Aberdeenshire Tory fractures fuel Reform UK rise amid council chaos
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Aberdeenshire, once a bastion of Conservative strength in Scotland, now finds itself embroiled in chaos, as tensions within the local administration reach a boiling point. Following recent defections to Nigel Farage's Reform UK party, the prospects for the Tories in the region appear increasingly bleak. Observers note that while the last local elections in 2022 offered a flicker of hope, recent events are threatening to extinguish that optimism.
The political landscape has transformed dramatically as four councillors — Mark Findlater, Laurie Carnie, John Crawley, and Dominic Lonchay — have left the Conservative fold, signalling a significant shift in loyalty towards Reform UK. Findlater, a former leader of Aberdeenshire Council, and Carnie were the pioneers of this exodus, departing last year due to profound disillusionment with their party's internal culture. Their departures, initially portrayed as isolated incidents, have now morphed into an avalanche, threatening the very stability of the Conservative administration.
Sources within the council describe a deteriorating atmosphere, with one insider characterising the situation as "an absolute shambles." The chaos was exacerbated when former council leader Gillian Owen resigned her position after a controversial outburst against her colleagues. In the wake of her resignation, Stewart Adams was appointed as her replacement, but uncertainties linger over the true leadership dynamics as internal rivalries unfold.
As Reform UK's presence solidifies, the defections come amidst discontent over the party's handling of local issues, particularly those affecting the oil and gas sector—an area that has ignited passionate responses from both constituents and local politicians. The changing sentiments about energy policies are playing a crucial role, as concerns about the future of these industries provoke a sentiment ripe for exploitation by Farage's Reform party. John Crawley, who recently joined Reform, voiced his frustrations about a perceived lack of integrity within the Conservatives, underscoring the challenges the Tories face in rekindling confidence from their base.
The urgency of the situation is heightened by the negotiations surrounding the cooperation agreement between the Conservatives, the Liberal Democrats, and a group of independent councillors. Although the Liberal Democrats have expressed a desire to revisit this agreement, they remain publicly coy about any formal discussions. Speculation is rife that Anne Stirling, the leader of the Aberdeenshire Lib Dems, could emerge as a formidable contender for council leadership. Her reputation as a strong leader gives her influence in this precarious political environment.
The SNP, too, is watching the situation closely. Gwyneth Petrie, the party leader in Aberdeenshire, indicated that her party is "open" to talks. She noted the evident instability within the Conservative ranks, suggesting that a shift in power could be on the horizon. The atmosphere of discontent among the Conservatives points to an opportunity for the SNP to capitalise on what appears to be a growing dissatisfaction with traditional party politics.
In response to the upheaval, the Conservatives are attempting to project normalcy, despite the internal discord. A spokesperson stated, “Under Stewart’s leadership, we will continue to focus on the priorities that matter to the people of Aberdeenshire.” However, the sentiments of former colleagues now aligned with Reform UK convey a more contentious narrative, where many within the party express little concern over the potential collapse of Conservative governance.
The Reform party's recent successes reflect broader trends within Scottish politics, suggesting that traditional party loyalties are increasingly fragile. This shift highlights a growing inclination among voters towards alternatives they feel better represent their frustrations and aspirations. In this pivotal moment, the upcoming 2027 local elections loom large on the horizon, and both the Conservatives and Reform UK are positioning themselves to contest the electoral landscape in Aberdeenshire, each keen to emerge as the voice of a disenchanted electorate.
As Nigel Farage prepares to enhance his campaign efforts in the region, the stakes are high, and the stakes for Aberdeenshire Council's future have never been higher. 
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