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 Last month, the United Kingdom (UK) held its first December election since 

1923. It was also its third general election in five years. A snap election —one 

held earlier than scheduled by law (every five years in Britain)—, is generally 

called by a Prime Minister (PM) to capitalize on an unusual electoral opportunity 

or to decide a pressing issue. In this case, the election was to revolve around the 

one single issue that has been at the centre of every political discussion and 

decision in the UK since 23 June 2016: Brexit.  

 Boris Johnson had already become the UK’s third Brexit Prime Minister 

after Theresa May, who had replaced David Cameron after the referendum, also 

resigned. Implementing the referendum result proved to be an unsurmountable 

obstacle to her premiership. There are two ways, according to the now famous 

Article 50 of the Treaty on European Union (TEU), for a Member State to lawfully 

abandon the EU: either with a withdrawal agreement negotiated between the 

withdrawing state’s Government and the rest of the EU setting out the terms of 

the divorce or without any deal in place after the elapse of a two year period 

(plus any possible extensions granted by the European Council at the request of 

the departing state). For the first option, Mrs May needed to garner a sufficient 

majority in the Houses of Parliament to approve the deal she had negotiated. 

The second case, that of a no deal departure, occurs by default of Article 50 TEU 

if the negotiating period ends (initially the 29 March 2019) and no agreement has 

been approved. This option of crashing out of the EU without a deal, however, 

can be blocked by Parliament if it consistently forces the Government to ask the 

EU for extensions of the withdrawal talks. Leaving the EU then becomes 

domestically deadlocked, deadlines are consistently missed and Prime Ministers 

resign. After having her withdrawal agreement rejected three times in 

Parliament, the historic defeat suffered by the Conservatives in the European 

Parliament (EP) elections in May 2019 pushed Theresa May into resigning. By 

then, the negotiating period had been extended to 31 October 2019. When 

leadership hopeful Boris Johnson interpreted the EP results, he understood it as 

a clear public rebuke to his party for failing to deliver Brexit and made it his 

aim, if elected new Tory leader, to meet the new Halloween deadline “do or 

die”. 

 Once elected Conservative leader, Mr Johnson also took over as Prime 

Minister on the 24 July 2019. In order to fulfil his self-imposed Brexit schedule, 

he sought to negotiate a new withdrawal agreement with the EU that would 

succeed in Parliament. However, EU leaders insisted May’s draft agreement 

could not be reopened and didn’t seem threatened by the prospect of a no deal 

Brexit that Parliament would surely block again. It is worth noting that Members 
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of Parliament (MPs) had also been offered a third alternative between a deal 

and no deal Brexit: that of unilaterally revoking the Article 50 notification of 

withdrawal and stopping the process altogether (as ruled by the European Court 

of Justice in Wightman). Nonetheless, the new British Prime Minister was 

adamant that no deal Brexit was a real threat and even closed the UK 

Parliament by prorogation until the 14 October in order to avoid further 

obstruction of the Brexit procedure. This was rapidly ruled unlawful by the UK 

Supreme Court in the Cherry case and the Houses reopened on the 25 

September. Once again, the UK was not going to reach its Brexit deadline.  

 Against all odds Johnson did manage, however, to reopen negotiations with 

the EU and, on the 17 October, it was announced that an updated withdrawal 

agreement had been agreed as an apparent vindication of his strategy to ramp 

up the threat of a no-deal departure. Even more astonishingly, this new Brexit 

deal, which had eliminated May’s undesirable Irish backstop by establishing a 

customs and regulatory border in the Irish sea, passed by 329 (every 

Conservative MP, 25 independents and 19 Labour) to 299 on 22 October 2019. His 

major stumbling block was nonetheless the 31 October mark. Indeed, the PM’s 

intention was to effectively incorporate his withdrawal agreement into UK law 

through the Withdrawal Agreement Bill (WAB) before that date, but that only 

allowed for three days of parliamentary scrutiny of a tremendously important 

and complex piece of legislation that would effectively and finally implement 

Brexit. As MPs also had to vote on the timetable and Boris Johnson was aware 

that his Bill might gain sufficient votes but not be approved in time, he used one 

final threat. Unless his three-day schedule was accepted, he would pull the WAB 

and press for a general election. As anticipated, he failed to get approval for the 

timetable by 308 (every Conservative MP, 18 independent and 5 Labour) to 322 

and in its place a third extension was agreed until the 31st January 2020. The PM 

then went on to blame the “dysfunctional” Parliament for not reaching his 

target and pressed ahead with his threat to trigger a snap election. This final 

plan would take him another three thwarted attempts because of the need to 

secure the support of two-thirds of MPs (434 in total) for a snap election to be 

approved through the Fixed-Term Parliaments Act 2011. True to form, he finally 

circumvented this legal requirement by proposing a short, one-off piece of 

legislation to trigger an election on December 12th with the advantage of it only 

requiring a simple majority. 

 The December 2019 election was called on the Conservative slogan “Get 

Brexit Done” and Prime Minister Boris Johnson’s rhetoric was that parliamentary 

obstructionism had to be defeated by a new public vote in order to gain a Tory 

majority that would approve his withdrawal agreement. Labour, on the other 

hand, finally added a new referendum to their ambiguous Brexit policy: if they 

won the election they pledged to renegotiate the withdrawal agreement with 
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the EU and put it to another public vote.  The Liberal Democrats continued to 

campaign in favour of revoking the Article 50 TEU notification of withdrawal 

with the UK remaining a member of the EU.  Finally, the SNP supported another 

referendum on EU membership or the revocation of Article 50 if either option 

was the only alternative to a no-deal Brexit.  

 The United Kingdom Parliament has 650 seats representing 650 

constituencies across its countries (England, Scotland, Wales and Northern 

Ireland). Each constituency elects a single Member of Parliament to the House of 

Commons by the first-past-the-post system of election. A first-past-the-post or 

winner-takes-all electoral system is a plurality voting method in which voters 

indicate on a ballot the candidate of their choice, and the candidate who 

receives the most votes wins. This is the second most common electoral system 

for national legislatures, with fifty-odd countries using it, the vast majority of 

which are former British or American colonies. Plurality voting is distinguished 

from proportional systems —the most widely used electoral system for national 

legislatures, with the parliaments of over eighty countries elected by various 

forms of the system—, and involves voters voting for a list of candidates 

proposed by a party. Seat allocation in proportional systems is calculated using 

different methods, such as the D'Hondt method used in Spain, and aims to 

distribute seats among parties approximately in proportion to the number of 

votes received. For example, if a party wins one-third of the votes then it should 

gain about one-third of the legislative seats. On the other hand, the effect of 

the first-past-the-post system is that the candidate with the highest number of 

votes is elected and the other constituency candidates do not receive any 

proportion of seats at all. This makes larger parties and parties with more 

geographically concentrated support gain a disproportionately large share of 

seats, while smaller parties with more evenly distributed support are left with a 

disproportionately small share. This electoral system also gives rise to tactical 

voting, a strategy that can be used by voters in order to avoid a mainstream 

party invariably achieving easy majorities. Tactical voting consists in voting for 

the candidate best-placed to stop the favourite in a constituency even though 

they might not be the voter’s preferred choice either. In other words, the part 

of the electorate against the favourite tries to vote him or her out by joining 

forces in favour of another realistic alternative instead of splitting their votes 

among other candidates. This voting tactic was highly encouraged by remain 

campaigners during the UK December elections to prevent a conservative 

landslide. The basic idea was to offer remain voters a realistic alternative to the 

conservative favourite in each constituency to avoid them dividing their votes 

between all the other parties that were against a tory Brexit. What is more, 

certain candidates such as LibDem Tim Walker directly stood down out of fear of 

dividing the remain vote in order to allow another candidate (in this case, 

Labour) the chance of beating the Conservative one. The standing-down method 
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was also followed but on a much larger scale by the Brexit Party, which decided 

to not contest the 317 seats won by the Conservatives in 2017. In the end, the 

“remainer” effort and their tactical voting strategy were rendered futile, votes 

were decidedly split and a thumping victory was produced for Prime Minister 

Boris Johnson's Conservatives who won 48 new MPs, a total of 365 seats and an 

80 seat majority.  

 The 12 December 2019 election results have led to an immediate and 

generalised acceptance or resignation that Brexit is finally set to happen by the 

latest extension of 31 January 2020. Indeed, armed with a historic majority, 

Boris Johnson’s slightly amended Withdrawal Agreement Bill 2019-20 

comfortably passed its second reading on the 19 December by 358 votes to 234 

and is now on track to complete its passage through both Houses of Parliament 

in time for the UK to finally meet a Brexit deadline. Nonetheless, the approval 

of the Government’s Brexit deal is a far cry from the Conservatives’ “Get Brexit 

Done” slogan. This is but an initial settlement of the divorce terms which needs 

to be followed by a major comprehensive new trade agreement to replace the 

withdrawing state’s considerably far-reaching EU membership. This, in turn, 

requires a new deadline which is currently represented by the end of the 

transition period into which the UK will enter when its withdrawal agreement is 

ratified. In effect, the UK might legally withdraw from the Union in January 2020 

but it will still be bound by most of its EU rights and obligations during a 

transition period. This is to avoid the enormous legal vacuum that would be left 

by withdrawing from the EU before the future relationship is agreed. According 

to the withdrawal agreement, that new deadline is December 2020 and, 

although it also envisages possible extensions, the UK Government has 

introduced a new provision in its amended WAB that legally rules out any 

extension of the transition period. According to the Government’s new clause, 

future deal or no future deal, the UK will be leaving the transition period by the 

end of the year. This is of course reminiscent of every other Brexit threat the UK 

has thrown at the EU during the entire ordeal and it remains to be seen whether 

this one will serve or not to force concessions from Brussels. EU leaders have 

already pointed to the improbability of reaching a comprehensive trade deal in 

eleven months. Thus, in due course the PM might have to call on Parliament to 

undo his precarious prohibition and, true to form, the UK might have to miss its 

latest Brexit deadline.  

 


