Letter from Charles Kennedy to The Rt Hon The Lord Lloyd of Berwick dated 23 March 2005

Dear Lord Lloyd

When last June it was announced that you would be heading an Independent Public Inquiry on Gulf War Illnesses, I wrote to congratulate you on undertaking such a challenging role.

You sent me a copy of your report on the day of its publication and, at the same time, it was commended to me by the Secretary-General of the Royal British Legion in a letter urging support for its recommendations.

Your findings have since been strongly supported by Liberal Democrats in both Houses of Parliament.  They include among others Lord Clement-Jones, Air Marshal Lord Garden, Paul Tyler, David Laws and Mike Hancock.

Like them and the thousands of Gulf veterans who, 14 years on from the conflict, are still coping with medically unexplained illnesses – many of them now terminally ill – I welcome your findings as the way forward now to closure on an issue that should have been resolved long, long ago.

The case for closure on the basis of your report was admirably expressed in the letter to The Times signed by Marshal of the Royal Air Force Lord Craig of Radley, Chief of the Defence Staff [CDS] during the Gulf War; Field Marshal Lord Brammall, also a former CDS; and General Sir Peter de la Billiere, Commander in the Field during the war.

As they observed the purpose of your inquiry was:

“not to apportion blame, but to unravel the truth, end deadlock and vouchsafe just treatment for over 6000 British service men and women of the 1990-91 conflict now in broken health, and the widows of those afflicted who have since died.”

And they went on:

“Surely the time has come for HMG to acknowledge that its endless procrastination, the inconclusive trials it has instigated and the expensive litigation involved on all sides should be brought to an end.”

on the basis of your report.

It caused some surprise that your inquiry cost only £60000.00, which I note was due mainly to your having given your services totally free and Sir Michael Davies and Dr Norman Jones, who sat with you, having received only modest expenses.

I note also that the inquiry was funded by a number of charitable trusts and members of the public, all of whom wished to remain anonymous, as charitable givers so often do.  None of them, you made it clear, had any axe to grind.

That your inquiry was held in public, open to all who wished to be there, and that you were assisted by such distinguished and unquestionably independent assessors as Sir Michael Davies, former Clerk of the Parliaments, and Dr Jones, also explains the wide acclaim won by your report both here and abroad.

In contrast to the example set by your inquiry – and while paying lip service to ‘transparency’ – the MoD refused even to disclose the legal and other costs to taxpayers of contesting the war pension claims of Gulf veterans.  They didn’t give you full access to MoD officials during your inquiry, at a time when Gulf veterans with terminal illnesses were travelling from all over Britain to do so.

Again, the MoD failed to honour undertakings to inform Parliament by given dates of the outcome of Porton Down’s work on the health effects for British troops of the multiple immunisation programme and of fallout from the Khamisiyah bombings of March 1991 that included huge amounts of sarin and cyclosarin.

For me, one of the most telling statements of your inquiry was that of Flight Lieutenant John Nicol, whose bravery under torture in Iraq in 1991 was seen by television viewers across the world, when he said:

“We weren’t the enemy, but this is exactly how Gulf veterans have been made to feel by the Ministry of Defence”

That John Nicol is made to feel to embittered is a deeply shaming comment on the mishandling of the issue of Gulf War illnesses and emphasises the urgency of having it resolved.

Liberal Democrats want to help bring that about and, as we approach the General Election, I hope all political parties can now join in achieving a settlement on the basis you recommend.

Meanwhile Liberal Democrats will pledge if elected to implement your report; and I am grateful to you not only for its scrupulous fairness and clarity, but also for its humanity.

Yours sincerely

Rt. Hon. Charles Kennedy MP  

