians and intellectuals, the 
humanitarian aid organisation St Ephremel 
Patriarchal Development Committee and 
members of local communities. 

All of those whom we met expressed deep 
sadness at the devastating impact of British 
foreign policy. 

Many Syrians are deeply concerned by 
the commitment of outside powers to impose 
‘regime change’. The British Government, 
for example, is wedded to the mantra that 
President Assad must go. That is despite 
the fact that his military position is now 
unassailable and that if he was somehow 
removed, nobody has a plan to avoid the 
inevitable chaos, which would reopen the 
gates to ISIS. All those to whom we spoke 
believe that Syrians should have the right to 
determine their own future and to elect their 

own leadership, without foreign interference. 
As the Syriac Orthodox Patriarch told us: “No 
regime in the world is perfect. Of course we 
want reforms. But change has to come from 
the Syrians, for the Syrians.”

The British Government has provided 
considerable financial support to so-called 
moderate opposition forces, sending as 
much as £60 million of taxpayers’ money, per 
year, towards groups that oppose the Syrian 
Government. However, we heard, time and 
again, that those groups, including the Free 
Syrian Army, are now dominated by jihadist 
militants. The vast majority of opposition 
forces have extremist ideologies, with no 
intention of creating democracy in Syria. 
As there is no remaining ‘moderate’ armed 
opposition, it is feared that forced regime 
change will – to quote three former British 
ambassadors to Syria – create a “chaotic 
situation similar to, or perhaps even worse 
than, those in Iraq and Libya.”

All of those with whom we met spoke of 
the devastating impact of sanctions, not least 
on the industrial infrastructure. Those greatly 
harm civilians, for whom it is very difficult to 
obtain employment, and adequate supplies 
of food, medicines and medical equipment. 
On a previous visit to the Christian town 
of Maaloula, one Syrian summed up the 
emergency when he told us, and I can still 
hear the yearning in his voice: “If you don’t 
die from the bullet, you die by the sword.  
If not, you die from hunger caused by 
sanctions.” 

The crisis in Syria is so complicated that 
it is difficult to identify easy solutions. That 
does not mean, however, that we should 
abandon all hope of a peaceful resolution. 
The Russians organised a peace conference 
in the Black Sea resort of Sochi last month. 
That offered real hope. But our Government  
encouraged Syrian opposition groups to 
boycott it. They prioritise depriving the 
Russians of success ahead of ending the 
conflict. There is an urgent need to adjust to 
new conditions, re-think our priorities and 
allow the people of Syria to decide their own 
future.

Let the people of Syria decide their own 
future, free from foreign interference 

The scale of the crisis in Syria is almost impossible to 
fathom. Countless civilians have fled the country or been 
internally displaced. Hundreds of thousands have died. 
Entire towns have been destroyed. After seven years of 
bitter conflict, the Syrian people – of all ethnicities and 
religions – face one of the worst humanitarian disasters 
of our time. 

Baroness Caroline Cox, a Crossbench Peer
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Known as Operation Banner, their service 
in Northern Ireland constitutes the longest 
running military operation in the history 
of the United Kingdom. An operation of 
extraordinary difficulty and complexity, given 
the savage sectarian terrorist campaign of the 
IRA and others.

I am in no doubt that the reign of terror in 
Northern Ireland would have claimed the lives 
of countless more innocent people had it not 
been for the service rendered by the Army.

The level of sacrifice to the people of 
Northern Ireland cannot be underestimated.

In total, 1,117 members of our security 
personnel made the ultimate sacrifice as they 
stood in defence of human life. Countless 
others were injured and maimed, many of 
whom still bare the very real scars of the 
atrocities and mayhem they faced.

In a day of historical revisionism, it is 
important never to forget the true evil faced 
by our security forces as the IRA waged war 
on the civilian population of Northern Ireland. 
It was common practice for the IRA to  target 
buses taking children to school, hospitals 
treating the sick as well as shopping centres 
and places of work, with the sole intention of 
murdering as many people as possible.

The savagery and brutality that the Army 
faced will never be forgotten. The examples 
are numerous but a number stand out. 
Captain Robert Nairac, was who brutally 
abducted, tortured and killed. His body has 

never been recovered. Corporal David Howes 
and Corporal Derek Woods, dragged from 
their car by a frenzied mob then tortured 
and murdered. The three Scottish Fusiliers 
who were lured from a Belfast pub in 1971, 
then murdered despite being off duty and 
unarmed.

It is for those reasons that those who 
protected us hold such a special place in the 
hearts and minds of the people of Northern 
Ireland. The Army were the defenders of 
democracy. They were the human shields 
who, along with our police and emergency 
services, stood between civilians and 
terrorists.

Attempts are now being made to rewrite 
the history of our past and to make the 
Army the scapegoats for what happened in 
Northern Ireland. The intention is to justify 
the wicked acts of the IRA.

Four our part, we will never accept any 
equivalence between those who served our 
country and those who tried to destroy it.

Figures show that over 15,000 veterans 
currently live in Northern Ireland. Ensuring 
that they receive rightful recognition through 
proper financial and other support remains a 
top priority for the Democratic Unionist Party.

We have opposed, and will continue to 
oppose, any attempt to lessen the support 
offered to our service personnel, be that their 
pensions, healthcare provision, educational 
grants or housing support.

That is why, when we secured the 
Confidence and Supply Agreement with Her 
Majesty’s Government, we put the needs 
of our Armed Forces in the text of this 
Agreement. It included a commitment to 
the full implementation of the Armed Forces 
Covenant in Northern Ireland, ensuring our 
service personnel receive the same financial 
benefits and support structures as their 
colleagues throughout the UK.

As a country with a proud tradition of 
participation in the Reserve Forces, we also 
secured extra resources, commitments and 
investment to develop and support further that 
vital aspect of our Armed Forces.

Our commitment and support for our 
Armed Forces, past and present, remains 
unwavering.

I am not prepared to stand back and allow 
those who protected my friends, neighbours 
and constituents to be vilified or punished for 
standing in the gap between democracy and 
tyranny.

They defended us.

Now we must defend them.

Protecting Those  
Who Protect Us 

The first duty of any Government is to protect its people. 
And on the streets of Northern Ireland, our Armed Forces 
gallantly and courageously carried out that duty for over 
37 years on behalf of the civilian population.

Nigel Dodds, Democratic Unionist MP for Belfast North


