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A hard decision, but the right decision 
An Interview with Donna Walker, CEO of Hoosier Energy, a year after leading her Board to the most 
important decision in decades and her company’s path forward. 

   

In January 2020, Hoosier Energy made the decision to retire the 1070 MW 
Merom coal plant in 2023, more than 20 years earlier than planned. This was 
the most significant decision for the company in decades as Merom supplied 
approximately half of the members’ energy requirements. The company’s 
decision was in response to worsening plant economics and the company’s 
desire to operate a more diverse and sustainable portfolio.  

Over the course of 2019, CRA worked with the Hoosier management team, their cooperative 
board members, and their member managers to evaluate alternatives and develop a long-term 
resource strategy. Donna Walker, Hoosier’s CEO since November 2018, sat down with me 
(virtually) to reflect on the decision from a year ago, provide an update on their latest activity, 
and share her thoughts on how the role of the G&T cooperative is changing. 

Hoosier is a generation and transmission cooperative serving 18 distribution cooperatives and 
nearly 650,000 consumers in rural southern and central Indiana and southeastern Illinois. 

 
JIM: It’s been about a year since you announced your plan to retire Merom early. Are the retirement 
plans still on schedule? 

DONNA: Yes, we’re still on schedule and working toward the spring of 2023. 

JIM: In recent years, Merom was meeting the majority of your member load. This was a major decision 
to retire the plant early. How are you feeling about that decision today, a year later? 

DONNA: We’re feeling good about the decision – but as you know, it wasn’t easy at all. There were so 
many emotions around that facility because it makes up half of our portfolio. We had so much of our 
identity locked up in a plant that has been important for decades – it’s located in one of our member’s 
service territories and in the coal-producing area in the state of Indiana, and we had so much pride in 
that. So, to come through that and to get the Board to feel good about making a hard decision, and to 
have them feel confident about the decision today – that’s how we know we made the right decision.  
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JIM: You started thinking about this decision in mid-2018. Not every coal-owning utility was doing that 
at this point. What prompted that decision, and why did you feel it was important to take that on as a 
part of your 2019 platform? What was the turning point for you, and how was that tied to your move to 
CEO? 

DONNA: We didn’t see it as a retirement decision at the time – but we would periodically have routine 
appraisal work on the plant, and we started to see the value of the plant come down and something 
happening to the capacity factors that we hadn’t seen in the past. Several years ago, we thought, “Is 
this an anomaly? Is this just a short-term thing the industry is going through?” Then in 2018, we 
undertook a strategic planning process to talk strategy about our resource plans. We had done 
strategy before, but never a comprehensive process with the member systems. Through that process, 
we arrived at a set of strategic priorities in Fall 2018, which included focusing on our supply portfolio 
and in particular looking at the future of Merom, which is half of our portfolio. 

Then when I became CEO in November, Merom was clearly one of the things I saw as most impactful 
for us. If you have all your eggs – or half your eggs – in one basket, you have to make decisions 
around that because it has enormous implications. So, I said, let’s get this process going. What is the 
future of Merom? Are we going to continue to invest in it or not? That’s what led us to the decision to 
undertake that work. 

JIM: You made the decision to go through an extensive process with your Board. Sometimes, G&Ts 
will make recommendations and just keep their Board updated. But you made the decision to make it 
a collaborative, consensus-building process that took almost a year. Why did you decide to do that? 

DONNA: With a big decision like that, my philosophy is that the Board should have all the information 
and education they need to make a decision that they feel confident about. It required so much 
education to get everyone behind the whole idea of a resource plan, how that fits into an organized 
market like MISO, and what the risks are, but I thought that needed to take place to give them the 
confidence to really understand the risks and opportunities around the alternatives.  

There’s also a lot of emotion when you have so much identity in the plant – when it provides jobs and 
benefits that you can see and understand. But you don’t naturally understand the market and what’s 
not visible separate from the physical plant. So, to take the time to make sure they had all of the facts 
and information to go along with that in order to make an informed decision – I thought we needed 
time to work through that and do it justice. And you know how much time we spent in every meeting on 
this. 

JIM: Would you have changed the process at all? 

DONNA: I wouldn’t have changed it at all. As I followed up with the directors, without exception, they 
said it was a good process. I even heard comments like, “If you’d asked us before, no way would we 
have considered it, but I changed my mind once I saw everything and I had all of the information. And 
it was a hard decision, but it was the right decision.” 

JIM: What were the hardest parts of educating the Board from your perspective, and in what area did 
you think they needed the most guidance?  
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DONNA: I think the most difficult area was the whole conversation around resource adequacy and 
reliability and how that all comes together. In their minds, having Merom meant having reliability. But it 
was crucial to help them understand that even today, with Merom operating, the power that comes 
from our plants doesn’t go directly to serve member load. Today, MISO can make the decision to 
curtail our member load for the good of the system even while Merom is still operating. We kept hitting 
and emphasizing difficult points like that until everybody understood. Now I have my directors coming 
to me asking, “Can you explain that to my local board?” The local boards haven’t had a full year of 
education, and I can see the contrast in the questions they’re asking. If we hadn’t spent that entire 
year on education, that would have been my Board room. 

JIM: What is your structure and general approach to consensus building, both in that process and 
more broadly? 

DONNA: Throughout the process, I did not share my opinion or views on my outlook until late 
December, and then made my recommendation in January. That was on purpose because I wanted 
the Board to have the conversation amongst themselves, talk about it, and vet it, and I wanted to hear 
what was important to them. I didn’t want it to be perceived that I drove them to a particular decision. I 
think that was important. If I came out strong and said that I want to do this or that before we had all of 
the information and analysis, I think that would have had people stepping back and saying, “whoa, I 
don’t have all of the information, I don’t agree with that.” 

JIM: When we did the analysis, it was an intentional choice not to look just at least cost – we went 
through a scorecard and prioritization process. Can you talk about that and why it was important to 
look at a range of criteria rather than just one traditional measure? 

DONNA: That was the most important thing in the process: having that first meeting with the Board 
and CEOs and having them discuss what is most important to them and the member-consumers that 
they serve. It was their decision that least-cost was not the only criteria. We asked them, “What does 
the end consumer want in terms of the resources that supply their power?” Sure, low wholesale rates 
was one of the criteria, but there was strong agreement across the groups that there are many other 
criteria. Getting that scorecard set at the beginning was super important because along the way, we 
could say: “Right, we talked about that, and it wasn’t that important to member-consumers.” And we 
still encounter that, even post-decision. For instance, our resource portfolio is mostly owned by the 
company today, but in the future it may be more balanced between owned resources and PPAs. We’ll 
keep going back to the scorecard with our Board to remind them that we thought that diversity was 
important.  

JIM: You’re looking at alternative resource options now. The resource strategy suggested a mix of 
renewables and storage. How is that going? 

DONNA: We’re making good progress now with the replacements that the Board has approved. That 
is absolutely a priority for us, and we’re doing that at a pretty good pace. We set the expectation with 
the Board that we’re not going to have all the replacements in the first year after the decision, but 
we’re over two-thirds locked in for our capacity needs, which is ahead of where we thought we’d be. 
We’re pretty pleased with that.  

JIM: Were there any surprises in the process? 
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DONNA: Some of the surprises were related to our RFP for replacement resources. We were looking 
at more wind based on a replacement strategy of a combination of wind and solar, as suggested by 
the analysis. But I think we only got one wind response to our RFP, and we got more solar and a mix 
of resources we weren’t thinking about up front.  

So that didn’t come back the way we thought about it, but it was fine – the replacement resource mix 
wasn’t set in stone. We just knew we wanted diversity and flexibility. And there might be opportunity 
for wind down the road – maybe not in 2023 or 2024, but maybe in five years, if the opportunity is still 
there.  

From an overall pricing standpoint though, it’s been consistent with what our analysis was based on. 
We haven’t seen significant pricing changes, which has been good. And capacity is becoming more 
and more important now that we’re actually putting replacements in place, because as more utilities  
in the state have announced their coal plants retiring, having the capacity lined up is becoming more 
important. 

JIM: How have you thought about applying the process to other decisions in the company? 

DONNA: I talked to directors afterwards, and they have all been happy with this process. With any 
other process I have been involved with, they might say they would have done this a little different, or 
that a little different. But none of them – which is really an anomaly – said they would have done 
anything differently. It now serves as our go-to framework when we look at a big decision: We’re going 
to do it like we did the Long-Range Resource Plan. It doesn’t mean we’ll take a year for everything, but 
we’re going to make sure we have education and discussion, facilitation, and bring in outside experts 
that we can put in front of the Board.  

JIM: When you look ahead, you see that G&Ts are becoming less owner-operators of generation. 
How do you think about the transition forward? In five or 10 years, what will you be doing differently  
to provide value to your membership? 

DONNA: We actually started talking about what this new future could look like at the August Board 
forum, back in 2019, when we shared the first economic analysis that showed the real challenges of 
continuing to operate Merom. And I knew that this would be a really heavy meeting for a lot of the 
directors because actually seeing the numbers would be sobering for them. So, I thought, how can I 
also show them that the reason you might make this decision is because what comes after is better? 
It’s not just a decision to close a plant. It’s a decision to close a plant because of what follows.  

One thing I teed up was a view of the G&T-distribution co-op relationship. I sometimes hear people in 
the industry say that the model is not relevant anymore, that it’s going to the wayside. Well, if the view 
is that G&Ts are only about owning and operating large-scale generation and transmission assets, 
then yeah, that may be right, but I don’t view it like that. I view it from the perspective of scale. Initially, 
we were formed because co-ops needed the scale of an organization that could own and operate 
those very large assets for them. Now the question is, what do you need scale for today?  
For example, what if distribution co-ops wanted to get into the space of providing retail residential  
solar and battery options for their member-consumers? They’d have to get into all sorts of new 
products and marketing and would need scale to deploy that. Well, that in turn is what you’re there to 
provide as a G&T. 
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So, it was teeing up that mindset of, “Take advantage of what you have.” I’ve pointed out to our 
members that most distribution co-ops and G&Ts don’t have the level of services that our co-ops 
already have in place. And our co-ops have the ability to say, “We can do this more cost effectively or 
better if we have the G&T do it for us.” That’s a strength, and I set up the idea to build on that and 
think about that – that’s what we’re here to do. 

In my view, our future will be much more interconnected with member systems. We’re already having 
conversations about that today so we can work together. We’ve got the systems and the technologies 
linked up and integrated to be able to do that. It’s really an exciting conversation to have with them. 

JIM: Last question. You’ve been at Hoosier for 25 years, working your way through the organization. 
What makes it special to you? 

DONNA: I grew up an hour south of Bloomington in rural southern Indiana. My dad was a small 
business owner, so that’s where I grew up and that’s what I understood. I still have lots of family in the 
area and so I’ve loved the rural aspect of being able to serve the communities and being community-
focused. That’s always been exciting for me. Working together and not for profit – I just love being a 
part of it. That’s personally always been a good fit for me.  
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