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European Parliament Voted to Stop All Sales of
Weapons to Saudi Arabia. Slap in the Face for David
Cameron

This Surprise EU Vote Might Make People Think Twice about Leaving
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As political debate in Britain centres on the EU referendum in June, a significant decision
took place in the European Parliament this week.

MEPs voted to stop all sale of weapons to Saudi Arabia’s despotic regime. In the same week,
Cameron hailed the UK’s sale of arms to Saudi Arabia as '‘brilliant.” The unflattering
comparison is a timely reminder that a united Europe still has the power to take positive
action.
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David Cameron boasts of 'brilliant' UK
arms exports to Saudi Arabia

PM talks of government role in selling BAE defence equipment as EU parliament
votes for arms embargo on country

& David Cameron observes work on a Eurofighter Typhoon during a visit to BAE Systems in Warton, Lancashire.
Photograph: Martin Rickett/PA

David Cameron has boasted of his efforts to help sell “brilliant things” such as
Eurofighter Typhoons to Saudi Arabia on the day the European parliament voted for
an arms embargo on the country over its bombardment of Yemen.

At the core of the EU lies a commitment to the basic principles of liberty, democracy and a
respect for human rights. Germany and Sweden have both taken the economically sacrificial
decision to stop all arms trading with the Saudis. It is only by standing for these principles
together that the EU can send a clear message to Saudi Arabia and all undemocratic
regimes in the world.

Britain is just one of a number of EU member-states that continues to arm the Arab
Kingdom, but is miles ahead of the rest in terms of scale. Saudi Arabia is the recipient
of more British-made arms than any other state. But this EU vote could bring that situation
to an end.

The embargo was proposed in reaction to the Saudi’s continued air campaign against
Iranian-backed Houthi rebels in Yemen, a campaign already assisted by British companies.
MEPs have questioned the legality of the operation and many have also raised concerns
about the alarming rate of civilian deaths, and alleged targeting of refugee camps and
hospitals. Those who make these points argue that sales to regimes committing such
atrocities are going against the shared values of the EU and undermine efforts to improve
human rights protections globally. The EU currently imposes EU-wide arms embargos on 22
states - including Yemen.
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Though news of the upcoming EU vote has been largely unreported in British media, there
has been widespread condemnation of UK arms sales to Saudi Arabia since the publication
of a UN report on Yemen in January. Cameron stuck with the stock defence of praising
Britain’s strict rules governing arms sales, but Jeremy Corbyn offered a pragmatic
approach to the report’'s findings. While Cameron brushed off British complicity in Saudi
crimes, Corbyn called for an immediate inquiry into the issue with the suspension of arms
sales pending its completion. Indeed, Labour MEPs voted in favour of the embargo. Sensible
and, most importantly, effective.

Although many projects aided through the European Development Fund have raised
questions as to where EU values lay, this vote shows that whatever our choices on the EU -
we should make them knowing there is life in the old dog yet.
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