


Niel Ellerbrook, honored in 
the inaugural class of the
Evansville Business Hall of
Fame, reviews paperwork 
with Susan Albertson.
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A
t the end of a long discussion about his company, his career and his life outside the
workplace, Niel Ellerbrook articulates his feelings about being named the Indiana
Chamber’s 2007 Business Leader of the Year. 

“It’s clearly a team award. I’m not being given this because of me the individual,”
states the chairman, president and CEO of Vectren Corporation, headquartered in
Evansville. “It’s based on being with a great Indiana company in a great community.”

You can easily discern the sincerity in his voice. His words do ring true. But, with any
outstanding team or organization, it takes true leadership at the top. Ellerbrook admits to a
certain level of ambition, but counters that being the leader of a New York Stock Exchange
company with a $2 billion market value was not his goal.

“It takes a certain amount of ego to be in these kinds of roles,” he offers. “Too much ego
will get you in trouble. You have to have enough to take the heat in the kitchen, but not too
much to realize that it’s the team that’s important. I’ve had the good fortune to be in the right
place at the right time, as well as having the right mentors.”

Indiana Chamber President Kevin Brinegar turns the table on the mentoring equation, noting
that he worked closely with Ellerbrook when the former was the Chamber’s new tax and public
finance policy lobbyist and the latter the volunteer chairman of the tax committee.

“I consider Niel to be one of my mentors. His financial knowledge and guidance were critical
then,” Brinegar says, “and he has achieved tremendous success at all the stops throughout his
career. Niel masterfully guided the process following the Vectren
merger and has become a strong community leader in Evansville
and throughout Southwest Indiana.”

Valuable lessons
Ellerbrook was born in Rensselaer, grew up in Franklin and

is a Ball State University graduate with a major in accounting. His
father was a minister and his mother (who earned her college
degree the same year as Ellerbrook) re-entered the workforce as
an elementary school teacher.

“One of my early memories is when my father was given a
statue by Goodwill Industries for his service as a board member,”
he recalls. “Both of my parents were extremely generous. Part of
that went with the job of being a minister, but our household
reflected the spirit of sacrifice and reaching out to others.”

That set the stage for a career deeply involved in community
service. A more direct lesson came shortly after graduation from
college. Early exposure to the United Way campaign had
Ellerbrook, like many young people, weighing the options
of giving to support various community agencies or taking
care of personal needs.

Ellerbrook says Larry Greenwalt, a supervisor at
Arthur Anderson & Co. at the time and a friend ever
since, “quickly impressed on me that I was fortunate to
have this career opportunity” and also used the phrase,
“to who this is given, much is expected.” 

Ellerbrook found it hard to argue, gave his fair share
that year and began a career-long devotion to United
Way and other community outreach efforts. He’s proud
of Vectren’s status as the leading United Way participant
in Evansville, with strong involvement throughout the
company and 115 Keel Club (for those who give at least
$1,000) members in 2006.

“Larry modeled for me at Anderson that being a
true professional was much more than knowing what to
debit and credit.”

Greenwalt, currently managing partner of an
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Indianapolis CPA firm, recalls, “It didn’t take too much arm
twisting” after he showed Ellerbrook what a difference the
United Way agencies can make. “Niel took it on to become
involved, and I’m glad to see that
didn’t go away.”

Greenwalt also remembers that
Ellerbrook, in those early days, was
always up for a good intellectual
battle.

“The thing I always found
enjoyable was that he liked to
challenge everything. It didn’t matter
which side of the argument you
were on, he took the other side,”
Greenwalt explains. “We would
always have a good debate and at
the end of the day a much better
understanding of the issues.”

From two to one
Ellerbrook’s 10 years at Arthur

Anderson were followed by a 20-year
career at Indiana Energy, known as
Indiana Gas Company during his
early years with the organization.
He advanced through a series of
financial roles prior to becoming
president and chief operating officer
in 1997 and adding the CEO title
two years later.

The late 1990s brought discussions of a merger between
Indiana Energy and Evansville-based SIGCORP, the parent
company of Southern Indiana Gas & Electric Co. The result in
March of 2000 was Vectren, with Ellerbrook selected as chairman

and CEO. Three years later, he was also named
president. All of that was easier said than done.

Any time there is a merger of relatively equal
companies, according to Ellerbrook, the four key
issues are company name, composition of the
board of directors, headquarters location and CEO
selection. 

“In this case, the directors of SIGCORP felt the
headquarters was much more important long-term
to Evansville (than Indianapolis),” Ellerbrook
states. “I jokingly say they were so committed to
that, that they were willing to accept me as
CEO. In hindsight, it was the right decision. The
headquarters is extremely valuable to Evansville,
and it has worked well for Vectren.”

The impetus for the merger was the need to
devote additional resources to the increasingly
difficult task of running a utility company and its
affiliates. Ellerbrook says he believes “critical
mass” was achieved by bringing Indiana Energy
and SIGCORP together.

“The company is at least where I might have
envisioned it would be (seven-and-a-half years after the merger).
If anything, it is probably larger in size than when the merger
was contemplated,” he explains. “We’ve been able to devote

more human capital and financial
capital than we ever could have
hoped to be able to devote to the
industry’s challenges.”

Those challenges, he adds, are
also much larger than anticipated,
primarily driven by dramatically
higher prices since the late 1990s.
Consumption is just one area in
which change has become the norm.

“In consumption trends, people
use less gas than envisioned. Some
is through normal efficiency gains, but
a lot of it is price induced,” Ellerbrook
offers. “We’ve seen a consumption
decline of 20%. Using less gas is
good on balance, but it does cause
adjustments.

“On the electric side of the
business, we’ve seen consumption
continue to grow. You replace your
TV with a plasma model; you have
two or three computers instead of
one. What’s really affected us (and
other utilities) is compliance with
the Clean Air Act,” he continues.

“More of that is going to take place, particularly as you look at
living in a carbon-constrained world.

“But one of the stated advantages of the merger was the
ability to invest more easily in information technology and
anything that requires substantial capital. And we’ve been able

The Vectren headquarters serves as a centerpiece of Evansville’s downtown.

Ellerbrook credits a strong management team and leadership
from the board of directors for Vectren’s success.
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to dedicate resources at a greater level.”

Diversity in action
Vectren is an energy holding company for a variety of

operations both in the utility industry and related subsidiaries.
Here’s the breakdown:
• Vectren Energy Delivery provides natural gas service to nearly

one million customers in service territories that include
nearly two-thirds of Indiana and west central Ohio

• The same company’s electric transmission and distribution
reaches more than 140,000 customers in Southwest Indiana.
It operates five coal-fired electric generation units and six
peaking turbines

• ProLiance Energy, based in Indianapolis, is one of the country’s
largest natural gas suppliers (managing energy supplies, prices
and delivery) to municipal agencies, utilities, commercial and
industrial customers. It was formed in 1996 as a partnership
with Citizens Gas to achieve efficiencies in gas acquisitions
and operations. Ellerbrook says the company (Vectern has a
61% ownership stake) has brought high value for customers
and shareholders

• Vectren Fuels owns two coal mines and is in the process of
developing two more in Knox County. Seventy-five percent
of the coal is used to help meet the energy needs of Vectren
customers with the remainder sold into the market. With the
new mines, the company looks to double annual production
to eight million tons

• Vectren is now the sole owner of Miller Pipeline, which provides
underground pipeline construction and repair services for
gas, cable, water and wastewater companies. Ellerbrook
reports strong business results in the past year

• Energy Systems Group (ESG), another wholly owned subsidiary,
provides energy saving performance solutions, principally to
government institutions. The capital investments required to
replace lighting or heating and cooling systems typically pay
for themselves in increased energy efficiency. ESG also works
in renewables, recently harvesting methane from landfills as
part of a Tennessee project

Ellerbrook points out the non-regulated businesses “relate
back to our core business. We don’t delve outside of our area
of expertise. We’ve actually tried to focus and narrow our portfolio
(moving away from ownership in a broadband company and
reducing a broad range of financial investments).

“It’s not unique for a utility to have some non-regulated
income sources. We may be somewhat less common in the
numbers of non-regulated businesses and the percentage of
income (approximately 25% to 30% of the overall Vectren pie)
from those sources.”

Changing landscape
Like any business, the diversity at Vectren helps spread the

risks as business segments ebb and flow. In the utility world, the
ebb and flow are all too common – from government regulations
to emerging energy sources and much more.

The diversity of Vectren’s business offerings helps stabilize the company’s economic performance.
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With Indiana’s heavy reliance on coal, the Vectren Fuels
expansion makes sense. “I continue to think that coal will be
an important part of our nation’s energy future,” Ellerbrook
offers. As for the various renewable energy alternatives,
Vectren has already announced a commitment to purchase
wind power to be generated in Benton County (in addition to
other projects).

The Vectren leader admits that incentives for renewables
may be needed at some point, but the “market will probably
take us in the right direction ultimately.” With federal and
state discussions of renewable mandates, he adds, “What we
need to brace for is that any significant portfolio of renewables
will add to costs. It needs to represent a clear public policy
commitment and not be made because we think it’s going to
less expensive, particularly at first.”

Creating a new home
Determined to make the 2000 merger a success, Ellerbrook

was prepared to lead by example. He hasn’t slowed down
since.

“Once that (headquarters) decision was
made, I wanted to do everything in my power
to make that the right decision. I wanted to set
the right example for my Indiana Energy
colleagues who moved here with me and to
throw myself into the community the best I
could.”

Ellerbrook quickly became involved as
co-chairman of a highly successful capital
campaign for a new Ivy Tech campus. While
the work helped integrate him into Evansville,
it also provided valuable insight.

“What it demonstrated to me was the
generosity and community commitment that
define Evansville. There is no shortage of
people willing to step up and provide
resources,” Ellerbrook states.

Jim McKinney, president and CEO of
Regency Properties and a longtime Evansville
community leader, vividly remembers his first
meeting with Ellerbrook. McKinney was seeking

company support for the University of Southern Indiana’s
College of Business.

“What I recall so well is – that when I had the
opportunity to explain about the educational needs and
that numerous students and graduates were employed at
Vectren – how quickly he embraced it,” McKinney shares.

Ellerbrook was also able to overcome community
fears that the merged company would soon make its way
back to Indianapolis. “Niel did a great job of refuting those
concerns. The spoken word at that time was reality,”
McKinney comments. “Niel is a quiet, steadying type of
person. He listens, understands and offers sound insight
and wisdom based on great intelligence and many years of
experience.”

Education for all ages is important to Ellerbrook. In
2008, he will become chair of the University of Evansville
board of trustees. He is active on the board of Signature
Learning Center, a charter school that serves as a model for
education innovation. He and his wife, Karen, were co-chairs
of the fund-raising campaign that led to the 2006 opening of
the Koch Family Children’s Museum of Evansville.

He admits that not all of his efforts have been home runs.
Ellerbrook was a vocal supporter of a new downtown minor
league baseball stadium that never came to fruition. While he
still thinks the project would have been good, it helped deepen
his understanding of the community.

“There is a unique parochial spirit in Evansville. It is common
to walk down the street and when you meet people and talk to
them, they will say ‘I grew up right here.’ When I pick up the
morning paper, the first think I look at after the front page is
the editorial. There is a real tie to the community and much
more of a sense of community (than in larger cities).

The impressive downtown Vectren headquarters, overlooking
the Ohio River, sent another strong signal to employees and

Ellerbrook says it didn’t take long to appreciate the
passion and giving nature of Evansville residents.

In June 2008, Ellerbrook will become chairman of the University of Evansville board of trustees.



NNoovveemmbbeerr//DDeecceemmbbeerr  22000077  ––  BizVoice/Indiana Chamber 33

the community that the company was going to be a long-term
contributor and leader. Ellerbrook is convinced that business
and community strength go hand-in-hand.

“Unlike my generation, which pursued a job and then lived
where the job was, today’s young people pursue a lifestyle and
then the job follows,” he observes. “We have to create a quality
of life in Indiana and Evansville that causes young people to
want to be part of that community.”

Niel Ellerbrook is among those doing just that.

The Vectren chairman, president and CEO receives an update on
health care options for employees.

Business Leader of the Year Winners
2006: Mac McCormick, Bestway Express, Vincennes
2005: David Frick, Anthem Blue Cross & Blue Shield,

Indianapolis
2004: Jerry Semler, OneAmerica Financial Partners, 

Indianapolis
2003: Doug Bawel, Jasper Engines & Transmissions, Jasper
2002: Bob Koch, Koch Enterprises, Inc., Evansville
2001: Marilyn Moran-Townsend, CVC Communications,

Fort Wayne
2000: Chris Murphy, 1st Source Corp./1st Source Bank,

South Bend
1999: Bill Cook, Cook Group, Bloomington
1998: Ian Rolland, Lincoln Financial Group, Fort Wayne
1997: Patricia Miller, Vera Bradley Designs, Fort Wayne
1996: Randall Tobias, Eli Lilly & Co., Indianapolis
1995: John Hillenbrand II, Hillenbrand Industries, Batesville
1994: Frank Walker, Walker Information, Indianapolis
1993: Don Wolf, Hardware Wholesalers, Fort Wayne
1992: Dane Miller, Biomet, Warsaw
1991: Van Smith, Ontario Corp., Muncie
1990: Dick Wood, Eli Lilly & Co., Indianapolis




