
‘I THINK THAT THE COMMISSARY IS 
ABSOLUTELY ESSENTIAL. I WOULD 

HATE FOR PEOPLE TO HAVE TO DO 
WITHOUT IT, BECAUSE FOR OUR 

YOUNG TROOPS AND THEIR 
FAMILIES; FOR OUR RECENTLY 

RETIRED FOLKS WHO ARE MAYBE 
STILL JUST LOOKING FOR A JOB; 

FOR OUR MEDICALLY RETIRED 
WOUNDED WARRIORS; FOR OUR 

ELDERLY RETIREES, WIDOWS, 
AND WIDOWERS WHO ARE ON A 

FIXED BUDGET, THOSE COMMISSARY 
SAVINGS ARE ESSENTIAL.’ 

— National Military Family Association 
Executive Director Joyce Wessel Raezer
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TELLING THE MILITARY FAMILY STORY:
FROM THE GRASS ROOTS TO CAPITOL HILL

Joyce Wessel Raezer, executive director of the National Military Family Associa-
tion (NMFA), believes a strong military family helps to create a strong military. 
Working from the grass roots on up, and putting the needs and desires of military 

families into context, she and the association work to make sure that their voices are 
heard loud and clear where it matters most.

In this exclusive interview with E and C News, Raezer discussed the challenges 
facing the military community as their benefits come under increasing pressure from 
often conflicting or divergent interests, and the importance of taking a holistic look 
at compensation issues and how they affect the men and women of the U.S military 
and their families, Wounded Warriors and retirees. 

E and C News: What message do you feel 
the recent Bipartisan Budget Act of 2013 

has sent military families? 

Raezer: I think the message that most people 
got from the decision to reduce the Cost of Living 
Adjustment (COLA) for some retirees in the budget 
act is that Congress doesn’t care whether it breaks a 
promise; that Congress doesn’t understand military 
life or military people, and I’m afraid, the message 
that Congress doesn’t care about what sacrifices are 
made during the course of a military career.

E and C News: … And what do military 
families need to do about that?

Raezer: We always tell military families: “Tell 
your story — tell it to your neighbors; tell it to your 
members of Congress,” and I think now it is doubly 
important for military families to engage with their 
members of Congress and say, “Hey guys, you went 
back on your word. Last year, you created a com-
mission, and in creating that commission to look at 
compensation and retirement, you said retirement 
changes would not affect those who are currently 
serving, or current retirees. You’ve broken your word, 
now let me tell you about my military service over 
the last decade or so, and then you tell me why it 
was OK to balance the budget on our backs.”

That’s what we’re seeing now, is more families 
who are telling their story, and who have decided 
“I’m not going to take this any more!” 

We’ve seen the whittling away, and the threat of 
cuts for the past several years, even though we’ve 
still been at war. And we said in the recent article 
on our website, that we have been kind of concerned 
that people haven’t gotten more angry. There were 
cuts last year due to sequestration, and there were 
things that affected military families. We had the 
shutdown, we had the threat once again of a reduc-
tion in the commissary benefit. Military families 
were upset, but in the military spirit of handling 
adversity, maybe some were also saying, “Yes, I 
guess I can take this, I guess I can live with it, I can 
make some adjustments.” But now, more people are 

finally saying, “Hey, wait a minute; Why should I? 
… you’ve broken a promise here!” 

E and C News: If the mathematics is correct, 
these so-called “modest cuts” are not 

“modest” at all added up over the entire 
period. What are these retirees facing?

Raezer: I use the Military Officers Association 
of America (MOAA) math, and I trust their calcula-
tions, and this is not modest. MOAA has given, as 
an example, that a retired E-7 would experience a 
loss of about $80,000, I believe. 

That’s a big chunk towards a kid’s college educa-
tion, that’s a big chunk towards buying a house, or 
starting a small business. It’s not modest. It’s money 
they don’t get back. 

Through NMFA’s “Operation Purple Family Retreats,” 
families are able to connect in an environment that 
brings them together from all ranks and services, in-
cluding National Guard and reserve components, as a 
community, and engage in fun family-oriented activities, 

spending quality time together.

NMFA Executive Director Joyce Wessel Raezer, along 
with nearly 60 military spouses, family members, and 
friends, visited all 535 Congressional offices on Sept. 12, 

2013, to urge legislators to end sequestration.
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E and C News: How have you kept NMFA 
strong? 

Raezer: We’ve worked hard at it. We’ve continued 
to strengthen and build our connections with the 
families at the grass roots. We do that through our 
volunteers, our interactions with families, through 
social media, through visits to installations. On one 
side of the equation, it’s that connection with the 
grass roots that’s important. But the other piece of 
it is taking what we get from the grass roots and 
putting it in context, so that it’s not just the indi-
vidual story in the community. Then we take those 
stories and that information to people who have the 
responsibility to fix a problem, to improve a benefit, 
or to make life better for the families.

We don’t provide just a place for people to air 
grievances. We’re going to do something with that 
information, but we’re also going to do our homework. 
We’re going to be responsible, do our research, put 
the information into the proper context, and then 
take it where it can be addressed. 

If somebody brings a problem to us, the first 
thing we do is ask ourselves, “Is this something 
that’s happening that’s just at an installation, just 
with a specific service?” or “Where do we go to 
address this issue, and how do we help that family 
if it turns out to be an individual issue?” “How do 
we help that family become their own best advocate, 
and solve that problem?” “Is it a TRICARE issue, 
is it a commissary issue … who is the person who 
needs to solve the problem, and at what level?”

That’s really been our strength over the years, in 
identifying where we have to go to get that problem 
addressed … then pounding people, then nagging 
people, if necessary, until change occurs …

E and C News: How many people strong are 
you at NMFA? How much do you rely on 

volunteers?

Raezer: We have 35 staff members and about 
200 volunteers. Most of our staff are military fam-
ily members: spouses, kids of servicemembers. But 
almost everybody here has some kind of connection.

E and C News: And as far as funding is 
concerned, who has been stepping forward 

to support the cause? Are they families, 
benefactors, and so on? 

Raezer: Actually, our funding has grown over the 
years, and concerned citizens who want to support 
the military have been a part of that. We have a high 
charity rating, and so, when people are looking to 
donate to military families, we pop up if you go to 
Charity Navigator or any one of those ratings sites. 
These are people who want to help the military fam-
ily, and their recent military connection might be 
that their grandfather fought in World War II. But 
they are patriots; they want to help. 

Our funding mix is about one-third from cor-
porations, about one-third from foundations, and 
then about one-third from individuals. We’re on the 
Combined Federal Campaign (CFC), but many of 
those individual donations are from civilians. We’re 
very grateful for that support. 

We get no government funding. It’s all private money. 

In some places, especially in some remote places, 
the retail component is very important to that military 
community’s infrastructure, but I don’t talk about 
the value of the commissary just in terms of what 
happens on an installation, because 70 percent of our 
active duty families live off an installation. They and 
the retirees and National Guard and reserve families 
who live off an installation rely on the commissary, 
too. The military commissary is bigger and more 
important than just a grocery store on an installation. 

E and C News: With the increased focus 
on active duty, have retirees been relegated 
to the sidelines, despite their service to the 

country?

Raezer: There is a sense among some people that 
given today’s demographics, the military retirement 
systems haven’t changed, and maybe military retir-
ees are overcompensated. That is what the Military 
Compensation and Retirement Modernization Com-
mission is supposed to look at in total. But, what’s 
happened is that there have been random snipes at 
military benefits and support. People looking to cut 
Defense spending are saying,  “Let’s look at pay 
here, let’s look at commissaries here, let’s look at 
TRICARE here,” but no one is looking at the package. 

We supported the creation of the commission 
because we acknowledged that it’s time to look at the 
benefit — the compensation and retirement package 
as a whole. But let’s not piecemeal it, because if you 
tinker with one part of that package, there are effects 
somewhere else. It’s like the commissary. You get 
rid of the commissary, without doing anything else 
to military compensation, you’ve just cut military 
families’ incomes. Our nation’s leaders must look at 
the whole package before making changes. 

Our big concern is the whittling away of the indi-
vidual pieces without anybody looking at the whole. 

NMFA has consistently supported the commissary benefit as an essential program for servicemembers and their 
family members — such as these at NASJRB New Orleans, La. — military widows and widowers, retirees, and others 

on a fixed income.

E and C News: It seems the threats to quality 
of life funding have been non-stop recently, 

and have almost reached a fever pitch. 
Given that, what do you think that the 

resale benefits mean to military families? 

Raezer: I think that the commissary is abso-
lutely essential. I would hate for people to have 
to do without it, because for our young troops 
and their families; for our recently retired folks 
who are maybe still just looking for a job; for 
our medically retired wounded warriors; for our 
elderly retirees, widows, and widowers who are 
on a fixed budget, those commissary savings are 
essential. To take that away, without replacing 
the money they are saving, hits the pocketbooks 
of all of our families. The economics just don’t 
work for military families or for the Department 
of Defense (DoD). For every dollar DoD spends on 
the commissary, military families gain two dollars 
of savings—there’s no other benefit that is such a 
good deal for everyone!

E and C News: As far as life on the 
installation is concerned, often that seems 
overlooked. Do you have a sense of what 

the commissary means as part of life on the 
installation?

Raezer: In some places, it is. One of the things 
that we’ve talked about is that installation infrastruc-
ture, what does an installation have to provide in 
a community because the Department of Defense 
(DoD) or a service branch allocated thousands of 
troops to a specific location? If you send 20,000 
troops and families to Fort Riley, Kan., then the 
DoD has assumed an obligation that includes retail, 
that includes health care, that includes recreation, 
that includes community services. 
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E and C News: What are some of the major 
things you are doing with doing with 

corporations in military resale? 

Raezer: S & K Sales Company is actually our 
biggest corporate donor, our biggest donor period, 
and they donate to us based on the proceeds of 
the commissary promotions. In that way, military 
families, by buying those products, are supporting 
us. S & K helps us host a luncheon where they 
present a check and also give us the opportunity 
to thank those vendors who work with S & K, and 
also to thank the folks at the Defense Commissary 
Agency (DeCA), who support military families. 
S & K has been conducting two promotions a year 
in conjunction with the commissaries, and then they 
recognize the success of the promotion and the do-
nation during the luncheon in November.

We’re pleased the commitment continues with 
S & K. We’re very, very grateful to them, because 
the promotion helps put us up in front of so many 
military families. It provides us a significant dona-
tion, and it lets us do our work on behalf of mili-
tary families. And, the great prices provided by 
the companies who work with S & K during the 
promotions help military families save even more 
at their commissaries!

E and C News: When did that take place in 
the last year? 

Raezer: It was the 19th of November. It’s a very 
low-key affair, and just gives us time to, as I said, 
thank S & K and DeCA for what they do. This year, 
we had the senior enlisted advisor for Acting Under 
Secretary of Defense for Personnel & Readiness 
(P&R) Jessica Wright, Master Gunnery Sgt. Wil-
liam Mahoney, USMC, who was the guest speaker, 
and he said “great job” to commissary supporters. 
There’s nothing like a Marine “gunny” talking about 
just how valuable the commissary is to the troops. 

E and C News: Is there anything else you 
wanted to add?

Raezer: I think the American public has done a 
wonderful job supporting our troops and our families 
during the past 12 years while we have been at war. 
We are still at war, and the legacy of that war is going 
to affect our military families for decades to come. 

We need all Americans to continue their support. 
Some of that support is what we all do as neighbors, 
some of that support is what people do as employ-
ers, or community supporters who come in contact 
with military families in education, health care, or 
in their communities. Some of that support comes 
when people donate to charities like us, but now 
some of it must be telling Congress, “Take care of 
these people!”

As a military family member and a taxpayer, 
I believe it is important for our nation to care for 
people who have served this country so well. Military 
families still need that support from all Americans. 
Don’t think that because the war in Afghanistan is 
winding down, your attention can drift elsewhere. 
We can’t as a nation.

—E and C NEWS

•  ARLINGTON, Va.

On Nov. 19, military families and their commissary ben-
efit were once again put in the spotlight at the annual 

luncheon here at the Ritz-Carlton, Pentagon City Hotel.  
S & K Sales, in partnership with the Defense Commissary 
Agency (DeCA), made a $220,200 donation to the National 
Military Family Association (NMFA) celebrating the 
success of the annual “Salute to Military Families Sale.”

Proceeds from the program were generated from 
commissary sales of designated products to military 
servicemembers and their family members. 

Master Gunnery Sgt. William Mahoney, USMC, 
senior enlisted advisor to Jessica Wright, the acting 
under secretary of defense for personnel and readiness 
(USD, P&R), was this year’s keynote speaker. He ad-
dressed the value to military families of shopping at their 
local commissaries.

On behalf of the agency, DeCA Director and Chief Execu-
tive Officer (CEO) Joseph H. Jeu accepted the award of a plaque 
recognizing DeCA’s workforce “for improving the lives of military 
families by their efforts in support of the 2013 ‘Salute to Military 

Families Sale.’ Jeu also made a speech to 
the guests at the event, as did Dick 

Steinberg, vice chairman, S & K 
Sales Co.

According to S & K Sales, 
962,000 cases were sold during the March 21-May 8 pro-

motion, amounting to $20.73 million in sales and patron 
savings of $5.10 million.

Participating manufacturers included ACH Food Com-
panies; American Pop Corn Company; Barilla America; 
Bush Brothers; Del Monte Foods; Energizer Personal 
Care; Georgia-Pacific; Johnson & Johnson; Knouse 
Foods; Nestlé USA; Oberto Brands; Pharmavite LLC; 
Pompeian; Spectrum Brands; and StarKist Company.

Participating in the presentation ceremony of a $220,200 check to the National Military family Association 
generated by S & K Sales Co. promotions in commissaries were (left to right) Joseph H. Jeu, DeCA director and 
chief executive officer (CEO); Katherine Hines, vice president (VP), S & K Sales Co.; Master Gunnery Sgt. William 
Mahoney, USMC, senior enlisted advisor to the under secretary of defense for personnel and readiness (USD, P&R); 
Joyce Wessel Raezer, NMFA executive director; Dick Steinberg, vice chairman, S & K Sales Co.; Mary T. Scott, 
NMFA chairman of the board; and Command Sgt. Maj. John M. Gaines Jr., USA, DeCA senior enlisted advisor.

The luncheon’s keynote speak-
er, Master Gunnery Sgt. Wil-
liam Mahoney, USMC, senior 
enlisted advisor to the under 
secretary of defense for per-
sonnel and readiness (USD, 
P&R), spoke about the value 
to military families of shopping 
at their local commissaries.

Dick Steinberg, vice chairman, S & K Sales Co., addressed luncheon attendees, 
telling them that S & K Sales Co., together with DeCA on the “Salute to Military 
Families” promotion, held from March 21 to May 8, generated sales of 962,000 

cases, $20.73 million in sales and $5.10 million in patron savings.
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