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Abstract 

 

This study examines the relationship between political fragmentation and the developmental effectiveness of Primary Agricultural 

Cooperative Societies (PACS) in Hooghly district, West Bengal. Against the backdrop of evolving electoral dynamics—where the 

ruling Trinamool Congress (TMC) maintains dominance while opposition parties (BJP, Left Front) have expanded their electoral 

space—this research investigates how political competition and fragmentation influence PACS functioning, resource distribution, 

and member welfare. Drawing from a field survey of 200 PACS members across Hooghly's rural blocks, supplemented by electoral 

data analysis and qualitative interviews, the study finds that political fragmentation has a paradoxical effect: while it increases 

accountability pressures on PACS management, it also intensifies clientelistic distribution and political interference in cooperative 

governance. The 2023 panchayat elections in Hooghly revealed significant opposition gains, particularly for the CPI(M) in blocks 

like Jangipara and Nabagram, creating a more competitive political environment. Survey results indicate that PACS members in 

politically competitive blocks report higher service satisfaction but also greater experiences of political conditionality in accessing 

cooperative benefits. The study contributes to understanding how local electoral dynamics shape rural institutional performance in 

developing economies. 
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 1. Introduction 

 

The relationship between political competition and developmental outcomes has been a central concern in the political economy of 

development literature. In India, the 73rd Constitutional Amendment Act (1992) sought to deepen democracy by devolving powers 

to local self-governments, creating a three-tier Panchayati Raj system. However, the actual functioning of these institutions remains 

deeply embedded in local political dynamics, where electoral competition shapes resource allocation, governance quality, and 

institutional effectiveness (Bardhan & Mookherjee, 2006). Nowhere is this more evident than in West Bengal, where panchayat 

elections have historically served as barometers of political power and determinants of rural development trajectories (Chari, 2023). 

 

Primary Agricultural Cooperative Societies (PACS) constitute the grassroots institutional framework for agricultural credit, input 

distribution, and rural development in India. As the lowest tier of the cooperative banking structure, PACS are designed to provide 

timely credit to farmers at reasonable rates, thereby reducing dependence on informal moneylenders. However, the effectiveness of 

PACS has been compromised by political interference, poor governance, and capture by local elites (Banerjee et al., 2016). In West 

Bengal, PACS have historically been intertwined with political parties, with the Left Front government (1977-2011) using 
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cooperatives as instruments of rural mobilisation and patronage distribution (Rogaly et al., 2001). The subsequent political transition 

to the Trinamool Congress (TMC) in 2011 altered these dynamics but did not diminish political influence over cooperative 

institutions. 

 

Hooghly district presents a particularly instructive case for studying the relationship between political fragmentation and PACS 

development. Located in southern West Bengal, Hooghly has witnessed significant shifts in electoral dynamics over the past decade. 

While the TMC has maintained overall dominance in the district, the 2023 panchayat elections revealed a distinct resurgence of 

opposition parties, particularly the Communist Party of India (Marxist) (CPI(M)), which secured notable victories in blocks such 

as Jangipara and Nabagram (The Statesman, 2023) . This political fragmentation—characterised by increased electoral competition 

and the expansion of opposition space—provides an opportunity to examine how varying levels of political competition affect the 

functioning of rural institutions like PACS. 

 

The 2023 panchayat elections in West Bengal marked a significant shift from previous electoral patterns. Unlike 2018, where 34% 

of seats were won uncontested by the TMC, the 2023 elections saw a much smaller fraction of uncontested seats, indicating a more 

competitive electoral environment (ThePrint, 2023) . The BJP increased its gram panchayat seats from approximately 5,800 in 2018 

to nearly 10,000 in 2023, while the Left-Congress alliance expanded its seat share from about 1,500 to 6,000 seats (The New Indian 

Express, 2023) . In Hooghly specifically, the CPI(M) made significant gains, winning Jangipara panchayat with 8 out of 15 seats, 

while the Congress and CPI(M) jointly controlled Nabagram panchayat (The Statesman, 2023) . This fragmentation of the political 

landscape has implications for how local institutions like PACS operate, as increased competition may create both accountability 

pressures and patronage incentives. 

 

This study addresses the following research questions: (1) How does political fragmentation affect the developmental performance 

of PACS in Hooghly district? (2) What mechanisms link electoral competition to PACS functioning, resource distribution, and 

member welfare? (3) How do PACS members perceive the relationship between political dynamics and cooperative governance? 

By combining electoral data analysis with a field survey of 200 PACS members across Hooghly's rural blocks, this research 

contributes to understanding the micro-political foundations of institutional performance in developing economies. 

 

 2. Theoretical Framework and Literature Review 

 

 2.1 Political Fragmentation and Institutional Performance 

 

Political fragmentation—defined as the distribution of political power across multiple parties and the degree of electoral 

competition—has complex effects on institutional performance. The theoretical literature offers competing perspectives on this 

relationship. The "electoral competition" perspective suggests that increased political competition enhances accountability, as 

politicians face greater incentives to deliver public goods to secure voter support (Besley & Burgess, 2002). From this view, 

fragmentation creates competitive pressures that improve governance outcomes. Conversely, the "political capture" perspective 

argues that fragmentation may intensify clientelistic practices, as politicians seek to secure support through targeted benefits rather 

than public goods provision (Keefer & Khemani, 2005). In contexts of weak institutions, fragmentation may increase the costs of 

coordination and exacerbate rent-seeking behaviour. 

 

In India, the relationship between political competition and development outcomes has been extensively studied. Bardhan and 

Mookherjee (2006) found that local political competition in West Bengal influenced the targeting of welfare programs, with greater 

competition associated with improved targeting of benefits to poorer households. However, they also noted that political capture by 

local elites could undermine these gains. Similarly, Besley, Pande, and Rao (2012) documented that political competition in Indian 

states affected public goods provision, with more competitive states showing better development outcomes. These findings suggest 

that the effects of fragmentation are mediated by institutional context, elite behaviour, and the nature of political competition. 

 

 2.2 Panchayat Elections in West Bengal: A History of Violence and Capture 

 

West Bengal's panchayat elections have historically been characterised by high levels of violence and political capture. This pattern 

dates back to the Left Front era (1977-2011), during which panchayats became instruments of political control and patronage 

distribution (Williams, 2001). The 73rd Amendment granted significant functional and financial powers to local bodies, but in West 

Bengal, these institutions became deeply politicised. As Chari (2023) notes, local bodies in the state hold substantial power over 

the day-to-day lives of people, controlling educational institutions, government job allocations, and development funds. This 
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concentration of power has made panchayat elections "do-or-die battles" characterised by violence, intimidation, and electoral 

malpractices. 

 

The 2018 panchayat elections saw the TMC win 90% of seats, with 34% of seats won uncontested (All India Trinamool Congress, 

2018). This absence of competition raised concerns about the quality of local democracy and institutional accountability. The 2023 

elections marked a departure from this pattern, with opposition parties expanding their electoral space. According to political 

commentator Rajat Roy, opposition parties increased their gram panchayat seat share from 20% in 2018 to 27-28% in 2023 

(ThePrint, 2023). This shift was particularly evident in Hooghly, where the CPI(M) made significant gains. However, the 2023 

elections also witnessed continued violence, with the Calcutta High Court countermanding elections in 20 booths across three 

districts, including Singur block in Hooghly, due to electoral malpractices (Telangana Today, 2023). 

 

 2.3 Primary Agricultural Cooperative Societies (PACS) in West Bengal 

 

PACS constitute the primary institutional mechanism for delivering agricultural credit and inputs to farmers in India. The 

cooperative movement in West Bengal has a long history, with the Left Front government actively promoting cooperatives as 

instruments of rural development and political mobilisation (Rogaly et al., 2001). Under the Left Front rule, cooperatives were 

integrated into the party's organisational structure, with party cadres dominating cooperative management. This arrangement 

ensured political control but also provided farmers with access to credit and inputs, albeit with political conditionality. 

 

The TMC's ascension to power in 2011 altered the political landscape of cooperative governance. The new government sought to 

dismantle Left Front control over cooperatives, replacing old cadres with party loyalists. This transition was often accompanied by 

violence and political conflict (Bhattacharjee, 2023). However, the underlying pattern of political capture persisted, with PACS 

continuing to function as extensions of political party networks rather than autonomous institutions serving member interests. The 

2023 panchayat elections, with their increased political fragmentation, have potentially altered these dynamics by creating more 

competitive environments in which multiple parties vie for influence over cooperative institutions. 

 

 2.4 Conceptual Framework 

 

This study conceptualises the relationship between political fragmentation and PACS development through a framework that 

emphasises two mediating mechanisms: accountability and clientelism. Increased political fragmentation may enhance 

accountability by creating competitive pressures that incentivise political actors to deliver better services through PACS. 

Alternatively, fragmentation may intensify clientelistic practices as parties compete to secure support through targeted benefits 

distributed via cooperative institutions. The net effect depends on the nature of political competition, the strength of institutional 

safeguards, and the socio-economic characteristics of member populations. 

 

The framework also recognises that political fragmentation operates at multiple levels. At the district level, fragmentation refers to 

the distribution of power across parties in the Zilla Parishad. At the block level, it involves competition for Panchayat Samiti seats. 

At the gram panchayat level, fragmentation concerns the distribution of seats across parties in local bodies. These different levels 

of fragmentation may have varying effects on PACS functioning, as PACS operate at the village level but are connected to higher-

level political structures through party networks and resource flows. 

 

 3. Research Methodology 

 

 3.1 Study Area 

 

Hooghly district, located in southern West Bengal, was selected as the study area for several reasons. First, the district exhibits 

significant variation in political competition across its rural blocks, ranging from TMC-dominated areas to blocks where opposition 

parties have gained substantial ground. Second, Hooghly has a well-established cooperative sector, with PACS operating across all 

rural blocks. Third, the 2023 panchayat election results in Hooghly showed clear patterns of opposition resurgence, particularly for 

the CPI(M) in blocks like Jangipara and Nabagram, and for the Congress in areas like Khanakul (The Statesman, 2023). This 

variation allows for comparative analysis of how political fragmentation affects PACS functioning. 

 

The district comprises 18 community development blocks, with a predominantly agricultural economy. Major crops include rice, 

potatoes, and vegetables. The district has a significant proportion of small and marginal farmers who depend on PACS for credit 
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and input access. The cooperative sector in Hooghly includes over 100 PACS, varying widely in terms of financial health, 

governance quality, and political connections. 

 

 3.2 Research Design 

 

This study employs a mixed-methods research design combining quantitative survey data with qualitative interviews and secondary 

electoral data analysis. The quantitative component consists of a structured survey administered to 200 PACS members across the 

Hooghly district. The qualitative component includes in-depth interviews with PACS officials to understand the mechanisms linking 

political fragmentation to PACS functioning. Secondary data on panchayat election results, PACS financial performance, and socio-

economic indicators complement the primary data. 

 

 3.3 Sampling Strategy 

 

A multi-stage stratified sampling strategy was employed to select survey respondents. In the first stage, blocks were stratified based 

on political fragmentation levels, measured by the effective number of parties in gram panchayat elections and the margin of victory 

in panchayat seats. Three categories were identified: low fragmentation (TMC dominance), medium fragmentation (moderate 

opposition presence), and high fragmentation (significant opposition victories). Blocks selected included: 

- Low fragmentation: Chinsurah-Mogra (TMC dominant) 

- Medium fragmentation: Arambagh (moderate BJP presence) 

- High fragmentation: Jangipara (CPI(M) victory) and Nabagram (Congress-CPI(M) control) 

 

In the second stage, PACS were randomly selected from each block, with a minimum of three PACS per block. In the third stage, 

members were randomly selected from PACS membership lists, with stratification by gender and landholding size to ensure 

representation of different member categories. The final sample comprised 200 respondents, distributed across blocks proportionally 

to PACS membership size. 

 

 3.4 Data Collection 

 

Data collection was conducted between November 2023 and January 2024. The survey instrument covered six domains: (1) socio-

demographic characteristics of members; (2) patterns of PACS usage and access to services; (3) perceptions of PACS governance 

and management; (4) experiences of political interference in PACS functioning; (5) satisfaction with PACS services; and (6) 

awareness of political dynamics affecting PACS. The survey was administered in Bengali by trained enumerators. In-depth 

interviews were conducted with 25 key informants, including PACS secretaries, panchayat members, political party functionaries, 

and experienced farmers. 

 

 3.5 Data Analysis 

 

Quantitative data were analysed using descriptive statistics, bivariate analysis, and multivariate regression models. Political 

fragmentation was operationalised through multiple indicators: the effective number of political parties in gram panchayat elections, 

the margin of victory in local elections, and the presence of opposition members on PACS boards. Regression models examined 

the relationship between fragmentation indicators and PACS performance outcomes, controlling for member characteristics and 

PACS-level variables. Qualitative data were analysed through thematic analysis, identifying recurring patterns and mechanisms 

linking political dynamics to PACS functioning. 

 

 3.6 Ethical Considerations 

 

Ethical approval for this study was obtained from the institutional review board. Informed consent was obtained from all survey 

respondents and interview participants. Participants were assured of confidentiality, and identifying information was removed from 

the dataset. All data were anonymised before analysis. 
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4. Political Dynamics in Hooghly: Electoral Trends and Fragmentation 

 

 4.1 Historical Electoral Patterns 

 

Hooghly district has historically been a politically competitive region. During the Left Front era (1977-2011), the CPI(M) 

maintained a strong presence in the district, with particularly robust support in rural blocks. The 2011 assembly elections marked a 

significant shift, with the TMC capturing most seats in the district. This pattern continued in the 2016 and 2021 assembly elections, 

with the TMC consolidating its position while the BJP emerged as the principal opposition (Election Commission of India, 2021). 

However, the 2023 panchayat elections revealed a more complex picture, with the CPI(M) and Congress making significant gains 

at the gram panchayat level. 

 

 4.2 The 2023 Panchayat Elections in Hooghly 

 

The 2023 panchayat elections in Hooghly were contested across 3,880 gram panchayat seats. According to official results, the TMC 

won the majority of seats, but opposition parties secured substantial gains. The CPI(M) won 82 seats and was leading in 122 seats, 

while the BJP won 137 seats with leads in 87 seats (The Statesman, 2023). The Congress and the All India Forward Bloc (AIFB) 

also won seats, and independents secured 28 seats. Key results from specific panchayats illustrate the fragmented nature of the 

electoral outcome: 

 

Table 1: Gram Panchayat Election Results in Select Hooghly Panchayats, 2023 

Panchayat Name TMC BJP CPI(M) Congress Total Seats 

Raghunathpur 6 2 2 0 10 

Jangipara 7 0 8 0 15 

Nabagram 0 0 9 10 19 

Khanakul 12 3 1 2 18 

Source: Compiled from The Statesman (2023) and State Election Commission data  

 

The results from Jangipara and Nabagram are particularly noteworthy. In Jangipara, the CPI(M) secured 8 out of 15 seats, defeating 

the TMC in a block that had previously been considered a TMC stronghold. In Nabagram, the Congress and CPI(M) allied to win 

all 19 seats, effectively locking out the TMC and BJP. These outcomes indicate significant political fragmentation at the local level, 

with opposition parties successfully mobilising voters against the ruling party. 

 

 4.3 Political Violence and Electoral Malpractices 

 

The 2023 panchayat elections in Hooghly were not without violence and irregularities. Reports indicate clashes between TMC and 

opposition supporters in several blocks, with incidents of booth capturing and ballot snatching. The State Election Commission 

countermanded elections in 20 booths across three districts, including Singur block in Hooghly, due to malpractices during counting 

(Telangana Today, 2023). Qualitative interviews revealed that violence was not one-sided, with multiple parties engaging in 

coercive tactics. This pattern is consistent with the observation that "violence this time round was also not one-sided like in earlier 

years" (ThePrint, 2023). 
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5. Field Survey Findings: PACS Members' Experiences 

 

 5.1 Socio-Demographic Profile of Respondents 

 

The survey sample of 200 PACS members comprised predominantly small and marginal farmers, with significant representation of 

women and Scheduled Caste (SC)/Scheduled Tribe (ST) members. Table 3 presents the socio-demographic characteristics of 

respondents across fragmentation categories. 

 

Table 3: Socio-Demographic Profile of Respondents by Fragmentation Level 

Characteristic Low Frag. 

(n=48) 

Medium Frag. 

(n=52) 

High Frag. (n=100) Total (N=200) 

Gender (%)     

Male 62.5 59.6 57.0 59.0 

Female 37.5 40.4 43.0 41.0 

Caste (%)     

General 27.1 25.0 23.0 24.5 

OBC 39.6 38.5 37.0 38.0 

SC 27.1 28.8 32.0 30.0 

ST 6.3 7.7 8.0 7.5 

Landholding (%)     

Landless 12.5 13.5 15.0 14.0 

Marginal (<1 ha) 45.8 46.2 48.0 47.0 

Small (1-2 ha) 29.2 28.8 27.0 28.0 

Medium (>2 ha) 12.5 11.5 10.0 11.0 

Education (%)     
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Illiterate 18.8 19.2 22.0 20.5 

Primary (1-5) 35.4 34.6 36.0 35.5 

Middle (6-8) 27.1 28.8 26.0 27.0 

Matric & above 18.8 17.3 16.0 17.0 

Source: Field Survey, 2023-24 

 

The sample shows that women constitute 41% of respondents, with higher representation in high-fragmentation blocks (43%) 

compared to low-fragmentation blocks (37.5%). SC/ST members account for 37.5% of respondents, with higher representation in 

high-fragmentation blocks. Landholding patterns are broadly similar across fragmentation categories, though high-fragmentation 

blocks have slightly higher proportions of landless and marginal farmers. 

 

 5.2 PACS Usage and Access Patterns 

 

Survey respondents reported varying patterns of PACS usage across fragmentation levels. Table 4 presents key indicators of PACS 

access and usage. 

 

Table 4: PACS Usage and Access Patterns by Fragmentation Level 

Indicator Low Frag. 

(%) 

Medium Frag. 

(%) 

High Frag. 

(%) 

Total 

(%) 

PACS membership duration >5 years 72.9 69.2 64.0 67.5 

Has taken a loan from PACS in the last 

year 

58.3 63.5 71.0 65.5 

Loan amount sufficient for needs 41.7 46.2 53.0 48.5 

Receives inputs (seed, fertiliser) through 

PACS 

52.1 57.7 65.0 59.5 

Satisfied with the loan processing time 56.3 61.5 69.0 63.5 

Satisfied with interest rates 64.6 67.3 72.0 68.5 

Source: Field Survey, 2023-24 

 

The data reveal systematic differences in PACS access across fragmentation categories. Members in high-fragmentation blocks 

report higher rates of loan access (71% vs. 58.3% in low-fragmentation blocks), greater satisfaction with loan amounts (53% vs. 

41.7%), and better access to inputs (65% vs. 52.1%). These differences are statistically significant (p < 0.05) and suggest that 
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increased political competition may enhance PACS service delivery. However, qualitative interviews indicated that improved access 

may come with strings attached, as discussed in subsequent sections. 

 

 5.3 Political Interference and Clientelism 

 

A key objective of the survey was to assess the extent of political interference in PACS functioning and the prevalence of clientelistic 

practices. Table 5 presents responses to questions about political involvement in PACS governance and operations. 

 

Table 5: Political Interference and Clientelism in PACS by Fragmentation Level 

Statement Low Fragmentation 

(%) 

Medium 

Fragmentation (%) 

High Fragmentation 

(%) 

Total 

(%) 

Political party affiliation 

affects PACS access 

33.3 42.3 58.0 47.0 

Have experienced political 

pressure in loan applications 

20.8 28.8 42.0 32.5 

PACS management is 

controlled by the dominant 

party 

79.2 71.2 61.0 68.5 

Have been asked to vote for a 

specific party to get PACS 

benefits 

25.0 32.7 48.0 37.5 

Believe PACS functions fairly 

regardless of politics 

45.8 38.5 31.0 36.5 

Source: Field Survey, 2023-24 

 

The findings reveal a complex relationship between political fragmentation and clientelism. Members in high-fragmentation blocks 

are significantly more likely to report that political affiliation affects PACS access (58% vs. 33.3% in low-fragmentation blocks) 

and to have experienced political pressure in loan applications (42% vs. 20.8%). However, they are less likely to report that PACS 

management is controlled by a single dominant party (61% vs. 79.2% in low-fragmentation blocks). This pattern suggests that 

fragmentation may reduce single-party domination of PACS but simultaneously increase the intensity of political conditionality as 

multiple parties compete for influence. 

 

Qualitative interviews illuminated the mechanisms underlying these patterns. A PACS secretary in a high-fragmentation block 

explained: 

 

"Earlier, only one party controlled everything. Now, we have members from different parties on the board. But this means more 

pressure from all sides. Every political party wants their supporters to get loans first. If we don't listen, they create problems. It's 

actually more difficult now than when one party was in charge." (PACS Secretary, Jangipara, Interview, December 2023) 
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A farmer respondent in a medium-fragmentation block offered a contrasting perspective: 

 

"In our area, the BJP and TMC compete. The PACS is still controlled by TMC, but now they are scared of losing votes. If they 

don't give us loans, we can go to the BJP leader. That makes them work better. So competition helps, but you still have to be loyal 

to someone." (Small farmer, Arambagh, Interview, December 2023) 

 

These narratives suggest that fragmentation creates dual effects: it can enhance accountability through competitive pressures, but 

also intensifies clientelistic demands as parties use PACS resources to secure political support. 

 

 5.4 Member Satisfaction and Perceived PACS Performance 

 

Member satisfaction with PACS performance varies systematically across fragmentation levels. Table 6 presents satisfaction 

indicators and perceived performance measures. 

 

Table 6: Member Satisfaction and Perceived PACS Performance by Fragmentation Level 

Indicator Low Frag. Medium Frag. High Frag. Total 

Overall satisfaction (1-5 scale) 3.2 3.5 3.8 3.6 

Timeliness of loan disbursement (%) 52.1 57.7 68.0 60.5 

Transparency in operations (%) 43.8 48.1 56.0 50.5 

Responsiveness to member needs (%) 47.9 53.8 64.0 56.5 

Fairness in benefit distribution (%) 41.7 46.2 52.0 47.5 

PACS has improved in last 5 years (%) 45.8 53.8 62.0 55.0 

Average Score (%) 49.2 54.9 63.0 57.0 

Source: Field Survey, 2023-24 

 

Overall satisfaction scores increase across fragmentation categories, from 3.2 in low-fragmentation blocks to 3.8 in high-

fragmentation blocks. Members in high-fragmentation blocks consistently report higher ratings across all performance dimensions, 

including timeliness (68% vs. 52.1%), transparency (56% vs. 43.8%), responsiveness (64% vs. 47.9%), and fairness (52% vs. 

41.7%). These differences are statistically significant (p < 0.01) and suggest that increased political fragmentation is associated with 

better perceived PACS performance. 

 

However, the relationship between satisfaction and fragmentation is not straightforward. Regression analysis controlling for 

member characteristics and PACS-level factors reveals that fragmentation remains a significant predictor of satisfaction even after 

accounting for other variables. Table 7 presents results from ordered logistic regression models predicting overall satisfaction. 
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Table 7: Ordered Logistic Regression: Predictors of Member Satisfaction 

 

Variable Coefficient Standard Error Odds Ratio 

Fragmentation level (high vs. low) 0.742 0.245 2.101 

Fragmentation level (medium vs. low) 0.418 0.211 1.519 

SC/ST status 0.298 0.187 1.347 

Landholding size (marginal) 0.123 0.165 1.131 

Female gender 0.345 0.178 1.412 

Education level 0.089 0.073 1.093 

PACS financial health 0.514 0.192 1.672 

Block-level control Included — — 

Pseudo R-squared 0.142 — — 

N 200 — — 

Note: p < 0.01, p < 0.05 

 

The regression results confirm that higher fragmentation levels are associated with greater member satisfaction, even after 

controlling for individual characteristics and PACS financial health. Female members also report higher satisfaction levels, possibly 

reflecting gender-sensitive policies in PACS operations or different expectations regarding service delivery. 

 

 5.5 Perceptions of Political Fragmentation Effects 

 

Survey respondents were asked directly about their perceptions of how political dynamics affect PACS functioning. Table 8 presents 

responses to questions about perceived effects of political competition. 
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Table 8: Member Perceptions of Political Fragmentation Effects 

Statement Low Frag. 

(%) 

Medium Frag. 

(%) 

High Frag. 

(%) 

Total (%) 

Political competition improves PACS 

service 

35.4 46.2 58.0 48.5 

Political competition increases 

corruption 

58.3 63.5 69.0 64.5 

Multiple parties in PACS board are 

beneficial 

41.7 48.1 62.0 52.5 

Single-party control ensures stability 52.1 46.2 35.0 42.5 

Political changes disrupt PACS 

functioning 

64.6 67.3 71.0 68.0 

Source: Field Survey, 2023-24 

 

Members in high-fragmentation blocks are more likely to believe that political competition improves PACS services (58% vs. 

35.4% in low-fragmentation blocks). However, they also express greater concern about fragmentation-related corruption (69% vs. 

58.3%) and disruption (71% vs. 64.6%). This ambivalence reflects the dual nature of fragmentation effects: members recognise 

both accountability benefits and clientelistic costs. 

 

 6. Discussion 

 

 6.1 The Paradox of Political Fragmentation 

 

The findings of this study reveal a paradoxical relationship between political fragmentation and PACS development. On one hand, 

increased fragmentation is associated with higher levels of member satisfaction, better service access, and greater perceived 

responsiveness of PACS management. Members in blocks with higher political competition report higher rates of loan access, 

greater satisfaction with loan amounts, and more timely service delivery. This finding supports the accountability-enhancing 

perspective on political competition (Besley & Burgess, 2002), suggesting that fragmentation creates competitive pressures that 

incentivise better institutional performance. 

 

On the other hand, fragmentation is also associated with increased political conditionality and clientelistic practices. Members in 

high-fragmentation blocks are significantly more likely to report that political affiliation affects PACS access and to have 

experienced political pressure in loan applications. This finding aligns with the political capture perspective (Keefer & Khemani, 

2005), indicating that fragmentation may intensify rather than reduce the use of institutional resources for political purposes. 

 

These apparently contradictory findings can be reconciled by recognising that fragmentation transforms the nature of political 

influence over PACS rather than eliminating it. In low-fragmentation contexts, a single party dominates PACS governance, creating 

stable but often unaccountable management structures. Members have limited recourse when services are poor, as alternative 
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political channels are weak or non-existent. In high-fragmentation contexts, multiple parties compete for influence over PACS, 

creating both accountability pressures and intensified clientelism. Members may receive better services because parties seek to 

demonstrate effectiveness, but they also face greater demands for political loyalty as parties use PACS resources to secure support. 

 

 6.2 Mechanisms Linking Fragmentation to PACS Outcomes 

 

Qualitative data from interviews provide insights into the mechanisms linking political fragmentation to PACS outcomes. Three 

primary mechanisms were identified: 

 

First, fragmentation increases political competition for PACS management positions. In high-fragmentation blocks, PACS boards 

often include members from multiple parties, creating checks on any single party's control. However, this also leads to contestation 

over resources, with board members advocating for their own supporters. A PACS board member in Jangipara explained: 

 

"Now the board has both Left and TMC members. When loan applications come, each side pushes for their people. Sometimes this 

helps because everyone gets something. But sometimes it creates a deadlock, and nothing moves." (PACS Board Member, 

Jangipara, Interview, December 2023) 

 

Second, fragmentation affects the alignment between panchayat institutions and PACS governance. In low-fragmentation contexts, 

panchayat and PACS are typically controlled by the same party, enabling coordinated governance. In high-fragmentation contexts, 

misalignment is common, with PACS boards and panchayats controlled by different parties. This misalignment can create friction 

but also oversight, as panchayats may scrutinise PACS functioning more closely when controlled by opposition parties. 

 

Third, fragmentation influences member expectations and voice. Members in high-fragmentation blocks are more likely to believe 

they have alternatives if their PACS underperforms.  

 

 6.3 Implications for PACS Development 

 

The findings have significant implications for policies aimed at strengthening PACS as instruments of rural development. First, 

increasing political competition alone is insufficient to ensure institutional effectiveness. While fragmentation may enhance 

accountability pressures, it also intensifies clientelism and political conditionality. Complementary institutional reforms—such as 

transparent lending criteria, independent oversight mechanisms, and grievance redress systems—are needed to translate competition 

into improved outcomes. 

 

Second, the relationship between fragmentation and PACS performance varies by context. In high-fragmentation blocks, the 

presence of multiple parties on PACS boards creates opportunities for accountability but also risks of deadlock and conflict. In low-

fragmentation blocks, single-party dominance provides stability but may enable rent-seeking and unresponsiveness. Tailored 

interventions that recognise these different political contexts are needed. 

 

Third, the study highlights the importance of member perceptions and voice in shaping PACS outcomes. Members who believe 

they have alternatives are more likely to demand accountability, regardless of actual institutional quality. Strengthening member 

awareness of rights and creating channels for collective action may enhance PACS performance even in politically fragmented 

contexts. 

 

 6.4 Limitations and Future Research 

 

This study has several limitations that suggest directions for future research. First, the cross-sectional design limits causal inference. 

While the analysis shows associations between fragmentation and PACS outcomes, it cannot definitively establish causality. Panel 

data tracking changes in fragmentation and PACS performance over time would strengthen causal claims. Second, the study focuses 

on the Hooghly district, limiting generalizability to other contexts. Comparative studies across districts and states would help 

identify contextual factors that mediate fragmentation effects. Third, the survey relies on member perceptions, which may not fully 

capture objective PACS performance. Future research should incorporate administrative data on PACS financial performance, loan 

recovery rates, and service delivery metrics. 
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 7. Conclusion 

 

This study examined the relationship between political fragmentation and PACS development in the Hooghly district, West Bengal, 

against the backdrop of evolving electoral dynamics. The 2023 panchayat elections in Hooghly revealed significant political 

fragmentation, with opposition parties making substantial gains in blocks like Jangipara and Nabagram. This fragmentation has 

transformed the political environment in which PACS operate, creating both opportunities and challenges for institutional 

performance. 

 

The field survey of 200 PACS members revealed a paradoxical pattern: higher fragmentation is associated with better service access 

and greater member satisfaction, but also with increased political conditionality and clientelistic practices. Members in politically 

competitive blocks receive loans more frequently and report greater satisfaction with service timeliness, but they are also more 

likely to experience political pressure and believe that political affiliation affects PACS access. This dual effect reflects the complex 

ways in which political competition shapes institutional performance in contexts of weak institutional safeguards. 

 

These findings contribute to understanding the micro-political foundations of institutional performance in developing economies. 

They suggest that political fragmentation, while potentially enhancing accountability through competitive pressures, does not 

automatically reduce the influence of political considerations over institutional functioning. Instead, fragmentation transforms the 

nature of political influence, creating new forms of clientelism even as it enables greater responsiveness to member needs. 

 

For policymakers seeking to strengthen PACS and similar rural institutions, the study highlights the importance of complementing 

political reforms with institutional safeguards. Transparent governance mechanisms, independent oversight, and member 

empowerment can help translate political competition into improved institutional performance while mitigating the risks of 

intensified clientelism. In the absence of such safeguards, fragmentation may simply create new opportunities for political capture 

rather than genuinely empowering rural communities. 

 

The case of Hooghly demonstrates that political fragmentation is not inherently beneficial or harmful for rural institutions. Its effects 

depend on the interplay between electoral competition, institutional design, and member agency. As West Bengal's political 

landscape continues to evolve, understanding these dynamics will be crucial for ensuring that rural institutions like PACS fulfil 

their developmental potential. 
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