Nigel Farage’s Reform UK gains foothold in Westminster with Tory defection
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Nigel Farage has gained fresh momentum as Reform UK secures a significant defection from the Conservative Party in Westminster’s affluent Lancaster Gate ward. Laila Cunningham, a Conservative councillor, announced her switch to Reform UK, citing frustration with “defending failure” within her former party. This move marks Reform UK's first council representation in one of London’s flagship boroughs and signals the party’s ambitions to challenge the established political order in the capital ahead of next year’s local elections.
Cunningham, a criminal lawyer and entrepreneur, has long been involved in community issues, focusing heavily on public safety and health advocacy during her tenure as a Conservative councillor since 2022. Known for her hands-on approach to crime engagement and NHS volunteering, she has built a reputation as a “vigilant mum” in her local area. Her defection comes at a time when she anticipates a “massive surge” in Reform UK’s presence across London’s boroughs, suggesting the party sees central London and the outer borough ring as fertile ground for electoral success. Cunningham went as far as to predict that Reform UK might be well-positioned to contest — and potentially win — the next Greater London mayoral race, especially with the future candidacy of current Mayor Sadiq Khan still unclear.
Farage warmly welcomed Cunningham to Reform UK, highlighting her professional achievements and the added strength she brings to the party’s team as they prepare to contest all 32 London boroughs in the upcoming elections. This defection aligns with a broader trend for Reform UK, which has recently absorbed numerous councillors defecting from both Conservative and Liberal Democrat ranks. Earlier in 2025, Farage announced the arrival of 29 councillors to Reform UK, raising their total council seats above 100. Despite internal leadership tensions and concerns over party unity, Farage remains optimistic about the party’s expansion and appeal.
This defection also reflects a wider pattern of former Conservatives seeking embrace by Reform UK. Over 60 Reform candidates standing in the 2025 local elections had previously been Conservative councillors, activists, or candidates, a phenomenon Labour critics have decried as a “mass rebrand” aimed at preserving political careers after the 2024 general election losses by the Conservative Party. Reform UK representatives dismissed the criticism, noting these ex-Tories represent a small fraction of their overall candidates while pointing to their own history of welcoming defectors.
Cunningham’s political journey has seen her contest elections beyond Westminster. Earlier this year, she withdrew as a Conservative candidate in Rotherham, a traditional Labour stronghold, effectively leaving Reform UK as the primary challenger to Labour in that constituency. This move was seen as a tactical boost for Reform UK, given their Brexit Party predecessor’s notable showing in Rotherham in 2019.
Westminster politics are also experiencing shifts from other quarters. In an interesting counterpoint, Labour’s Paul Fisher, a councillor from Westminster’s West End ward, has defected to the Conservatives, citing government borrowing concerns and disapproval of Mayor Khan’s priorities, particularly the controversial pedestrianisation of Oxford Street. Fisher’s defection narrowed Labour’s majority on Westminster council, leaving the party with just a two-seat lead.
Overall, Reform UK’s accumulation of defections, including well-established figures such as Cunningham, signals a strategic and symbolic push to become a significant political force in London. This momentum comes amid growing voter dissatisfaction city-wide, with voters described as “frustrated and angry,” seeking alternatives to the status quo. Whether Reform UK can convert these defections and growing support into tangible electoral gains in 2025 remains to be seen, but their ambitions — including fielding a mayoral candidate — are now openly declared.
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