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The Squandered Moment 
Why Reform’s crisis is not simply about scandal, but about 

whether a protest movement can become a government -in-waiting  

Adam Tugwell | 10 September 2026  

 

There are moments in politics when a movement finds itself standing in front of a door it 
never expected to reach. The public mood shifts. The old parties lose their grip. The 
familiar explanations stop working. A force that once lived on the edge of the 
conversation suddenly has the chance to be taken seriously. 
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Reform UK reached that moment. Approaching its conference, it tried to present itself 
not merely as a vehicle for protest, but as a party preparing for power. Then, almost 
immediately, the questions changed. 

What followed - the Channel 4 investigation, the party’s response, the suspension of 
senior figures, the Farage denials, internal criticism and leadership speculation - is not 
important because every allegation must be assumed true. Nor does this argument 
depend on adjudicating the separate questions now surrounding the reported £5 million 
gift to Farage, donor relationships, or the continuing attention on George Cottrell. Those 
are matters for evidence, investigation and due process. They matter here because, 
taken together, they appear to reveal something about Reform’s readiness for the test it 
had set itself. 

This was not simply a bad week. It was a collision between image and institution. 

Reform wanted to look ready for government. The question now is whether the 
propriety, discipline and governance architecture required of a party ready for 
government actually exist. 

The Moment Reform Reached - And Why It Mattered 
For months, Reform had been rising because it possessed something the legacy parties 
no longer seemed able to offer: distance from the political settlement that many voters 
believe has failed them. 

Many people were not supporting Reform because they had examined a detailed 
programme and found it sufficient. They were supporting, or at least considering Reform 
because it seemed to represent the possibility that someone might finally take the scale 
of the crisis seriously. 

• exhaustion with the Conservatives 
• disillusionment with Labour 
• frustration with the political class 
• anger at institutional drift 
• a desire for competence rather than performance 

Reform did not create that opening. It inherited it. Public confidence in the existing order 
has weakened, and millions of voters can feel that something larger than any single 
government has stopped working, even if they do not always have the language to 
describe it. 

This was the moment when Reform could have crossed the threshold from protest into 
stewardship. It could have said, in effect: 

We understand the seriousness of the moment. We have the people, structures 
and discipline to rise to it. 



©2026 Adam Tugwell    The Squandered Moment PDF_Vers1_10Sep26 P a g e  | 3 
 

Instead, at precisely the wrong moment, it looked inward. 

The Warning Signs Were Institutional, Not Merely Personal 
Tim Montgomerie’s departure mattered because it was not the usual noise of 
Westminster positioning. He is a commentator of the right who understands parties as 
institutions: how they form habits, absorb pressure, discipline ambition and translate 
public energy into political seriousness. 

When someone with that instinct concludes that a movement is in serious internal 
trouble, it should not be dismissed as another passing row. It should be read as a 
warning about structure. 

The point is not whether one resignation, one investigation, one disputed gift or one set 
of damaging stories destroys a party. Serious parties survive all of those. The point is 
what becomes visible when pressure is applied. 

Do standards hold? Do processes exist? Is authority clear? Are decisions accountable? 
Can the organisation act as an institution rather than as a court gathered around a 
personality? 

Those are the questions Reform has now forced voters to ask. 

A Movement Fighting Over a Persona, Not a Purpose 
Reform’s internal conflict is not primarily ideological. It is organisational and 
psychological. 

It carries the familiar pattern of a movement built around a charismatic leader: 

• one dominant figure at the centre 
• ambitious lieutenants circling the inheritance 
• factions forming around proximity and access 
• loyalty becoming a substitute for governance 
• succession questions emerging before institutional foundations are secure 
• external credibility becoming dependent on internal discipline 

This is the central weakness. Reform has been able to mobilise grievance, command 
attention and give voice to anger at the old order. But a party preparing for government 
must become more than an amplifier. It must become an institution. 

The movement is now fighting over a persona before it has settled its purpose. That is 
why the present crisis feels so dangerous for it. 
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The Farage Question: Charisma is not Governance 
Nigel Farage is a singular figure in contemporary British politics. He can communicate, 
dominate a news cycle and turn diffuse public frustration into political energy in ways 
few others can match. 

Those strengths explain much of Reform’s rise. They also explain its vulnerability. 

Every movement organised around one political personality eventually encounters the 
same test: can it become an institution before the individual at its centre becomes the 
limiting factor? 

Reform has benefited from Farage’s reach, instincts and combativeness. But if Reform 
is understood by the public, the media and much of its own internal culture as Farage’s 
party, then his vulnerabilities become the party’s vulnerabilities. His explanations 
become the party’s explanations. His judgement becomes the party’s judgement. His 
limits become the party’s limits. 

The issue is not whether Farage remains electorally potent. He plainly does. The issue is 
whether Reform can demonstrate that it possesses a governing structure beyond him. 

A government-in-waiting cannot depend on charisma alone. It needs systems, 
standards, delegation, scrutiny, accountability and succession. It needs to show that it 
can withstand stress without collapsing back into personality politics. 

The Speculation Around What Comes Next 
The attention now being directed towards figures such as Zia Yusuf should therefore be 
understood less as a story about one individual than as a sign of organisational 
uncertainty. 

Whether or not anyone inside Reform is actively discussing succession, the mere fact 
that journalists, commentators and supporters have begun to speculate about what 
might come next is revealing. Movements that appear institutionally secure rarely 
generate this kind of speculation at precisely the moment they are trying to project 
readiness for power. 

The point is not that Yusuf is plotting, nor that Reform is formally preparing for life after 
Farage. The point is that behaviour, visibility and proximity to power can create their own 
political weather. Once that weather forms, it tells us something about the 
organisation’s unresolved question: where does authority actually sit? 

Modern politics increasingly rewards confidence, media fluency, certainty and 
performative decisiveness. Those qualities can be useful. But they are not the same as 
institutional literacy, public administration, judgement under constraint or the patient 
work of governing. 
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The danger for Reform is that it may be reproducing the very mindset it claims to 
oppose: politics as branding, politics as access, politics as personality, politics as 
momentum. 

If so, the problem is deeper than who leads next. The problem is whether the party has 
built anything capable of outlasting the person who made it visible. 

The Scandal Was the Trigger, Not the Cause 
The Channel 4 investigation did not create Reform’s crisis. Nor, on their own, did the 
questions surrounding the reported £5 million gift or the long-running attention on 
George Cottrell. They exposed the question Reform had been avoiding. 

Whether every claim ultimately stands or falls is not the central issue for this argument. 
Allegations must be tested. Evidence matters. Due process matters. Political journalism 
can be contested and should be scrutinised. 

That distinction matters. The article is not an attempt to convict Reform in the court of 
commentary. It is an attempt to ask why so many questions about money, access, 
propriety, judgement and accountability have gathered around a party that had just 
asked to be treated as ready for national power. 

A party asking to be treated as a serious contender for government has to be able to 
answer such moments institutionally, not merely rhetorically. 

It needs clear standards. It needs transparent processes. It needs accountability that 
does not depend on media pressure. It needs internal propriety, not just external 
outrage. It needs to demonstrate that misconduct, confusion or poor judgement can be 
contained by structure rather than absorbed into the leader’s personal narrative. 

The issue is not any single scandal. Political parties survive difficult stories, hostile 
investigations and damaging revelations. The issue is whether the accumulation of 
questions reveals maturity or fragility. 

In Reform’s case, the impression left is not of a disciplined institution calmly absorbing 
pressure, but of a movement still discovering the difference between insurgency and 
stewardship. 

At the moment, Reform does not look uniquely wicked. It looks alarmingly familiar. That 
is the most damaging impression of all. 

The Establishment Paradox 
There is a further irony here. Reform’s appeal rests heavily on its promise to challenge 
the establishment. But the modern establishment is not simply a class of people sitting 
inside familiar institutions. It is also a worldview: a set of assumptions about what 
counts as serious, credible, responsible and possible. 
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This is why anti-establishment rhetoric is not the same as anti-establishment thinking. 
A party can denounce elites while still absorbing the habits of the system it claims to 
oppose: personality over institution, access over accountability, media management 
over governance, finance over propriety, momentum over stewardship. 

That is the deeper question raised by this week. Has Reform escaped the culture it 
opposes, or has it merely learned to perform rebellion from inside the same operating 
system? 

If the answer is the latter, then the problem is not simply that Reform may have suffered 
reputational damage. The problem is that the party most loudly opposed to the 
establishment may still be shaped by establishment behaviour at the level that matters 
most: not what it says, but how it operates. 

None of this vindicates the existing parties. The failures that created Reform’s opening 
have not disappeared. The Conservatives are not absolved. Labour is not vindicated. 
The wider political settlement is not suddenly healthy because Reform now appears to 
be struggling with its own questions of money, access and propriety. 

That is precisely why the moment is so bleak. Reform’s troubles do not prove that the 
old order was right. They raise the more depressing possibility that the insurgent 
alternative may have absorbed too many of the same habits, incentives and 
weaknesses it promised to replace. 

The Squandered Opportunity 
Reform had a rare opportunity to be different. Not simply louder than the Conservatives, 
or angrier than Labour, or more fluent in the language of betrayal. Different in kind. 

It had the chance to show that protest could mature into stewardship. That anger could 
become architecture. That a movement born from dissatisfaction could develop the 
discipline required to govern. That opposition to a failing order could be matched by a 
serious account of what should replace it. 

Instead, the week after its conference raised the opposite question. Not whether 
Reform can identify failure. It can. Not whether it can channel public anger. It can. Not 
whether Farage can still command attention. He can. The question is whether Reform is 
meaningfully different from the political culture it condemns, and whether it can govern 
anything beyond the energy that brought it here. 

The opportunity was real. The need was real. The moment was real. 

It may not be gone forever. But this particular moment - the moment when Reform 
asked to be seen as ready for power - has been badly squandered. 
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That is not a partisan point. It is a structural one. Movements can rise on frustration, but 
they govern only through institutions. 

The Urgent Need is Stewardship 
The tragedy is not that Reform has had a difficult week. Every serious political 
movement eventually meets crisis. 

The tragedy is that this crisis arrived at the exact moment Reform was asking the 
country to believe it had crossed the line from protest into readiness. 

The question voters are increasingly asking is not whether the existing settlement is 
failing. Many already believe it is.  

Nor is the question whether Reform’s difficulties somehow rescue the reputation of the 
parties that helped create the opening. They do not.  

The question is who has the seriousness, discipline and institutional imagination to 
govern what comes next. 

That requires more than anger. More than momentum. More than charisma. More than 
another performance of anti-establishment feeling. 

It requires stewardship: the ability to build, discipline, account, endure and govern.  

That is what Reform needed to demonstrate. That is what the past week has called into 
doubt. And that is why this moment matters: not because Reform’s critics have won, 
but because a country searching for something different has once again been shown 
something painfully familiar. 
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Further Information 
To explore more of Adam Tugwell’s writing, including the online edition of this post, 
please visit: 
www.adamtugwell.blog 

Copyright Notice 
Copyright ©2026 Adam Tugwell 

All rights reserved. 

This publication reflects the personal experience, views, and opinions of the Author. 

No part of this work may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, transmitted, 
adapted, translated, or otherwise used in any form or by any means - electronic, 
mechanical, photocopying, recording, or otherwise - without prior written permission 
from the Author. 

The Author asserts the moral right to be identified as the creator of this work and to 
object to any distortion or misrepresentation of it. 

This work may be downloaded and stored for personal, non-commercial use only.  

Any unauthorised reproduction, plagiarism, or misattribution constitutes a violation of 
copyright. 

The Author accepts no responsibility for, and makes no endorsement of, content 
accessed through external links, PDFs, digital platforms, organisations, or individuals 
referenced herein.  

Readers remain solely responsible for evaluating the accuracy and suitability of all 
external material. 

This copyright notice shall be governed by and construed in accordance with the laws of 
England and Wales. 

 

http://www.adamtugwell.blog/

