
E & C News: Please tell us about your new role at 
National Industries for the Blind and with the AbilityOne 
Program. How has your previous role at DeCA prepared 
you for your current role? 

Thomas Milks: First, let me explain what the Abili-
tyOne Program is and NIB’s relationship to the program. 
AbilityOne was established by the Javits-Wagner-O’Day 
Act, which requires federal agencies to procure products 
and services from authorized nonprofit agencies that 
employ persons who are blind or have other severe dis-
abilities.  The U.S. AbilityOne Commission administers 
the program. NIB, whose mission is to enhance the 
opportunities for economic and personal independence 
of persons who are blind/vision impaired, primarily 
through creating, sustaining and improving employ-
ment, is a central non-profit agency working with the 
AbilityOne Program.

NIB and its network of 90 associated non-profit 

‘The exchanges and commissaries have both been excellent partners 
over the years. Specifically, we have the potential for substantial growth 

with the exchanges, and are working hard with them to develop 
products that meet their needs.’ 

— Assistant Vice President of Channel Management and Resale for the NIB, Thomas Milks

Thomas Milks took more than two decades of experience as a 
Defense Commissary Agency (DeCA) executive to National In-

dustries for the Blind (NIB) and the AbilityOne Program. However, he 
did not venture too far from goals he successfully pursued throughout 
his career in the federal government. Today, Milks works with com-
missaries and exchanges through NIB’s multi-million-dollar Military 
Resale program. In this exclusive interview, Milks discusses how 
continuing to work with commissaries and exchanges in his current 
role as assistant vice president of Channel Management and Resale 
for NIB is helping to employ people who are blind/vision impaired, 
accomplishing this goal through the AbilityOne Program.

NIB products manufactured 
under the auspices of its 

Military Resale Program are 
made specifically for sale in 

commissaries and exchanges 
around the world.

Milks
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New Career,
      New Purpose



based on market standards. Our agencies have a reputa-
tion of manufacturing quality products for the federal 
government that dates back to 1938. The Skilcraft 
brand was developed early on as an indication of the 
confidence placed on the integrity of our products. In 
fact, Skilcraft products appealed to quality-conscious 
shoppers in retail stores first.  Years later, in 1954 and 
1955, products were introduced to military commis-
saries and post exchanges (PX). In 1955, the Schedule 
for Department of Defense Commissary Stores listed 
only nine products – two sizes of brooms, floor brushes, 
mop handles and five types of mops. Today, employees 
who are blind/vision impaired manufacture everything 
from office and equipment products, to cleaning and 
janitorial supplies, to military uniforms and airplane 
parts and everything in between. 

Even more important, many of our agencies are ISO 
9001:2008 certified, a quality assurance standard that 
provides a tested framework for taking a systematic 
approach to managing an organization’s processes so 
that they consistently produce products that satisfy 
customer expectations. 

We have found that we manufacture many products 
that are also commercially manufactured. In some cases, 
we have been able to partner with commercial busi-
nesses to fabricate products. One significant difference 
between our products and commercial products is that 
we have an important socioeconomic reason to produce 
the best possible product for our customers – the em-
ployment of persons who are blind/vision impaired. 

E & C News: There seems to be a strong emphasis 
on the importance of commissary and exchange par-
ticipation as a driving factor with this program. The 
significance of the program is clear for the employment 
of people who are blind/vision impaired.  What’s the 
benefit to the military community?

Milks: This program adds several benefits to the 
military community. In some cases, products available 
through our Military Resale Program are the direct 
result of the employment of wounded warriors. And 
we are working to recruit, rehabilitate and employ even 
more wounded warriors who are back from the Iraq 
and Afghanistan conflicts at many of our non-profit-
associated agencies throughout the country. 

We have been actively recruiting wounded ser-

vision impaired are not employed. That number has 
been static way too long. This is an area where I believe 
my sales and logistics background will play a critical 
part. The exchanges and commissaries have both been 
excellent partners over the years. Specifically, we have 
the potential for substantial growth with the exchanges, 
and are working hard with them to develop products 
that meet their needs. NIB supports the exchanges with 
products for the military, such as office products, mat-
tresses and eyeglasses, and the MR program provides 
items for individual patron resale.

E & C News: Tell me more about the Skilcraft 
products made by people who are blind/vision impaired. 
How is the integrity of the products measured and how 
will Skilcraft products rate against commercial brands 
that are also sold in commissaries and exchanges?

Milks: The products manufactured by NIB-asso-
ciated agencies are extremely comparable in terms of 
quality and value. There’s a strenuous pricing process 
that takes place at the U.S. AbilityOne Commission 
level to ensure our products are competitively priced 

agencies across the U.S. serve as the largest employer 
of people who are blind/vision impaired. Our agencies 
manufacture quality products and provide services 
to the military and federal government through the 
AbilityOne Program. Many of the products produced 
by NIB-associated agencies can be found in commis-
saries and exchanges across the U.S.

In my new role, I am responsible for managing the 
AbilityOne Program product distribution channels and 
implementation of all Executive Agency responsibili-
ties identified by the U.S. AbilityOne Commission for 
Base Supply Centers (BSCs). NIB agencies operate 
144 BSCs across the U.S., Puerto Rico and Guam. 
I’m in the process of developing reporting metrics for 
key channel objectives, and assisting NIB agencies 
with some of the challenges associated with channel 
distribution.  

Military resale programs are also part of my organi-
zation. This program is unique in NIB. My colleague, 
Anne-Marie Wallace, Military Resale program direc-
tor, and her team approve all products, price points, 
promotions, manufacturing and packaging. Products 
are manufactured specifically for the military for resale 
in commissaries and exchanges around the world

Employees who are blind/vision impaired at 17 of 
our agencies manufacture more than 900 Skilcraft and 
Impulse Marketing Program (IMP) products that are 
available in commissaries and exchanges right now. 
As a result of those products, 400 individuals who are 
blind/vision impaired have jobs. NIB and its agencies 
employ more than 6,100 people who are blind/vision 
impaired in total. It is my goal to increase that number 
significantly through sales growth at commissaries 
and exchanges. 

Employees at NIB-associated agencies produce 
more than 6,000 products available for procurement 
by military, government, and commercial customers. 
I am working to get more products in commissary 
and exchange stores so we can employ even more 
people at our agencies, including wounded veterans.

E & C News: Why is your goal to increase partici-
pation on the exchange side of particular importance?

Milks: The AbilityOne Program is an employ-
ment model first. Sales are secondary, but they are 
equally important. The sale of Skilcraft and IMP 
products at commissaries and exchanges is crucial 
because the revenue generated from sales is used to 
provide employment to people who are blind/vision 
impaired and to ultimately create more jobs. Nearly 
70 percent of working-age Americans who are blind/

‘In some cases, products available through our Military Resale Program 
are the direct result of the employment of wounded warriors. …We are 

working to recruit, rehabilitate and employ even more wounded warriors 
who are back from the Iraq and Afghanistan conflicts’

— Assistant Vice President of Channel Management and Resale for the NIB, Thomas Milks

strong military connections. Dwayne cunningham, who works at NIB’s tra-
vis association for the Blind in austin, texas, is a veteran who lost his sight in 
service with the Marine corps in 2005. cunningham was rehabilitated and 
crossed-trained in various functions at the agency. He also has five children 
and his oldest two sons served in the u.s. military in Iraq and afghanistan.
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community, military veterans and their families, and 
the economy as a whole. 

E & C News: Moving forward, what are your plans 
for getting more Skilcraft products on the shelves of 
exchanges and commissaries?

Milks: We are looking at a lot of different oppor-
tunities. Several companies have shown interest in 
becoming our manufacturing partners by either sup-
plying us with raw materials or co-branding with us.

E & C News: Do you have a final point you want 
to make?

Milks: Yes. Last year, NIB and its associated agen-
cies generated 537 new job opportunities for people 
who are blind/vision impaired, supporting govern-
ment and military customers. The people here are 
wonderful, they are dedicated to finding meaningful 
employment, and they work as a team. It has been a 
great experience, and NIB is a great place to work. To 
date, total military resale sales for Skilcraft products 
have slightly exceeded last year’s numbers. I want to 
see those numbers continue to increase. The better our 
sales, the more people who are blind/vision impaired 
we can employ.

—E and C NEWS

(MCX) and the Army & Air Force Exchange Service 
(AAFES). Together, these customers account for 244 
commissary stores worldwide, 175 AAFES stores and 
121 NEX and MCX stores. 

As I mentioned earlier, I do see an opportunity where 
we can increase participation on the exchange side.

E & C News: What are some of the challenges you 
have faced since working with NIB and the AbilityOne 
Program?

Milks: I prefer to think of the challenges as op-
portunities.  We have an opportunity to raise awareness 
about the capabilities of Americans who are blind/
vision impaired, the quality products they produce 
and services they provide, and the opportunities for 
employment through this program for the military 
and their families. This dialogue is a great start to 
educating the military community and procurement 
officers about NIB, the AbilityOne Program and the 
opportunities that exist.

There is an employment crisis in the blind/vision 
impaired community that has persisted for decades. 
This crisis is based largely on misconceptions about the 
capabilities of people who are blind/vision impaired. 
By manufacturing quality products and delivering 
consistent services to federal and military customers, 
we have been able to dispel some of those myths. The 
Military Resale program is part of an overall employ-
ment model that works for the blind/vision impaired 

vicemen and women through our Wounded Warrior 
Program by going to military job fairs and educating 
veterans about our programs. You can find information 
about the Wounded Warrior program by going to our 
website at www.nib.org and clicking on the Wounded 
Warrior Program tab. Primarily, our focus is on veter-
ans who are blind/vision impaired, but we encourage 
all veterans with disabilities to explore NIB or one 
of our associated agencies as a potential employer.

Many of our agencies already employ warriors 
throughout the country. To give you an example, at 
one of our agencies, Travis Association for the Blind 
in Austin, Texas, Dwayne Cunningham, a veteran who 
lost his sight in the Marine Corps back in 2005, was 
rehabilitated and crossed-trained in various functions at 
the agency. He currently works in distribution services. 
He has three sons and two daughters and his oldest two 
sons served in the U.S. military in Iraq and Afghanistan. 
This is an example of a family with a strong military 
background that can and has reaped the benefits of this 
program in a number of ways.

E & C News: How important are DeCA and mili-
tary exchanges to your program?

Milks: We have had significant support for the 
program from DeCA and the exchanges for a very long 
time. Our Military Resale program supplies Skilcraft 
and IMP products to DeCA, Navy Exchange Service 
Command (NEXCOM), Marine Corps Exchange 
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