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From Theresa May to Boris Johnson: a short history of Brexit in first 

semester 2019  

 

Much has happened in the United Kingdom since the last Brexit update in January 

2019: the EU-UK Withdrawal Agreement (WA) of 14 November 2018 was rejected three 

times by the British Parliament; the official deadline for Brexit has been moved several 

times from 29th March 2019 to 31 October 2019 - the so-called “Halloween Brexit". 

Eventually, Prime Minister Theresa May resigned on 7 June 2019 and after an internal 

selection on 23 July 2019, Boris Johnson was appointed leader of Conservative party and 

Prime Minister. 

You will find below a short history of Brexit in the first half of 2019 up to the 

appointment of Prime Minister Johnson. 

On 15 January 2019, the EU-UK WA was rejected for the first time by the British 

Parliament by 432 to 202. By considering the numbers, a few Conservative MPs voted 

against Ms May government. 

The following day, the vote of no confidence on a motion by Labor leader Jeremy 

Corbyn to go to early elections was rejected by 325 to 306. All the Conservatives voted for 

the government, despite differences of opinion, while all opposition parties, such as Labor, 

the National Scottish Party and the Lib-Dem, voted against the government.                   

The Democratic Unionist Party of Northern Ireland (DUP), which supported the May 

government, voted in favor and with its 10 votes allowed the government to pass the 

confidence vote, otherwise government would have lost by one.1 

On January 21, Ms. Theresa May delivered a speech on Brexit in the House of 

Commons, stating that there were only three options for Brexit with a deal: 1) approving 

the WA of November 2018; 2) revoking the procedure of article 50 of the Treaty of the 

European Union (TEU) and therefore renouncing Brexit; 3) postponing the deadline of 29 

March 2019.  

In the latter case, Prime Minister May added, it was necessary to give a serious 

motivation. Revoking the art.50 TEU meant to disavow the June 2016 referendum, and 

therefore the popular vote. Likewise, holding a second referendum would have created a 

precedent with significant implications for British referendums, thus questioning issues 

already previously addressed by referendums such as Scotland's independence. For the 

May government, the easiest way was to approve the WA, already rejected on 15 January 

2019. The issue was made urgent by the Northern Ireland issue and the need to comply 

with the Belfast agreements. There was the danger of a resumption of the civil war, as 

proved by the Londonderry attack of 19 January 2019, which was quoted at the beginning 

of Ms. May’s speech.  

                                                           
1  “May's government survives no-confidence vote” BBC 16 January 2019 https://www.bbc.com/news/uk-politics-

46899466  

https://www.bbc.com/news/uk-politics-46899466
https://www.bbc.com/news/uk-politics-46899466
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The WA was the only one to assure compliance with the Belfast agreements, by means of 

the backstop. So through a Written Ministerial Statement (section 13 EU Withdrawal Act) a 

motion was proposed to be voted by the House on 29 January 2019.2 

On 29 January 2019, the House of Commons voted on nine amendments to the 

government's proposal, of which only two were approved with government support: 

 the proposal to avoid a "no deal" Brexit or to avoid the United Kingdom leaving the EU 

without any agreement and the related political declaration. A motion proposed by 

Caroline Spelman (Conservatives) and Jack Dromey (Labor). 

 The proposal to replace the backstop with alternative agreements to avoid a "hard 

border" between Northern Ireland and the Republic of Ireland. A motion proposed by Sir 

Graham Brady (Conservatives). 

 

The Brady proposal was voted by the Conservatives and the DUP, but Boris Johnson 

conditioned his support to the request to re-open the WA with the EU to modify the 

backstop, thus receiving positive response from the Prime Minister.3 

The priority focused on avoiding a "no deal Brexit" and finding a solution to the Irish 

question. The government's motion on the WA renegotiation strategy, including a change 

to the backstop, was however rejected by the parliament by 303 to 245. However, 67 

Conservatives MPs abstained, including the pro-Brexit European Research Group (ERG), 

being contrary to an exclusion of a "No deal" Brexit.4 

With the deadline of 29 March 2019 approaching, the Parliament has devoted itself to 

a series of Brexit-related votes. 

On March 10, Prime Minister May met in Strasbourg with the President of the EU 

Commission, Jean-Claude Juncker, agreeing on minor changes to the WA. The opinion of 

Geoffrey Cox, attorney general, stated that the changes to the WA are legally binding and 

reduced the risk that the United Kingdom may be held back indefinitely and unintentionally 

in the single market through the backstop, but these do not eliminate it. 5  Cox's opinion 

strongly influenced the opposition to the WA, and on March 12 the WA, repurposed by the 

government for a second parliamentary vote, was again rejected by 391 to 242.                     

The negative margin was lower than in the January vote, but the WA was still far approval. 

On March 13, two motions were voted: 
• The first proposal by Labor MP Yvette Cooper, asked for the ban on a “no deal Brexit” 

to be extended even beyond the deadline of 29 March 2019. It was by 312 to 308. In a 

second vote, the majority was reinforced by 321 to 278. The motion was however not 

binding for the government under British law. The government wanted to keep a “no 

deal Brexit” as an option for negotiating with the EU, so it had asked conservative MPs 

to vote against, but even some ministers voted in favor, despite party discipline.6 

                                                           
2  British government official website “PM statement to the House of Commons on Brexit: 21 January 2019”  

https://www.gov.uk/government/speeches/pm-statement-to-the-house-of-commons-on-brexit-21-january-2019  
3 “Brexit amendments: What did MPs vote on and what were the results?” BBC, 29 January 2019 

https://www.bbc.com/news/uk-politics-46959545 
4 “Brexit: Theresa May suffers fresh Commons defeat” BBC 14 February 2019 https://www.bbc.com/news/uk-politics-

47245992  
5 “May's Brexit deal is dead. MPs must take control” the Financial Times, 13 March 2019 
6 “Brexit: MPs vote to reject no-deal Brexit” BBC, 14 March 2019 https://www.bbc.com/news/uk-politics-47562995 

https://www.gov.uk/government/speeches/pm-statement-to-the-house-of-commons-on-brexit-21-january-2019
https://www.bbc.com/news/uk-politics-46959545
https://www.bbc.com/news/uk-politics-47245992
https://www.bbc.com/news/uk-politics-47245992
https://www.bbc.com/news/uk-politics-47562995
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• The second proposal known as the "Malthouse compromise" - by the proposing minister 

Kit Malthouse – was meant to move the deadline from 29 March to 22 May and leave 

the EU even in the lack of an agreement. This was rejected by 374 to 164. 

 

Eventually, on March 14, the Parliament approved an amendment by 412 to 210 for 

the extension of Brexit deadline beyond March 29: in the case of WA approval, the 

deadline was to be moved to June 30, to avoid the European elections planned for May-

June. In the event of non-approval of the WA, the May government should have asked for 

a longer postponement to restart the negotiation with the EU. 

With this mandate, Prime Minister May attended the European Council on 21 March 

2019, asking for an extension of the deadline to 30 June 2019, which the Council agreed 

on two scenario options: 

1. If the WA had been approved by the British Parliament, the Council would have granted 

an extension to 22 May 2019 – which was the date proposed by the Matlhouse 

compromise. 

2. If the WA was not approved, the Council would extend the date to April 12, pending 

directions from the May government.7 

 

On March 29, Parliament rejected the WA for the third time by 344 to 286. Previously, 

on March 18, the speaker of the House of Commons, John Bercow, had opposed on a 

third parliamentary vote on the WA. 

On April 5, Prime Minister May wrote a letter to the EU, asking for an extension of the 

12 April 2019 deadline. On April 10, a special meeting of European Council granted an 

extension of the deadline up to 31st October 2019 (hence "Halloween Brexit"), hoping on a 

WA approval. Should the WA not be approved by 22 May 2019, the United Kingdom would 

have had to organize and hold the European elections, failing to do this the UK would have 

automatically left the EU on 1 June 2019.8 

At the beginning of May, Deputy Prime Minister David Lidington confirmed that the 

European elections would be held on 23 May 2019, as it was no longer possible to 

postpone them. In the European elections, the Brexit Party, founded a few weeks before 

by Nigel Farage, formerly leader of the UKIP, took 32% of the votes, while the 

Conservatives dropped to 9%, the Party’s lowest result at any election. 

The following day, facing the electoral result, Theresa May announced her 

resignation. 

 Boris Johnson, who is a former mayor of London and until his resignation the foreign 

minister of the May 1 and 2 governments, is among the Conservatives a key supporter of 

the "Hard Brexit". He was also repeatedly indicated by President Trump as a possible 

British prime minister, and an interlocutor for a US-UK trade agreement. Prior to his 

appointment as Prime Minister, he had declared that it was possible to deliver Brexit even 

                                                           
7 Remarks by President Donald Tusk after the European Council meeting (Art. 50), European Council meeting 21 March 

2019 https://www.consilium.europa.eu/it/press/press-releases/2019/03/21/remarks-by-president-donald-tusk-after-

the-european-council-meeting-art-50/ 

8 European Council “Special meeting of the European Council (Art. 50) (10 April 2019) – Conclusions” 
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/media/39042/10-euco-art50-conclusions-en.pdf 

https://www.consilium.europa.eu/it/press/press-releases/2019/03/21/remarks-by-president-donald-tusk-after-the-european-council-meeting-art-50/
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/it/press/press-releases/2019/03/21/remarks-by-president-donald-tusk-after-the-european-council-meeting-art-50/
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/media/39042/10-euco-art50-conclusions-en.pdf
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in the lack of an agreement (No Deal). After his election, he also said he was confident he 

could get a better Brexit agreement with the EU. 

In any case, his political line will be officially announced at the Conservatives 

Congress in Manchester from 29 September to 3 October 2019, just a few days before the 

deadline of the "Halloween Brexit". 

 

 


