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CONTRA COSTA COUNTY EDGE CITIES: 
Chal lenges for Urban Planning 

Patrick S. McGovern 

Abstract 
This article reports on research on the role of land-use 
planning in the emergence of new urban centers, or "edge 
cities, • in Contra Costa County, on the eastern periphery of 
the San Francisco Bay Area. Based on an examination of 
the development of four employment and commercial 
nodes in that county, this article examines the process of 
planning these new suburban centers, and the role of pub­
lic land-use planners, local electorates concerned with 
growth, and traditional market players. 

" Edge cities• has become a pervas ive term in both the professional 
and popular l i terature of urban plann i ng. joel Garreau's work, Edge 
City: Life on the New Frontier ( 1 99 1 ) , wh ich fi rst popu larized the term, 
used it to describe a wide range of urban ized centers, from new cit ies 
on suburban fri nges to developments with i n  exist ing cit ies. A lthough 
not all p lanners agree on the use of the term "edge cities," there i s  a 
growing consensus that s ignificant new urban cente[s have appeared 
on the periphery of many metropol itan areas in the U n ited States over 
the past decade. Many of those new centers have presented planners 
with a new urban form, as wel l  as a new configuration of metropol itan 
econom ic act ivity and pol it ical power, which has chal lenged the way 
planners th ink about cities and metropol itan regions. 

The analyses of th is new phenomenon have run the fu l l  gam ut, from 
Garreau's popu lar work in 1 99 1  to specia l ized academic research by 
Gottd iener and Kephart (K l i ng 1 99 1 ) .  Gottd iener and Kephart stud ied 
twenty one metropol itan counties i n  the U .S . ,  and described the new 
phenomenon of deconcentration that resu l ted in the emergence of 
new polynucleated suburban regions throughout the country dur ing 
the 1 980s. They described those regions as i ncreasingly i ndependent 
from the core cities, but without major centers. That ana lysis ,  l i ke Gar­
reau's, c la imed the appearance of the fi rst tota l ly new form of h uman 
settlement in  centuries. The i r  description of new decentra l i zed regions 
d iffered rad ica l ly from Garreau 's, as wel l  as from trad it ional p lann i ng 
theory. Thus, wh i le  the importance of the phenomenon is s ink ing i nto 
a wide range of p lann ing l i terature, its form and structure remain  top­
ics of wide d isagreement. 

Contra Costa County, on the eastern periphery of the San Francisco 
Bay Area, presents a case study of a complex of new urban centers, or 
edge cities, wh ich do not fit the explanations of either the academic 
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commun ity or the popular press. Contra Costa County conta ins  four  of 
Joel Garreau's edge cit ies: Wal n ut Creek, Concord, San Ramon, and a 
new development in an un i ncorporated pocket of the County adjacent 
to the P leasant H i l l  Bay Area Rapid Transit (BART) Stat ion .  A fifth edge 
city, Pleasanton, is in an adjo in ing county, and connected to these four  
cities by  an interstate h ighway, geography and  economic act ivity. (See 
Figure 1 .) 

These centers are approx imately th i rty m i les from the San Francisco 
Central B us i ness D i str ict (CB D) .  Wal n ut Creek, Concord and Pleasant 
H i l l  are connected to San Francisco and Oakland by BART, the re­
gion's rapid transit system .  Pleasanton is await ing complet ion of a new 
BART extens ion .  A l l  the centers are connected to one other and the 
San Francisco-Oakland core by i nterstate h i ghways. The h igh-rise, 
downtown urban centers at Wal n ut Creek, Concord and Pleasant H i l l  
BART cons ist o f  s i x  t o  ten story office towers around BART stat ions. 
These centers rent Class A office space, accommodat ing profess ional  
and corporate uses .  Two sprawl i ng  campus deve lopments at San Ra­
mon and Pleasanton are composed of th ree to five story complexes, 
wh ich house corporate headquarters and major back-office operat ions.  
The most successfu l ,  B ishop Ranch i n  San Ramon, has s ix  m i l l ion 
square feet of office space and has resu l ted i n  employment in San Ra­
mon for a lmost 40,000 workers. Each center i s  i n  a commun ity that 
experienced mass ive suburban residential  growth in the 1 960s and 
1 970s. I n  add it ion to residentia l  and employment growth, these cen­
ters are qu ickly add ing regional  reta i l  centers, as wel l  as cu ltura l ,  
medical ,  and educat ional  i nstitut ions. Th i s  str ing of  five connected ur­
ban centers presents a case study of a series of wel l- i ntegrated u rban 
centers, with an urban level of density and d ivers i ty of uses, on the pe­
r iphery of the Bay Area . Th i s  example chal lenges trad it ional suburban 
and metropol itan p lann ing theory at several levels .  

Challenges to Traditional Theories of Urban Form 
The fi rst chal lenge presented by the Contra Costa County edge cities 

case is that the locat ion, density and physical characteristics of these 
centers cannot be expla i ned by accepted theories of suburban or met­
ropol itan form. The earl iest exp lanat ions of the physical growth of met­
ropol itan form assumed that cit ies grew from the center out, and that 
growth eventua l ly  resu l ted in a s lowly th i n n i ng grad ient of decreas ing 
heights and densit ies. Recent scholars from Peter Mu l ler ( 1 98 1 )  to 
Kenneth Jackson ( 1 985), cont inue to inform students of suburban h i s­
tory that several common factors characterized the physical aspects of 
suburban growth in U .S .  metropol itan regions from 1 850 through the 
1 980s. Those inc l uded i n i t ia l ly  h igher peripheral growth rates in met­
ropol itan regions undergoing suburban izat ion, with an eventual level­
ing of density d i fferentia ls  across the metropol itan area. The trad it ional 
pattern of suburban growth a l so i ncl uded absol ute popu lat ion loss at 
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Figure 1 

San Francisco Bay Area and Contra Costa Edge Cities 
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the core, and a decentral ization of upper- and m iddle-i ncome res iden­
t ia l  groups outside the core. Last, the pattern i nc l uded i ncreases i n  av­
erage work tr ip lengths h i storica l ly. 

That theory, in turn, rel ied on earl ier theory about urban form and 
growth.  F i rst expressed i n  Chr ista l ler's central p lace model (Chr ista l ler 
1 966), and l ater i n  the Park and Bu rgess concentric zone model (Park 
1 92 5) ,  i s  the idea that metropol itan growth occurred from the center 
out. Those images of cities over time have become so embedded i n  
p lann ing  and  geographic scholarsh ip  that one  has  to  fi rst exp la in  away 
those models  to show someth ing new is  occurring. More varied mod­
els l i ke Hoyt's sectoral ana lysi s  (Hoyt 1 939), or U l l man and Harris' 
(Harris 1 943)  m u lt ip le-nuclei model ,  wh i le offer ing more soph isticated 
approaches, sti l l  re l ied on a central metropol i tan core, with decreasing 
densities as growth moved outward . 

More recent scholarsh ip, part icu larly theories of deconcentrat ion, 
mu l t i nucleation and urban rea lms (Gottd iener 1 99 1 ,  Vance 1 964, 
1 990) have sought a lternatives to the centra l i zed mode l .  Those models 
cont inue to accept the dom inance of the older central city, but con­
cl ude that suburban growth resu lts i n  an undifferentiated polyn ucle­
ated region, or a col lection of fragmented nodes. Gottd iener's lengthy 
study of Suffo lk  County i n  the suburban New York City region in the 
late 1 970s concl uded that the physical urban form resu l t ing from ma­
ture suburban growth was fragmented, undifferenti ated, and polyn u­
cleated (Gottd iener 1 977) .  

The Contra Costa County edge cit ies present an urban form that 
chal lenges these concepts. Th is  new form consists of dense urban cen­
ters and employment centers i n  wel l defi ned nodes, separated from the 
central Bay Area cit ies of San Francisco and Oakland by twenty to 
th i rty m i les of quarter-acre res idential development, inc lud ing an un­
usual amount of protected open space. The appearance of employ­
ment centers in these commun ities has reduced the average work trip 
of many suburban res idents, though the new pattern of cross commut­
ing has made the extent of that change d ifficult  to measure.  Whi le  the 
al ready decl i n i ng fortunes of Oakland suffered bad ly because of the 
sh i ft in reta i l  and office activity, the centra l core city of San Francisco 
has remai ned a vital res idential commun ity as wel l  as a major regional 
cu ltural and fi nancia l  center. 

Whether described as "edge cit ies," i ndependent polynucleated re­
gions, or submetropol itan nodes, the new centers on the periphery 
have begun to break out of trad it ional p lann i ng patterns. Some have al­
ready matured, reach ing "bu i ldout," and have stopped growing, espe­
c ia l ly in residential commun ities. These new commun ities have 
ach ieved densit ies and floor area ratios in the i r  employment and 
commercia l  cores that approach those of the core cit ies. This urban iza­
tion has occurred without leve l ing  the regional d i fferentia ls over the 
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twenty to th i rty m i les of urban grid between th is  edge and the center of 
the Bay Area, contrary to trad it ional theory. last, evidence suggests 
that these new edge cities may wel l  represent the centra l ization of new 
urban centers for the upper and m iddle classes, and a place for the 
consol idation of the i r  pol it ical and econom ic i nterests. 

Challenges to Growth Coalition Theory 
The Contra Costa County case a lso chal lenges theory on the po l it i­

cal economy of urban growth.  The appearance of these centers in  Con­
tra Costa County has occurred neither as the resu l t  of chance nor Im­
mutable processes of regional growth . Rather, they represent an 
un usual active role of publ ic planners i n  the process of bu i ld ing cities 
wh ich departs from exist ing theory about growth coa l it ions and the po­
l it ical economy of urban growth. 

Trad it ional exp lanations of urban growth coa l it ions are best exem­
p l i fied by the work of john Mol lenkopf ( 1 983), who deta i led the or­
gan ization of urban growth coa l it ions of national pol it ical mach i nes 
and developers to bu i ld  both cities and pol it ical constituencies th rough 
the 1 960s. Mol lenkopf's model requ i red both a national po l i t ical ma­
chine provid ing d i rect benefits to local e lectorates, and a dom inant 
role by corporate capita l ,  to form the growth coa l it ions necessary to 
ach ieve s ign ificant urban growth.  logan and Molotch's work ( 1 987) 
added the importance of local econom ic e l ites creat ing a •growth con­
sensus• among the local e lectorate, and us ing local government to 
ach ieve growth. In both works, a carefu l read ing or manipu lation of 
local voters by pol it icians, as wel l  as a dom i nant role by national cor­
porate e l ites, were the usual prerequis i tes for urban growth. Planners 
d id not play important roles in either analys is .  

Gottd iener's Suffo lk County study ( 1 977) concl uded that suburban 
growth resu lted from man ipu lation of land use decis ions by develop­
ment and rea l estate i nterests, making it d i ff icult to determ ine just what 
planners actual ly d id .  Gottd iener's study found an unsavory interplay 
between developers and local government, m i rror ing u rban coa l it ions 
of cap ital and trad it ional pol it ical mach i nes at the suburban leve l .  

Econom ic ana lyses of  regional urban growth,  wh i le breaking out  of 
trad it ional growth coa l it ion theory, exp la in  suburban economic growth 
in terms of the dom inant role of corporate capital in making locational 
decis ions in  undeveloped suburban regions. The analys is  i s  based on 
trad it ional factors such as land rent, transportation infrastructure, and 
the ava i labi l ity of a ski l led labor force (Cervero 1 989, Stanback 1 981 , 
Dowal l  1 984) . 

Rad ical theories have characterized suburban growth as res idential 
d i fferentiation control led by i ndustr ia l  capital to accommodate the d i f­
ferentiation of labor, to prevent the development of class conscious­
ness and to st imu late consumption of various i ndustr ia l  products 
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(Harvey 1 989, Walker 1 98 1 ) . Those theories a l so depend on a domi­
nant role of corporate capita l  i n  making p lann i ng decis ions .  

Throughout th is  wide range of theory about urban and suburban 
growth, the recurrent themes i ncl ude the idea that successfu l u rban 
growth requ i res a trad it ional pol it ical organ ization or mach ine, carefu l 
control of the e lectorate, and a dom inant role by developers, corporate 
capital or industry. These models  a l l  m i n i m ize the role of p lanners i n  
shaping urban growth . 

The Contra Costa County case departs from that pattern, and reveals 
a new role of publ ic land-use p lanners i n  the bu i ld ing  of edge cit ies. 
Th is  research shows that land-use planners at county and city p lann i ng 
departments prepared comprehensive plans under new Cal i forn i a  gen­
eral p lan legislat ion in the early 1 970s. Those plans were prepared 
with publ ic  part ic ipation .  Loca l landowners were certa i n ly part of the 
process. Loca l pol i t ic ians were i nvo lved in the approva l of the plans .  
B ut noticeably m iss ing from the m ix  that one wou ld expect under tra­
d it ional theory was either regional or national pol it ical mach i nes or a 
dom inant role by national corporate capital or major developers at the 
early p lan n i ng stages. 

Th is  research focuses on two examples, Wal n ut Creek, a h igh den­
sity transit-oriented development template, and San Ramon, a campus 
office park example. I n  these cases, p lanners and developers i nvolved 
in the bu i ld ing of the centers reported that local p lanners prepared and 
aggress ively enforced comprehensive genera l ,  specif ic or area plans to 
shape the form that emerged in these centers. Those plans preceded 
the identificat ion of the major corporate tenants who l ater occupied 
those developments, and were the creation of loca l government with­
out the intervention of national pol it ical mach i nes or publ ic fund ing 
(Dehaesus 1 993, Cutler 1 993, Oswald 1 993, B i nger 1 993) .  

The Contra Costa Case Study 
Using Wal n ut Creek and San Ramon as the most successfu l of the 

two templates that appeared in this region, the h i storical evo l ution of 
those centers began in the early to mid-1 970s. The developers, w ith 
some consternation, and the p lanners, with some pride, point to the 
role of p lann ing in shaping the deve lopment of employment centers i n  
the region.  Through the implementat ion o f  new general p lan leg is la­
t ion in the early 1 970s, p lanners i n  county and city p lann i ng offices 
were able to shape these centers, us ing both genera l  p lan des ignations 
and zon ing restrictions. 

I n  San Ramon, the County Commun ity Deve lopment Department 
designated the B ishop Ranch s i te as an employment center in a 1 958 
area plan (Contra Costa County 1 958).  After an extensive popu lat ion, 
econom ic and env i ronmental inventory of the San Ramon Val ley and 
its potential for growth i n  1 974, the County aga in  designated the s i te 
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as a s i ngle use employment center in a 1 977 area plan for the Va l ley 
(Contra Costa County 1 974, 1 977) .  San Ramon d id not incorporate as 
a city unt i l 1 983, after the completion of most of B i shop Ranch (Geiger 
1 993) .  

I n  the clearest case of planners ma inta in ing control of the new cen­
ters, the Sunset Development corporat ion, a successfu l residential de­
veloper, approached County planners in the late 1 970s with a m ixed­
use development proposal for the B ishop Ranch s ite. Planners rejected 
the plan, and emphasized the designation of the s i te as a s i ngle-use 
employment node for the southern county. The developers changed 
their plans, and became one of the largest and most successfu l office 
park developers in the region (Oswald 1 993, Dehaesus 1 993) .  

S im i lar ly, the County des ignated the un incorporated pocket of land 
around the Pleasant H i l l  BART station as a h igh density employment 
node with m ixed residentia l  and commercia l  uses in the 1 97Gs. L it iga­
tion with surrounding cities delayed that development, but it f ina l ly 
took shape i n  the ear ly 1 990s. That designation was aga in  enforced by 
county land-use planners, in the face of oppos it ion from surround ing 
cit ies, and accompl i shed through lengthy l i t igation (Dehaesus 1 993) .  

I n  Wal n ut Creek, c ity planners took a s im i lar role. There a compre­
hens ive downtown plan was prepared in the early 1 970s that envi­
s ioned a h igh-rise office core around the new BART station as its major 
e lement, with mixed uses connect ing to a revita l i zed older downtown 
(Wa lnut Creek 1 975) .  Aga in ,  the city p lann i ng department ins i sted on 
conform ity to those uses. Those planners successfu l ly  obta ined design 
changes, reductions of floor area rat ios, urban des ign amen ities, and 
affordable housing concessions from major developers as the price for 
being a part of the new core (B i nger 1 993) .  

I n  a l l  three setti ngs, comprehens ive plans and land-use contro ls  
were i n  effect pr ior  to actual development, and their implementation 
by local government shaped these new centers. Wh i le they made 
compromises to attract development and new tax bases, planners i n  
local government maintai ned control o f  the implementation o f  the i r  
comprehens ive p lans throughout the process. 

Planners consistently determ i ned the parameters of the conta i ner 
i nto wh ich new edge development would fit. That conta i ner inc l uded 
location, perm itted uses, density, des ign and infrastructure requ i re­
ments. In the Walnut Creek case, that conta i ner a l so inc l uded obl iga­
tions to create affordable housing. 

With the passage of the Propos it ion 1 3  property tax l im itation i n it ia­
tive in 1 978, these plans became a l l  the more attractive to local gov­
ernment, as they prov ided a l ucrative tax base with l i tt le or no socia l  
service or infrastructure outlay, and the abi l i ty to create new projects 
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that cou ld be taxed at a h igher rate. Th is  fiscal element certa i n ly 
played a part i n  the m ix .  

Yet, the planners a lone were not able to create edge cit ies. 
Developers, corporate tenants, and the i r  f inancial supporters had 

reasons to locate in these centers, i ndependent of local p lan n i ng con­
s iderat ions. Corporate capital was conti nu i ng an exodus to suburban 
office parks in the Bay Area i n  the 1 980s (Cervero 1 989, Dowal l  
1 984) . Contra Costa County was a n  attractive location for headquarters 
complexes and back office space, because of cheaper Class A office 
space in these centers, more conven ient comm utes for both executives 
and employees who a l ready l i ved in the area, the ava i l ab i l i ty of a new 
BART system and new interstate h ighways, and the perceived ava i labi l ­
i ty of a non-un ion ized back office workforce (Cutler 1 993) .  

Specif ic economic events a l so fel l  i nto p lace to make the m ix  work. 
The d ivest iture of AT&T i nto smal ler compan ies created the need for 
that corporate giant to physica l ly separate its new i ndependent un i ts­
AT& T, Pacif ic Be l l  and PacTel .  The area offered each of those new en­
tit ies spat ia l ly  separated locat ions in San Ramon, Pleasanton and the 
Pleasant H i l l  BART centers . 

The Investment Tax Cred it provis ions of the Reagan Adm in i strat ion's 
economic stim u l us package provided a one-t ime, v irtual ly u n l i m ited 
i nvestment tax cred it for equ ipment and fac i l it ies in the early 1 980s. 
That resu lted in a bonanza of new fac i l it ies conta in i ng  new h igh-tech 
equ ipment, coinc id ing with the ava i l ab i l ity of the new IBM PC tech­
nology and new commun ications technologies resu l t ing from the 
AT & T breakup.  The momentum toward the edge was further fueled by 
the prevai l i ng  be l ief that low-rise, th ree to five story, sprawl ing  bu i ld­
ings accommodated the needs of the new computer and commun ica­
t ions equ ipment better than exist ing h igh-r ise space in San Francisco 
(Oswald 1 993) . 

Thus corporate capita l ,  and the profess ional support fi rms i n  the 
downtown centers, needed the edge city locations to take advantage of 
the early 1 980s economic growth in the region.  Planners were able to 
shape that growth by having comprehensive land-use plans in place, 
and the local pol it ical support to implement those plans (Cutler 1 993) . 

The role of p lann ing in the origi na l  design and bu i ld ing of the cen­
ters was impress ive. Planners assumed a new role in the re lationsh ip  
w ith trad it ional market players i n  implement ing the p lans .  P lanners not 
only took the lead role in the comprehens ive plann i ng of those new 
centers, but a lso in the implementation of those plans.  Whi le the exe­
cution of th is new role of publ ic planners in the plann i ng and early 
implementation stages of these centers was an unpara l leled success, 
rea l world l i m itat ions u lt imate ly cut short the completion of many of 
the planned centers. Although the national economic turndown, the 
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s lowing of the Bay Area real estate market, and an overbu i ld ing of of­
fice space i n  the late 1 980s a l l  took their tol l  on these projects, the ear­
l i est l im itat ions were pol it ica l .  The element that growth coa l it ion the­
ory ins i sted was necessary, tangible benefits for the voters (Mol lenkopf 
1 983), became i ncreasi ngly absent as these centers took shape. E i ther 
the priorit ies of local e lectorates sh i fted, or planners fa i led to read 
those needs. Whatever the et io logy, once these centers appeared as 
h igh-rise, successfu l employment centers with i ncreased traffic, envi­
ronmental changes, and both transient and d i fferent socia l  econom ic 
groups commut ing in, the reaction of the res idents-and voters....:.of 
these commun ities was swift and decis ive (K ing 1 99 1 ,  1 993) .  

The composit ion of that e lectorate had become more homogeneous 
dur ing the 1 980s as these centers were be i ng completed . The e lector­
ate in centra l and southern Contra Costa County, along with eastern 
Alameda County, became consistently h igher-i ncome, better educated, 
and more pol it ica l ly conservative. That affl uent e lectorate was i ncreas­
i ngly more concerned with fam i ly l i fe and qua l ity of l i fe issues than re­
gional i ssues. By the late 1 980s, res idents of th is  part of the County 
were pr imari ly wh ite, m iddle and upper c lass fam i l ies. Wh i le m iddle 
class H ispan ic and As ian suburbs appeared, poor people of any co lor 
general ly remained i n  the west end of the County i n  the Richmond 
area, separated by h i l l s  i nto the East Bay core, contiguous with Oak­
land and Berke ley. Affordable housing and socia l  d ivers i ty pressures 
from the centra l Bay Area received m i n ima l  attention in the develop­
ment of these new centers. 

A suburban environmental eth ic a l so emerged among the local e lec­
torate dur ing the 1 980s. The attractiveness of the region to upper and 
m iddle i ncome fam i l ies i ncreasi ngly inc l uded the env i ronmental 
amen it ies of h i l l s ide views, open space and regional parks. The area 
became an example of greater des i rab i l i ty and i ncreased property val­
ues resu lt ing from environmental amen ities (logan and Molotch 1 987, 
Plotk in  1 987). Most development in the area took place in va l leys, 
preserving ridge l i ne views and open space. That factor helps to ex­
p la in the locat ion of employment centers in carefu l ly defi ned, dense 
nodes on va l ley floors to m in im ize both environmental impacts and 
land consumption.  That environmental eth ic, and the planners' re­
sponse of bu i ld i ng dense urban centers, a lso helps exp la in  the u lt imate 
po l it ical react ion to those centers (Sayer 1 993) .  

P lanners and the market actors, busy bu i ld ing the new centers, 
either m isread or ignored these factors, with catastrophic resu lts for the 
developments. 

The fi rst resu lt of that fa i l ure to gauge the local e lectorate was the 
passage of Measure H in Walnut Creek in 1 985, wh ich halted down­
town growth, based on traffic congestion l i m itations. Wh i le the Wal­
nut Creek growth l im itations occurred at the beginn i ng of a s lowdown 
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in demand for office space in the region, that pol i t ical campaign was 
the most clearly framed voter response to downtown urban ization 
(King 1 993, Munn 1 993) .  

The reaction i n  other commun it ies i n  the area was s im i lar, a lthough 
more subtle. In severa l cases, the regional  decl i ne in the market for of­
fice space s lowed development s imu ltaneously with the maturat ion of 
s low-growth pol i t ical  organ izations, cloud ing  the causal relationsh ip  of 
each to reductions in growth.  For example, in San Ramon one th i rd of 
the origi na l ly  approved land i n  the B ishop Ranch development re­
mains  unbu i l t  from the m id  1 980s (Oswald 1 993) .  Env i ronmenta l ist or 
s low growth counc i lmembers e lected i n  1 992 now bel ieve they have a 
mandate for more carefu l examination of the growth consequences of 
further development of a l l  projects in the city ( B l ickenstaff 1 993, Gei­
ger 1 993) .  The City of San Ramon has a l so sh i fted p lanned uses adja­
cent to that project, proposing  a new pedestr ian-oriented downtown 
d i rect ly across from the unbu i l t  parce ls .  Whi le  in the San Ramon case 
the t im ing of the pol it ical reaction to growth is less dramatic tlian 
Wal n ut Creek, the election of two s low-growth counc i lmembers, and 
an environmenta l i st County supervisor, remains  a strong expression of 
voter sentiment on growth issues. (Geiger 1 993) .  

The countywide react ion to growth has been s lower and less cons i s­
tent, but sti l l  fol l ows the same pattern. Contra Costa County voters ap­
proved a County u rban l i m it l i ne i n  1 990. As a resu l t  of the 1 992 e lec­
tion,  Contra Costa County Board of Superv i sors now i ncl udes a mem­
ber from the San Ramon Va l ley e lected on an environmental p latform. 
These d i rect pol it ical act ions to express voter d i scontent with urban iza­
tion were complemented by a panoply of Not-i n-my-backyard 
(N IMBY) assau lts on many specif ic projects at local government plan­
ning agencies us ing l i t igation (Geiger 1 993, K ing 1 99 1 ) . 

E lected offic ia ls  i n  both Wal n ut Creek and San Ramon be l ieve that 
local government now has a mandate to s low the urban izat ion put i n  
motion i n  thei r  commun it ies, either d i rect ly or i nd i rectly, b y  the earl ier 
comprehensive plans of the County (Munn 1 993, B l ickenstaff 1 993, 
Geiger 1 993) .  Th us, the conservative suburban e lectorate has effec­
tively asserted its interest in qua l ity of l i fe issues and environmental 
amen it ies. A d i rect resu l t  of those l i m itat ions on growth, employment 
centers deve lopment, and affordable hous ing, has been the geograph ic 
insu lation of the area from the perceived soc ia l  d i s i ntegrat ion of the 
core c i t ies .  Those insu lar  impu lses came at the same t ime as regional  
pressures for urban l im it l i nes, regional government, "fa i r  share" af­
fordable hous ing programs, school in tegrat ion, and aga i nst the back­
drop of i ncreas ing popu lation and statewide econom ic growth . Th us, 
the evidence suggests that the loca l e lectorate conso l idated the i r  po­
l it ical and econom ic resources in Contra Costa County as a reaction to 
the i r  perceptions of condit ions e lsewhere in the Bay Area. 
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The Process of Building Edge Cities 
In an effort to derive some general conclus ions from the Contra 

Costa County case, it i s  usefu l to organ ize the process wh ich occurred 
with the d iagram in F igure 2. That d iagram identifies the fo l lowing 
p layers i n  the creat ion of edge centers i n  th is  case, and the re lat ionsh ip  
of  the i r  roles. 

Figure 2 

The Planning Process in the Contra Costa County Case Study 

Local Government Planners 
The c ity bu i ld i ng process in th is  Contra Costa County started with 

local government land-use planners at the top of the loop in F igure 2 .  
The ir  role was critical because a ba lkan ized col lection o f  loca l gov­
ernments exerc ised control over land use p lann ing decis ions, and sti l l  
does. Any successfu l comprehensive p lann i ng had to come from those 
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agencies, or at the very least, rece ive the i r  complete approva l .  In th is  
case, the planners took the lead i n  the plann i ng of edge cit ies. 

The Contra Costa County example suggests that government land­
use planners used general p lan elements and zon ing designations to 
determ i ne locations and uses for the new urban centers as early as the 
1 970s (Contra Costa County 1 977, Wal n ut Creek 1 975) .  Expanded 
genera l  p lan legislat ion had been passed in th is  period, to wh ich plan­
ners responded with comprehensive general p lans both at the county 
and city levels that i nc l uded these new centers (Cutler 1 993) .  The new 
urban centers were usua l ly a part of a larger general p lan, or in many 
cases, specif ic or area plans. Th us, publ ic land-use p lanners took an 
early leadersh ip  role i n  shaping the new centers . They conti n ued to 
implement the i r  v is ions w ith aggressive enforcement. 

The County p lann ing role in the approval of the B i shop Ranch de­
velopment in San Ramon and the Walnut Creek City P lann i ng De­
partment's control of development in its tr iangu lar shaped office 
core-the "Golden Triangle," both provide clear examples of p lanners 
orchestrat ing the implementation of comprehensive plans in the 1 970s 
and 1 980s. 

By the early 1 970s in Contra Costa County, both at the county level 
and in i ncorporated cit ies, government land-use p lanners moved be­
yond the trad it ional  role of approv ing projects and enforc ing zon ing 
codes. I nterd i scip l i nary teams of  young planners i n  county and city 
p lann i ng departments assumed a domi nant ro le in the drafting and en­
forcement of comprehensive plans for the creat ion of new urban cen­
ters in the region (B i nger 1 993, Cutler 1 993, Dehaesus 1 993) .  Whi le  
those planners would later attr ibute the resu l t  to  profess iona l ly exe­
cuted plans in a less contentious t ime, the pol it ical and economic d i­
mens ions of th is  phenomenon certa i n ly suggest pol it ical support for 
the plans. 

The dom i nant role of p lanners, together w ith ident if iable c ity and 
county commun ities of interest, and an expanding and suburban iz ing 
economy, resu l ted i n  regional v is ions that actua l ly  became the frame­
work for subsequent growth.  Th i s  success not only ind icates the po l i t i­
cal effectiveness of these planners, but a lso imp l ies that the regional  vi­
s ion was sufficiently important to the commun ities to overcome the 
trad it ional fragmentation of local government. Th us, the government 
land-use planners earned a p lace at the top of the conceptual d iagram, 
and were the force from wh ich the remai nder of the process flowed . 

The I mpact of Developers, Corporate Users, and Financial 
I nstitutions 

The second node on the loop identifies the trad it ional private mar­
ket actors in major development projects, inc lud ing developers, the 
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national corporate tenants of these new centers, and the i r  f inancia l  
supporters. 

In the Contra Costa County case, major developers fi rst made con­
tact with local p lann i ng departments, after the comprehensive plans 
were i n  place. I n  the late 1 970s and ear ly 1 980s, the developers tested 
the restr ict ions of the new general plans.  In many cases, developers 
made dramatic changes in uses, des ign, floor area ratios and publ ic 
space amen it ies to obta in  approva l .  These developers accommodated 
planners, and bu i l t  a new urban form . 

The successfu l developers then found corporate tenants to locate i n  
these new centers . Those tenants i ncl uded both nat ional  corporate of­
fice headquarters, back-office operations, and profess ional support 
fi rms, a l l  of which wanted to locate at the edge for a panoply of eco­
nom ic and soc ia l  reasons.  

I t  i s  important to define the role of the market p layers carefu l ly. 
Wh i le  they accommodated the planners' regional v is ions to the extent 
of locat ion, design and use, the k i nds of jobs that came to these cen­
ters, the level of automobi le  traffic, the qua l ity of the office space and 
the completion schedu les for larger projects were control led by devel­
opers and tenants, not planners. The second element of this process i n  
Contra Costa County thus i ncl uded an accommodation t o  a regional 
v is ion of urban form, but not a sh i ft in the way new employers d id 
busi ness, or moved employees around the region.  The second node on 
the d iagram then i ncl udes both accommodation, as wel l  as the rea l i ties 
of economic power. 

Urban Form 
The th i rd node in the loop represents the outcome of comprom ise 

and accommodation by land-use planners and the market actors: a 
new urban form. That form was a resu l t  of the actions of the fi rst two 
sets of players in the loop, but a lso a cata lyst i n  st imu lat ing the remain­
ing players. 

The urban form that resu l ted in Contra Costa County was an enti rely 
new leve l of concentrat ion, density and sca le for the region. That form 
was des igned to meet the needs of national corporate capital as wel l  as 
new comprehensive p lan n i ng vis ions of the cit ies and the county. It 
a lso created major traffic, l i festyle, and environmenta l  changes. The 
planners and market actors did not accurately pred ict the i mpact of 
th is  new urban form on the res idents, and voters, of the commun ities. 
The design and visual characteristics of these concentrated employ­
ment centers, with mass ive s i ngle-use corporate fac i l it ies or h igh-rise 
centers, not only changed the image of the urban core, but a lso i n­
truded i nto the visual  and soc ia l  rea l it ies of previously exc lus ively 
res ident ia l  enclaves . Mass ive physical development in what had been 
sma l l  towns a few years earl ier was accompan ied by traffic congestion, 
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air qua l ity prob lems, loss of open space, and a variety of soc ia l  
changes. 

The Reactive Electorate 
The sca le, density and speed of the new developments qu ickly 

made the urban form a pol it ical issue for the residents of these com­
mun ities. That pol it ical response resu l ted in serious chal lenges to the 
comprehensive plans. Growth control measures passed in Walnut 
Creek by 1 985, and countywide by 1 990. The response of the e lector­
ate was effect ive and drastic, stopping the complet ion of the down­
town core in Wal n ut Creek in mid stride, and later restr ict ing future 
development in other commun ities. 

Examples of this pol it ical reaction range from the passage of Meas­
ure H in Wal n ut Creek, ha l t ing downtown deve lopment, to the Contra 
Costa County urban l i m it l i ne, to the election of s low-growth elected 
offic ia ls  at c i ty and county levels of government (B l i ckenstaff 1 993) . .  

The response of the e lectorate i n  th is  process was reactive. Rather 
than negotiati ng d i fferent k i nds of growth, the pol it ical response 
stopped h igh-rise deve lopment complete ly in Wal n ut Creek, and made 
future completion of urban centers less l i kely in other commun it ies. 
That response was expressed in two ways: fi rst, through d i rect enact­
ment of p lann ing controls  through the i n it iat ive process; and second, 
through election of publ ic offic ia ls .  The e lectorate a lso identi fied itse lf  
with suburban environmental issues, us ing •green" or "envi ronmenta l "  
labe ls .  Despite the  trappings of  environmenta l ism, the  successes of  that 
electorate were pr imari ly in l i m it ing growth.  Voters did not want 
•green," more compact or soc ia l ly d iverse deve lopment, but s imply an 
end to development (B l ickenstaff 1 993, Munn 1 993) .  

As with many react ive pol i t ica l  responses, the resu l ts d i srupted the 
cont inu ity of comprehensive p lann i ng. The Walnut Creek plan was 
stopped midway, resu l t ing in a hodgepodge of i ncompat ib le lower 
density uses and str ip  centers stretch ing from the Golden Triangle to 
the trad it ional downtown .  That col lect ion of uses bears w itness to the 
power of the e lectoral reaction to th i s  process. 

Wh i le the land-use p lanners overcame the h i storical balkan izat ion 
of land-use control i n  Cal iforn ia  to draw and implement these com­
prehensive plans, that ba lkanized local government structure u lti­
mately reasserted itself  through the voice of a reactive e lectorate. The 
structural problem in mainta i n i ng pol it ical support for development of 
dense commercia l  centers is that the suburban e lectorate i s  a lways 
predomi nately res ident ia l  users with d i fferent priorit ies (Walker 1 98 1 ) . 
Comparing th is  resu l t  to research on growth coa l it ions may wel l  ex­
p la in  its fa i l ure in m id stride. Trad it ional growth coa l it ion l i terature 
rem i nds planners of the need to provide the local res idents tangib le 
benefits (Mol lenkopf 1 983,  Logan and Molotch 1 987) .  I n  th is  case, 
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whi le  planners successfu l ly guided comprehens ive plans through the 
pol it ical process, and were able to control deve lopers, they fai led to 
provide d i rect benefits to the most important segment of the commu­
n ity-the residential voters and users. As a resu lt, the voter reaction to 
changes in the i r  commun ities cou ld not be control led, thus rad ica l ly 
alter ing the process of bu i ld ing edge cit ies. 

New Planning Controls 
The l ast node in th is  process is  the institutiona l ization of the elector­

ate's stated preferences. A set of new p lann i ng controls, growth l i m ita­
tions, and zon ing restrict ions fol lowed the urbanization of these cen­
ters. Measure H in Wa lnut Creek, the Ridge l i ne Ord inance in San 
Ramon, and the Contra Costa County U rban L im i t  L ine are a l l  exam­
ples. 

Whether tied to traffic, density, heights, or uses, those new contro ls 
resulted i n  more low density, automob i le-oriented uses for res idents of 
the commun it ies. Class A office space complexes have been typ ica l ly 
surrounded by newer str ip shopping centers, recreat ional fac i l i t ies, and 
smal ler office bu i ld i ngs housing profess ional services for the res idents 
of the commun ities after growth contro l .  The new controls have a lso 
resu lted in the protect ion of open space and wi lderness areas in these 
commun ities. 

As a resu lt, a more fragmented, and case specific, set of p lan n i ng 
controls has rep laced the comprehensive plans for urban izat ion, red i­
rect ing priorit ies to provid ing services for the residents and the protec­
tion of open space. Gradual  mod i fication of genera l  plans, zon ing and 
abandonment of comprehensive plans by astute p lann i ng offic ia ls  and 
local governments has occurred in  response to the mob i l ization of the 
electorate. 

With i n  the process, these react ions to past vis ions have then be­
come the new vis ion for the next generat ion.  The current quagm i re of 
complex and overlapping local genera l plans, specific plans, subd ivi­
s ion approva ls, p lanned un it development approvals, specific envi­
ronmental regu lations and N IMBY d i sputes, seems more a set of com­
plex l im itat ions than a new regional v is ion .  I f  the emerging vis ion 
succumbs to th is tangle of fragmented, negative l i m itations, it wi l l  
bode bad ly for both the future o f  local contro l o f  land-use p lann ing, 
and for the legit imacy of local government. 

Whether a v is ion,  or whether legit imate or not, these new l im ita­
tions w i l l  be in p lace when the next wave of economic development 
occurs, prov id ing a framework for the planners to organ ize that devel­
opment. The emergence of a new regional vision to adj ust or replace 
the old one remains to be seen.  
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I mpl ications for Urban Form Theory 
After two decades of p lann ing and bu i ld i ng, the new urban centers 

in Contra Costa County defy both trad it ional and modern theories of 
metropol itan urban form . Whi le  they may not have reached thei r  
p lanned level o f  deve lopment, these centers each conta i n  several m i l­
l ion feet of office space, tens of thousands of employees, and concen­
trated complexes of h igh-rise or campus office centers. Those em­
ployment centers have i n  turn attracted many of the uses associated 
with cit ies: complete regional retai l  centers, regional  cu ltural centers, 
enterta i nment, fine restaurants, major medical centers, and a new state 
un iversity campus. 

Thus, each of the f ive commun ities conta ins  a major u rban center. 
Yet each of those centers i s  twenty to th i rty m i les from the trad it ional 
center of the Bay Area. That relationsh ip  of u rban form with i n  the re­
gion is the reverse of what trad it ional theory leads one to expect. That 
theory was largely the resu l t  of the American h i storical experience- of 
hous ing and transportation infrastructure fol lowing industr ia l  expan­
sion for most of the century. jobs and i ndustry would appear in the 
central city and spur res idential growth and new transportat ion systems 
(Burgess 1 925,  Chr ista l ler 1 966, Harris and U l lman 1 945, Warner 
1 962) .  

I n  the Contra Costa County case, the re lationsh ip  of urban form 
with i n  the region is not on ly turned upside down, but the sequence of 
events has a l so been reversed . jobs and industry have largely fo l l owed 
resident ia l  growth and ava i lable transportation infrastructure. The loca­
tion of many of the office centers in B ishop Ranch and Wal n ut Creek 
resu l ted from stud ies of employees ' home locations (Oswald 1 993, 
Whyte 1 988) . A major factor i n  the selection of these part icu lar subur­
ban commun ities was the existence of either i nterstate h ighways or 
BART. The i ntervention of publ ic  l and-use planners with comprehen­
s ive plans for these new centers then organ ized that growth i nto con­
centrated urban centers. 

The fi rst g l impse of a pattern of metropol itan urban form wh ich 
emerges from the Contra Costa County case study i s  of a decentra l iz ing 
region, where major centers of econom ic growth move to the edge, 
and fol low exist ing res idential growth and transportat ion infrastructure. 
The threshold requ i rements for the appearance of this new urban form 
in this case was that employees l ive in the region, and have a way to 
get to work. In th i s  case, once that set of thresholds was met, the qua l­
ity of the urban form resu l ted from the abi l ity of land-use p lanners to 
posit ion themselves in advance of the growth, to write workable com­
prehensive p lans, and to mainta i n  the pol it ical support to enforce 
those plans.  Thus, th is  case study suggests a new set of economic fac­
tors, a new sequence of events, and a cruc ia l  role for land-use 
planners. 
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A New Growth Coal ition� 
The development of the new centers i n  Contra Costa County both 

chal lenges and confirms e lements of trad it ional growth coa l i t ion the­
ory. 

The i nterest groups in th is  case study appear to have sh i fted from the 
trad it ional cast of national pol it ical organ izations and business e l ites . 
The new mix  i nc l udes professional planners in local government and 
developers and corporate tenants w i l l ing to accommodate to compre­
hensive p lann i ng. The process in th is  case represents a greater role for 
profess ional p lann ing both in government and in the private sector. 
Profess ional p lanners created comprehensive plans with greater insu la­
tion from trad it ional urban pol it ical organ izations, and corporate de­
velopers and tenants made decis ions based on economic considera­
tions rather than a l l iances with urban pol it ical mach ines. Whi le  the 
process was obviously both profit dr iven and accountable to local po l i­
t ics, the role of p lann ing was clearly a major factor. 

The Contra Costa County experience confi rmed one element of tra­
dit ional  growth coa l it ion theory in its fa i l u re to read the interests and 
pol it ical effectiveness of local res idents on growth issues. Trad it ional 
growth coal it ion theory would expla in  that fa i l ure with the requ i re­
ment that the e lectorate receive tangible benefits from growth to be 
expected to support it . Nevertheless, it is important to note the d i ffer­
ences between the Contra Costa County e lectorate of the 1 980s and 
the trad it ional urban e lectorate of Mol lenkopf's stud ies of San Fran­
cisco and Boston ( 1 983 ) .  The suburban e lectorate i s  more d i ff icult to 
gauge, because it has developed a pattern of organ iz ing effectively 
around s i ngle i ssues, rather than consistent p latforms. That i s  particu­
larly true in the case of growth (Plotk in  1 987, F i schel 1 985) .  Whi le  it 
should have been clear what suburban voters expected from growth i n  
terms of  u rban conven iences, pub l i c  services and  environmental 
amen it ies, the s i ngle i ssue q ua l ity of suburban pol itics i n  these com­
mun ities would have made del ivery of those benefits d i ff icult for the 
most soph isticated pol i t ic ian.  The equ ivalent of ward healers or un ion 
hal ls s imple do not exist i n  the fragmented Contra Costa County po l i ti­
cal scene. The suburban pol it ic ian would have a m uch tougher time 
del ivering benefits than her urban counterpart (Geiger 1 993,  King 
1 99 1 ) .  

Thus, the growth process i n  th is  example i nd icates a greater role of 
profess ional planners. In th is  case, planners were able to assume those 
roles in smal ler, fragmented, local governments. That role replaced the 
national po l it ical mach ines i n  trad it ional urban growth coa l it ions. The 
pol it ical i neffect iveness of those planners i n  the battles wh ich the i r  
p lans ignited suggests that long-term, successfu l ,  comprehensively­
planned growth requ i res an element of pol it ical expertise that was 
lacking among the planners in th is  case. 
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This  case suggests an a lternative model to trad it ional growth theory. 
The u lt imate success of this new mix of profess ional p lanners, devel­
opers and corporate tenants i n  executing comprehens ive plans ind i ­
cates that p lanners may sti l l  have someth i ng to learn from trad it ional  
growth coa l it ions before sett ing out to bui ld cit ies. 

An Ongoing Processl 
This  part icu lar case revea ls  a process wh ich chal lenges both urban 

form and growth coa l it ion ideas. I f  one assumes that th is  process i s  an 
ongo ing, part ic ipatory process, and w i l l  repeat itse lf  i n  some repl ica­
t ion of what we have seen occur here, it suggests some lessons for 
suburban p lan n i ng. Whi le the f ina l  resu l t  may be d i sappoi nti ng, what 
occurred in Contra Costa County was a part ic ipatory process in wh ich 
both p lanners and residents had a s ign ificant ro le i n  determ i n ing the 
shape of growth . 

Planners can take comfort in the emergence of a pattern of douple 
loop learn ing  (Schon 1 97 1 ,  Fr iedman 1 967) ,  where the suburban e lec­
torate learned to i nfl uence the future form of the commun ity in re­
sponse to new prob lems, where planners learned how to ach ieve more 
effective comprehens ive p lann ing, and where private developers and 
corporate tenants learned to read suburban pol it ics and make pos it ive 
use of comprehensive plann i ng. 

Whi le  any app l ication of th i s  model would only extend to suburban 
contexts, and only to those wh ich have a general plan and i n it iat ive 
process as i n  Cal iforn ia, it may provide the crude outl i nes of a subur­
ban p lann ing process wh ich could reappear in the bu i ld ing  of edge cit­
ies. 

This model suggests that the in teract ion of planners, developers and 
the informed e lectorate i n  the creat ion of new centers is  a long-term 
process. F i rst, nat ional and regional economic cyc les clearly d ictate 
the w i l l i ngness of capital to invest in suburban deve lopment. Those 
cycles can take decades. Second, the p lann ing process adds an add i­
t ional t ime constra i nt, part icular ly the Cal i forn ia Genera l  P lan legis la­
t ion that requ i res twenty year p lans, often tak ing several years to write 
and approve. In add it ion, the usual requ i rement of Env ironmental I m­
pact Reports and other regulatory comp l iance devices may add years 
to the p lann i ng t imel ine at the early stages of development. Th i rd, ma­
jor developers may work with t ime frames extending from five to 
twenty years for major projects . These elements may then work to­
gether w ith other econom ic and pol it ical externa l it ies to further 
lengthen the time to plan and develop a new center. Work ing through 
the writ i ng, approva l and implementation of a comprehensive plan for 
an edge city in Cal i forn ia  may wel l  take a generat ion .  

Stepping back from the genera l ization of the process for theoret ical 
ana lysis,  it i s  a lso important to rea l ize that th i s  process occurred nei-
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ther in d iscrete functional nodes nor eas i ly defi ned h i stor ical periods. 
Even a region as sma l l  and wel l-defi ned as Contra Costa County had 
many overlapping v is ions, many plans in various stages of completion, 
and many edge cit ies i n  d i fferent stages of growth.  Thus, the d iagram is  
i ntended to present the sequence of  the most s ign ificant events i n  the 
process of creat ing, and defi n i ng the l i m its of, edge cities in Contra 
Costa County. 

Further Research 
If the process in the Contra Costa County case describes the se­

quence of and t ime frame for suburban growth ,  perhaps it a l so ex­
p la ins the current surprise of both local res idents and p lann ing profes­
s ionals at f ind ing new cities on the periphery. Those edge cities may 
wel l  be the fu l fi l lment of a previcus generat ion's v is ion of suburban 
form . A h i stor ical analysis of the Contra Costa County case m ight wel l  
ask whether proactive local government and a work ing c lass e lectorate 
of twenty years ago envis ioned the creation of new cities in the region 
to provide employment and meet urban needs i n  the suburbs. One 
m ight a lso ask i f  that was· a revolt aga inst metropol itan plann i ng wh ich 
imposed the one d imensional "bedroom commun i ty" on the suburbs 
in the 1 950s and 1 960s. Perhaps the "Ozz ie and Harriet" n uclear fam­
i ly was just as frantic about moving urban amen ities and conveniences 
to the i r  commun ities as current •env i ronmenta l i st" suburban ites are 
about control l i ng the rapid urban ization that res.u lted . 

Po l it ical ly, the decis ion to turn i nward to urban ize the suburb rather 
than to expand connections to the core cit ies may have represented a 
decis ion to stave off regional pressures for soc ia l  equ ity and envi ron­
mental regu lation.  I f  i ndeed it was a revolt aga i nst 1 950s metropol i tan 
plann i ng, it may wel l  have been fue led by a des i re to accumulate po­
l itical and economic power on the edge to avoid regional socia l  equity 
and environmental respons ib i l it ies com ing from i ncreasingly desperate 
centra l cit ies. That would have been part icular ly true in th is  county, 
where the centra l c i ty was Richmond, wh ich was qu ickly deindustr ia l­
iz ing and becoming vis ib ly impoverished. 

The emergence of comprehensive plans for edge cit ies i n  the early 
1 970s genera l ly corre lates with sh i fts in federal urban funding, and po­
l it ical power to the suburbs and newer cities of the South and West 
under the N ixon Adm i n istration (Mol lenkopf 1 983) .  Thus, th is model 
m ight wel l  deta i l  the pol it ical mobi l ization of the wh ite suburban m id­
dle class in the 1 970s, in response to decades of central c i ty urban pol­
icy by previous Democratic coa l it ions. 

Conclusion 
The Contra Costa County case suggests that expla in ing the appear­

ance of edge cities requ i res understanding the complex web of local 
government land-use controls, the pol it ical emergence of suburban 
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America in the 1 970s, and the decentra l i zat ion of econom ic act ivity i n  
most metropol itan areas i n  t he  U n ited States. Those factors he lp  make 
sense of the appearance of a set of clearly defi ned urban centers in th is  
region over two decades. I n  th i s  part icu lar case, the ear ly ro le of publ ic  
land-use p lanners i s  unexpected ly effective, both i n  the scope of the 
plann ing role and in the success of its imp lementat ion .  Equa l ly  impres­
sive is the fa i l u re of those local government offic ia ls  to read the mood 
of the res idents, and voters, in the ir  local commun ities. Whi le  those 
planners c la im that success was the resu l t  of the passage of new gen­
era l plan leg is lat ion,  the less controvers ia l  role of p lanners in that t ime, 
and the happenstance of the BART extens ion, that does not exp la in  
why the Contra Costa example was para l le led at  the same t ime by 
s imi lar development in most metropol itan regions in the U n ited States. 
Any overa l l  explanation of the appearance of s im i lar edge city com­
plexes throughout the U n i ted States m ust inc l ude national pol it ical 
sh ifts and economic readj ustments. 

The Contra Costa County case study offers one set of parameters 
which I have genera l i zed and p laced in sequence for purposes of fur­
ther ana lys is .  Further work on th is  study, and add it ional case studies, 
w i l l  certa i n ly be necessary to compare the Contra Costa County expe­
rience to that of the many other edge cit ies wh ich appeared at the 
same time. Th i s  i s  but a s i ngle case, and others are needed to p lace it 
i n  the context of a more comprehens ive explanation of this important 
phenomenon . 
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