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Executive Summary 

 

Students in the service-learning designated Economics of Poverty Class at Elon University were 
tasked with creating an economic impact report for Sustainable Alamance during the Fall 2014 
semester.  This study conducts a thorough cost-benefit analysis for Sustainable Alamance to 
provide data-driven evidence of the worth of the organization to the community of Burlington, 
NC.  Sustainable Alamance helps rehabilitate ex-offenders, providing them with the skills and 
desire necessary to rejoin the community.  As such, the main benefits come in the form of taxes 
paid on wage earnings and the savings incurred due to the dramatic decrease in recidivism rates.  
We estimate that Sustainable Alamance created at least $3 million in benefits to Alamance 
County over the past five years. 

In addition, an increase in child support payments has a multitude of benefits that are difficult to 
place a dollar value on, such as an increased performance in schooling coming from a decrease 
in food insecurity.  Sustainable Alamance has a modest cost structure, and as such this report 
demonstrates that the benefits to society have far outweighed the costs during the first five years 
of operation.  This impact report can be used to help Sustainable Alamance position itself as a 
model in the fight against poverty. 

All data and details of calculations are available upon request from Phil Bowers.   



History 
 
Sustainable Alamance was founded in 2008 when Phil Bowers, founder and Executive 

Director, came to fully understand the overwhelming challenges encountered by former 
offenders in their efforts to live responsibly outside the prison walls.  Faced simultaneously with 
exclusion from the normal hiring process due to criminal records, and with urgent demands to 
pay probation fees, child support, restitution and court costs simply to stay out of prison, former 
offenders were caught in a bewildering maze which often led right back to incarceration, either 
through failure to pay or crimes committed in the attempt to secure funds. 

 
Phil Bowers envisioned a better alternative and in 2008 began to personally connect with 

former offenders, build genuine relationships, and create opportunities to earn legitimate income 
for those committed to positive change.  Establishing a presence at 537 South Ireland St. in 
Burlington, Rev. Bowers instituted a regular Wednesday night meeting open to all former 
offenders interested in learning life skills and taking responsibility for their actions.   

 
 
Sustainable Alamance, believes that “we can ‘give a man a fish’ (charity), and even 

‘teach a man to fish’ (grace and mercy), but we must also ensure access to the lake (justice)”. 
 
Through June 2014, (the period covered in this study) Sustainable Alamance helped place 

46 men and women, with criminal histories, into full employment.  Out of the 46, only 4 returned 
to prison; an 8% recidivism rate. 
 
 
 

Mr. Bowers graduated with a degree in Textile Chemistry from Georgia Tech.  He also 
completed the Advanced Management Program at Duke University’s Fuqua School of Business.  
He is an ordained Minister and holds a Master of Ministry degree from Jacksonville Theological 
Seminary. 

 
Mr. Bowers professional experience spans more than three decades with a broad base in 

manufacturing, sales and marketing with U.S and international companies. Over the course of his 
career, Phil has successfully built and led sales and marketing teams in some of the toughest 
markets in the United States.   Phil has also served as a representative on international business 
teams, and his sales and technical responsibilities have taken him to markets a diverse as 
Mexico, Japan and Brazil.   
 
 
  



Economic Impact Study of Sustainable Alamance 
 
Methodology 
 

This economic impact study is based on the five year period from June 2009 to June 
2014.  The direct impact is determined by calculating the amount of taxes paid and money spent 
in Alamance County by those who work with Sustainable Alamance and the tax payer savings 
associated with a decrease in criminal activity.  There is also an unmeasured indirect impact that 
comes from the secondary actions of the individuals that are not easily measured.  For example, 
the ability to pay child support will positively benefit the women and children who receive the 
benefits.  Another indirect benefit comes from individuals who have worked with Sustainable 
Alamance helping others after they leave the program.   
 
We compare outcomes of the individuals who have worked with Sustainable Alamance to 
measurable outcomes of a similar population of individuals.  Sustainable Alamance works 
mostly with individuals previously jailed on a drug charge.  Throughout the report we use 
administrative data on all individuals in Alamance County over the five year study period 
convicted of a drug charge.  While we acknowledge that there is selection into committing to 
work with Sustainable Alamance, this is the best control group given the data available.   
 
 
Wages Earned and Taxes Paid 
 

TAXISM is a program by the National Bureau of Economic Research which calculates 
federal and state tax income from survey data. 1  We were able to obtain hourly wage and weeks 
worked for 28 of the individuals who have come through Sustainable Alamance.2  These 
individuals had a combined income of $608,175 in 2014.  We utilized a standard deduction in the 
TAXISM program.  Federal and state taxes associated with this level of income are estimated at 
$153,555.05.  This provides the benefit of tax revenue to the government as well as their 
combined salaries to be spread around the economy.  The $153,555.05 is a direct benefit.   
 
The remaining income, or $454,620, is spent within Alamance County.  Money spent within a 
localized area is income for another person, who can then spend this again and create income for 
someone else.  Conservative estimates of a multiplier effect are on the order of 40%3.  This 
money spent in Alamance County likely created an additional $181,848. The total benefits in 
2014 from taxes and spending are thus $153,555.05 + $454,620 + $181,848 = $790,023. 
 
 
 

                                                 
1 http://users.nber.org/~taxsim/ 
2 Note that this represents two-thirds of those individuals who have worked with Sustainable Alamance and did not 
re-offend.  Our calculation is thus a conservative estimate of the total benefits from employment, as the others may 
have jobs but we could not verify their employment. 
3 http://cahe.nmsu.edu/pubs/_z/Z-108.pdf 



This report is concerned with the five-year period of which 2014 was the final year.  Sustainable 
Alamance saw steady growth over this period, so we estimate benefits from previous returns 
according to the table below. 
 
 

Year  
2010 $158,004.60 
2011 $316,009.20 
2012 $474,013.80 
2013 $632,018.40 
2014 $790,023.00 
Total $2,370,069 

 
 
 
 Arrests & Incarceration 
 

Only four of the 46 individuals who Sustainable Alamance worked with during this time 
period have been arrested again, giving a recidivism rate of 8.7%.  The majority of ex-offenders 
who work with Sustainable Alamance were originally convicted of a drug related crime.  
Working with the Sheriff’s Office of Alamance County, we calculated recidivism rates for 
everyone who was convicted of a drug related crime over the past five years.  1,247 of the 3,134 
unique individuals arrested at least once on a drug charge were arrested again on any charge, for 
a recidivism rate of 40%.  This represents a nearly 80% reduction in recidivism rates for ex-drug 
offenders.   
 
Over half of these individuals were arrested multiple times during this time span, meaning that 
the effect on criminal activity is actually much greater, as these 1,247 individuals were arrested a 
total of 3,115 times.  If we apply these rates to the 46 individuals who have worked with 
Sustainable Alamance, we would expect that 18 of them would have been arrested, rather than 4.  
These 18 individuals, however, would likely have been arrested a total of 45 times.  Sustainable 
Alamance, therefore, likely reduced the number of arrests from 45 to 4, which represents a 
reduction in arrests by 91%.  There are costs to criminal activity that we cannot quantify.  This 
report will focus on the cost of public counsel and incarceration that are borne by the tax payer 
and that we can estimate. 
 
The NC Court System’s Office of Indigent Defense Services supplies data on all attorney fees 
paid for indigent defense over the past year.4  The median fee paid to public defenders in 
Alamance County for cases during 2015 was $480.  We prefer the median over the mean due to 
extremely high outliers that skew the mean up.  Using the numbers above, Sustainable Alamance 
saved 41 arrests, that would have cost 41*$480 = $19,680 in defense attorney fees.  The county 
is also responsible for prosecuting these cases, but prosecutors and judges are paid a salary.  The 
county is also responsible for housing those who do not post bond. 
 

                                                 
4 http://www.ncids.org/Public/Text.html 



Using data from the N.C. Administrative office of the courts, we examined incarceration rates of 
those arrested during this time period.5  Using a five year abstract of criminal activity that covers 
the same time period that Sustainable Alamance has been operating, we found that 40% of 
individuals who served jail time for a substance offense ended up back in jail during this period.  
While the data does not contain actual sentences, it does provide the minimum length from 
sentencing guidelines.  The average term from this lower bound is 17 months.   
If we compare the recidivism rate in terms of returning to jail for the Sustainable Alamance 
population to the general population, 14 additional individuals who work with Sustainable 
Alamance would be expected to return to jail for an average sentence of 17 months each.   
 
This represents a direct savings of  
14 individuals * 17 months per individual * 30 days per month * 77.30 dollar per day6   
= $551,922 over this period.   
 

Total Benefits 

The table below summarizes the benefits calculated in the previous sections. 

 

Taxes and Spending $2,370,069 

Public Defender Fees $19,680 

Incarceration Costs $551,922 

Total $2,941,671 

 
 
Non-Dollar Impacts 
 
 In addition to direct benefits, Sustainable Alamance has helped many individuals increase 
the amount of child support that they provide.  While no definitive amount has been captured, the 
magnitude of the payments is in the tens of thousands of dollars.   There is immense academic 
literature on the positive benefits of child support.  For example, single mothers who receive 
child support are less likely to enter a unstable relationship (Cancian and Meyer 2014), are less 
likely to become dependent on welfare (Neelakantan 2009) and are no more likely to decrease 
labor supply (Hu 1999).  Many of those who have worked with Sustainable Alamance have 
become advocates for change within the community.   
 
 

                                                 
5 ACIS Criminal and Infraction Statistical Extract.  Obtained from  N.C. Administrative Office of the Courts, 
Technology Services Division, Attn: Remote Public Access, 901 Corporate Center Drive, Raleigh, NC 27607 
6 This is the median cost of prisoner incarceration per day in NC.  http://www.doc.state.nc.us/dop/cost/ 



 
Similar Research & Benefits 
 

In the California Drug and Alcohol Treatment Assessment, Gerstein et al. (1994) showed 
that the cost of treating 150,000 people in 1992 was $209 million, while their benefits received 
during treatment and in the first year after were around $1.5 billion in savings to taxpayers, due 
mostly to a decrease in crime.7   That’s a net benefit of about $1.2 billion or around $8,607 per 
person treated. 
 
Not only are the statistics in this study significant, but they are widely believed and used in both 
scholarly context (French et al. 2002; Hunt et al. 2013; Polcin et al. 2010; De Leon 2010; Carey 
et al. 2010) and also by TROSA (Durham, NC)  in their 2010 newsletter when they reported that 
“every $1 investment in substance abuse treatment saves as much as $7 in lost wages and 
medical, criminal justice and other costs to the community.” 
 
This applies to our economic impact report in many ways.  We have determined similar statistics 
in keeping people out of jail and attaining jobs.  We have determined the benefit on the same 
community effects.  Furthermore, a certain percentage of the participants of Sustainable 
Alamance have also gone under drug and alcohol treatment, which increases the benefits of the 
nonprofit.  Therefore, these effects enhance the economic impact of Sustainable Alamance in 
these ways. 
 

Costs 
 
The main costs for Sustainable Alamance are the staff and building.  Over the five year period, 
the total income to Sustainable Alamance was $270,500, giving a return of  $2,941,671/$270,500 
or $10.87 per dollar invested.  This is on par with the 7/1 figure from TROSA. 
 
  

                                                 
7 Gerstein, D. R., Johnson, R. A., Harwood, H. J., Fontain, D., Suter, N., & Malloy, K. (1994). 
Evaluating Recovery Services: The California Drug and Alcohol Treatment Assessment 
(CALDATA) -- General Report (Rep. No. Publication No. ADP 94-629). Sacramento, CA: 
California Department of Alcohol and Drug Programs. 



 
 
 
Conclusion 
 
 
    Sustainable Alamance has had a positive impact on Alamance County.  Although it has only 
been in operation for a few years, for the period of the study, it managed to assist 46 men and 
women who had previously been arrested.  This number has since risen to 65.  These people 
have been able to get full-time jobs because the organization has provided the mentoring 
relationships necessary to identify and develop strong work skills, interpersonal skills, and 
educational opportunities in order to make them self-sufficient. This, in turn, has saved the 
county around three million dollars because of the decreased amount of tax money that would 
have been needed to keep them in jail and the increased tax revenue the county receives because 
these people are now employed and directly participating in the local economy. 
 
This model has clear value, but is time-intensive.  In order to help more individuals Sustainable 
Alamance must grow as well.   
 
 
 
 


