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Section One: State of Play

Decisive UK Election Result

On 12 December 2019, the UK General Election produced 
results of historic dimensions as the Conservative Party, led by 
Boris Johnson, won a decisive victory over the Labour Party 
which lost almost a quarter of its seats. The Tories have an 
overall majority of 80.

The Conservatives won 365 seats (up 47); Labour won 203 
seats (down 59). The Conservative vote share rose marginally 
from 42.5% in 2017 to 43.5%, while the Labour vote share 
declined massively by 8% from 40% to 32%. The Liberal 
Democrats won only 11 seats, but with a vote share up from 
7.5% to 11.5%. The Green Party held its only seat.    

The remaining 70 seats went to parties in Scotland, Wales 
and Northern Ireland. The Scottish National Party won 48 
of Scotland’s 59 seats, up 13. In Wales, Plaid Cymru held its 

4 seats. And, in Northern Ireland, non-unionist parties won 
10 of the 18 seats (Sinn Fein 7; SDLP 2; Alliance 1- DUP 8, 
UUP 0).    

Boris Johnson told party workers that Brexit was the “irrefutable, 
unarguable” decision of the British people and that the UK 
would leave the EU in January 2020 “no ifs, no buts”.

Parliamentary Timetable

With the House of Commons reconvening on Monday 
16 December, the Prime Minister will push ahead with 
his Brexit timetable, with the Queen’s Speech on Thursday 
19 December laying the ground for the Withdrawal Bill, 
which lapsed when Parliament was dissolved. The Bill 
will be reintroduced on Friday 20 December. His huge 
majority should ensure the passage of the Withdrawal Bill 
and the other necessary legislation required to permit the 
UK’s departure from the European Union on, or before, 
the 31 January 2020 deadline.  
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Introduction
The Brief seeks to provide up-to-date information on the progress and content of the UK-EU negotiations, and 
bring together relevant statements and policy positions from key players in Ireland, the UK and EU.

The Brief is part of a wider communications programme covering the work of the IIEA’s UK Project Group – 
including commentaries, speeches, texts and event reports – which are highlighted on the Institute’s website.   

(www.iiea.com)
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Prime Minister Johnson back at No 10  

Boris Johnson was received by Queen Elizabeth on 
13 December and secured her approval to form a new 
administration following the election. On his return to 
Downing Street, the Prime Minister addressed media and 
the Nation, welcoming the “overwhelming mandate, from 
this election, to get Brexit done”, calling it a “moment of 
national resolution”. He spoke directly both to those who 
voted for him and to those who “did not vote for us or 
for me and who wanted perhaps still want, to remain in 
the EU”, saying that the Conservative Government would 
never ignore their warm feelings towards Europe: 

Because now is the moment – precisely as we leave 
the EU – to let those natural feelings find renewed 
expression in building a new partnership, which is 
one of the great projects for next year. And as we 
work together with the EU as friends and sovereign 
equals in tackling climate change and terrorism, 
in building academic and scientific cooperation, 
redoubling our trading relationship.

He spoke of “healing”, urging everyone on either side 
of the Brexit debate to “find closure”, as the UK moves 
forward to focus on “above all the NHS, that simple and 
beautiful idea that represents the best of our country”. He 
promised the “biggest ever cash boost” along with 50,000 
more nurses, 40 new hospitals, “as well as providing better 
schools, safer streets.”

The Prime Minister announced that “in the next few 
weeks and months, we will be bringing forward proposals 
to transform this country with better infrastructure, better 
education, better technology” and promised to “unite and 
level up […] bringing together the whole of this incredible 
United Kingdom – England, Scotland, Wales, Northern 
Ireland together.”

Civil Service Overhaul

In the immediate aftermath of the election, it has been 
reported that Prime Minister Johnson is planning a major 
overhaul of the civil service “to demonstrate that the 

Government works for the people.” This exercise is to be 
coordinated by Dominic Cummings, the Prime Minister’s 
chief aide.  

The Tory election manifesto contains an intention to carry 
out “ a review of the broader aspects of our constitution, 
including the relationship between the Government, 
Parliament and the courts; the functioning of the royal 
prerogative […] a Constitution, Democracy and Rights 
Commission that will come up with proposals to restore 
trust in our institutions and in how our democracy operates.”  

This policy statement has raised fears that the Government 
may be seeking to punish the Supreme Court for its 
judgement on prorogation. At the same time, the news that 
an urgent review has been ordered into decriminalising 
non-payment of the BBC licence fee has led to concern 
that the Government is stepping up the long running 
feud with the broadcaster over alleged pro-remain bias.

UK Labour Party

The biggest reason given by ‘former’ Labour Party voters 
for switching to the Tories was party leadership (37%) 
with Brexit (21%) and economic policy (6%) well behind. 
The ‘Corbyn Factor’ which had been seen as positive in 
2017 became negative across large swathes of what had 
been seen as natural Labour territory. 

Jeremy Corbyn has indicated that he will stand down a 
leader in the “early part of next year” after a leadership 
election. The Party’s main economic spokesman, Shadow 
Chancellor John McDonnell, has also announced his 
departure from the leadership.  

A Politico headline on the morning after the General 
Election stated that ‘The Labour civil war has already 
started – warring factions in the Labour Party are already 
seeking to frame the coming leadership election.’ It is 
clear that the months ahead will see rival groups initially 
apportioning blame for the defeat, battling for control of 
the party structures and seeking to select an acceptable 

As an independent forum, the Institute does not express any opinions of its own. The views expressed in the article are the sole 
responsibility of the author.
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leader. The moderate MP, Pat McFadden, argued that “the 
biggest mistake we could make right now would be to get 
rid of Corbyn and carry on with Corbynism with a new 
face and voice. We need not just a new leader but a new 
direction.”       

As many as six MPs have been identified as likely 
candidates for the leadership, including Sir Keir Starmer, 
Yvette Cooper, Rebecca Long-Bailey, Emily Thornberry, 
Lisa Nandy and Jess Phillips.

Jeremy Corbyn in Observer

Jeremy Corbyn, in an Observer article, accepted his 
personal responsibility for his party’s general election 
defeat:  

Despite our best efforts, and our attempts to make 
clear this would be a turning point for the whole 
direction of our country, the election became 
mainly about Brexit. A Conservative Party 
prepared to exploit divisions capitalised on the 
frustration created by its own failure to deliver 
on the referendum result – to the cost of a Labour 
Party seeking to bring our country together to face 
the future.

I am proud that on austerity, on corporate power, 
on inequality and on the climate emergency we 
have won the arguments and rewritten the terms 
of political debate. But I regret that we did not 
succeed in converting that into a parliamentary 
majority for change.

We have suffered a heavy defeat, and I take my 
responsibility for it. Labour will soon have a new 
leader. But whoever that will be, our movement 
will continue to work for a more equal and just 
society, and a sustainable and peaceful world. I’ve 
spent my life campaigning for those goals and will 
continue to do so. The politics of hope must prevail.

Scotland  

Following success of the Scottish National Party, Party 
leader and First Minister of Scotland, Nicola Sturgeon, 
has told Boris Johnson that Scots clearly want a different 
future to the rest of the UK. “It couldn’t really be any 
clearer from the results of this election that Scotland 
doesn’t want a Boris Johnson government, it doesn’t 
want to leave the European Union, and it wants to be 
able to determine its own future, whatever that future 
turns out to be.” She pointed out that the Scottish Tories 
had campaigned in the election on the single issue of 
opposition to an independence referendum and had lost 
vote share and more than half of their seats.

Nicola Sturgeon wants to hold a new referendum on 
Scottish independence in the second half of 2020. Prime 
Minister Johnson is opposed to this and has made it clear 
that the Government will not approve a referendum 
during its term of office.    

Northern Ireland

The Taoiseach, Leo Varadkar, commented that the 
political tectonic plates are shifting in Northern Ireland 
following the UK General Election. There is no longer 
a unionist or nationalist majority in the North and 
the centre ground was expanding. “There were very 
significant results in Northern Ireland. If you know about 
plate tectonics you know that things move slowly, then 
things move suddenly. Slowly because of demographics 
and more suddenly because of the reaction of people in 
Northern Ireland to Brexit.”

For the first time, Unionists do not hold a majority of the 
18 Northern Ireland seats in the House of Commons. The 
DUP lost two seats to end up with 8, while Sinn Fein, 
with a reduced vote count, retained 7 seats. The SDLP 
gained two and Alliance’s Stephen Farry won the seat 
previously held by Lady Sylvia Hermon, the independent 
Unionist MP who stood down for the 2019 General 
Election. The defeat of the DUP Deputy Leader, Nigel 

As an independent forum, the Institute does not express any opinions of its own. The views expressed in the article are the sole 
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Dodds, by Sinn Fein’s John Finucane, was a headline 
moment of the night’s count. The centrist Alliance Party 
more than doubled its vote to 17% while the two SDLP 
winners – Colum Eastwood and Claire Hanna – secured 
landslide victories in Derry and South Belfast. The UUP 
failed to win a seat. 

Both the DUP and Sinn Fein confirmed that voters had 
given them a clear message that a wide range of issues, 
notably in the health service, required the early restoration 
of power sharing in the Stormont Assembly after almost 
three years. Talks will be resumed without delay, with 
the involvement of the Tánaiste, Simon Coveney, and 
the Northern Ireland Secretary, Julian Smith, to seek 
an agreement to meet the demands of all sections of the 
community. 

Section Two: The Evolving Debate

European Responses 

The President of the European Council, Charles Michel, 
commented on the election result: “We expect as soon 
as possible a vote by the British Parliament on the 
Withdrawal Agreement. It is important to have clarity as 
soon as possible. We are ready. The EU will negotiate to 
ensure to have a close cooperation in the future with the 
UK. The integrity of the Single Market is a very important 
issue for us.”   

The Commission President, Ursula von der Leyen, added 
that she would “immediately listen to the new Prime 
Minister to be reassured what the pathway is.” 

Chancellor Angela Merkel and President Emmanuel 
Macron both signalled that continued regulatory 
harmonisation – with the UK aligned to EU standards – 
will be the price for maintaining access to the EU market 
and protecting the flow of trade. President Macron 
commented that: “We do not want them to be an unfair 
competitor. My message to the UK is that the more loyal 
we are vis-à-vis each other, the closer relationship we can 

have. The more ambitious the trade deal, the more we 
need regulatory harmonisation.”   

Dutch Prime Minister Mark Rutte added that the election 
result meant “on the British side they can speed up the 
process.” 

European Council 12-13 December 2019

The European Council met as EU27 on 13 December to 
consider the implications of the UK general election. The 
Council issued its Conclusions: 

The European Council reiterates its commitment 
to an orderly withdrawal on the basis of the 
Withdrawal Agreement and calls for its timely 
ratification and effective implementation. 

The European Council reconfirms its desire to 
establish as close as possible a future relationship 
with the UK in line with the Political Declaration 
and respecting the previously agreed European 
Council’s guidelines, as well as statements and 
declarations, notably those of 25 November 2018. 
The future relationship will have to be based on a 
balance of rights and obligations and ensure a level 
playing field. 

To this end the European Council invites the 
Commission to submit to the Council a draft 
comprehensive mandate for a future relationship 
with the UK immediately after its withdrawal. It 
invites the General Affairs Council to adopt swiftly 
the relevant decisions and negotiating mandate. 

The European Council welcomes the Commission’s 
decision to reappoint Michel Barnier for the 
negotiations on the future relationship. The 
negotiations will continue to take place in a 
coherent manner and in unity and transparency 
with all Member States. The negotiations will 
be conducted in continuous coordination and 
permanent dialogue with the Council and its 
preparatory bodies.

As an independent forum, the Institute does not express any opinions of its own. The views expressed in the article are the sole 
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The European Council will follow negotiations 
closely and agree further general political directions 
as necessary. Between European Council meetings, 
the General Affairs Council and Coreper, assisted 
by a dedicated Working Party, will ensure that the 
negotiations are conducted in line with the overall 
positions and principles agreed by the European 
Council as well as the Council’s negotiating 
mandate, and provide further guidance as necessary 
fully consistent with the EU’s best interest and 
with the aim of reaching a result that is fair and 
equitable for all Member States and in the interest 
of our citizens.

Speaking at the European Council, the Taoiseach indicated 
that “a bare bones” trade agreement between the EU and 
the UK may be possible by the end of 2020 if it does not 
prove possible to finalise a full trade agreement in time, 
as many EU leaders and most policy experts expect. The 
Taoiseach also said that, in the negotiations on the next 
EU Budget, he will be seeking substantial EU funding – 
up to a billion euro – to support Northern Ireland and the 
Border counties of the Republic after Brexit. 
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