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in main stores.

1962 - The Army Subsistence Center in Chicago, re-
designated three years later as the Army Food Service 
Center, takes control of Army commissary support.

1966 - A century after first being authorized by Con-
gress, four services’ commissaries set an all-time 
sales record of $1.3 billion: Air Force, $535.9 mil-
lion; Army, $427 million; Navy, $274.2 million; Ma-
rine Corps, $38.6 million.

1967 - NSSO takes direct command of Navy com-
missaries.

1969 - The Air Force begins stocking a variety of 
health and beauty aids in commissaries; other ser-
vices follow suit over the next few years.

1970 - The first Air Force commissary constructed 
with surcharge funds opens at Bolling AFB in Wash-
ington, D.C.

1972 - The Army creates the Troop Support Agency 
(TSA) to replace the Army Food Service Center. Four 
years later, TSA becomes Army commissaries’ cen-
tral management agency.

1976 - The Air Force establishes the Air Force Com-
missary Service (AFCOMS) to centralize the ser-
vice’s commissary system.

1979 - GAO recommends consolidating four service 
commissary systems into a single agency.

1986 - Congress allows reservists 12 commissary 
shopping trips per year.

1987 - Marine Corps commissary system implements 
electronic ordering, invoicing, funds transfer.

1989 - A commission headed by Army Lt. Gen. Don-
ald W. Jones studies DoD commissaries.

1990 - Based upon the Jones Commission report, 
DoD decides to consolidate all service commissaries 
into a Defense Commissary Agency (DeCA).

1920 - Coast Guard personnel and Public Health Ser-
vice officers are allowed to shop in commissaries.
 
1920s - Army and Navy commissaries offer home 
delivery service.

1937 - Self-service has become commonplace at 
larger commissaries; smaller stores experiment with 
it as well.

1943 - Wives of combat troops receive permission to 
shop in all commissaries.

1945 - Commissary stock lists add perishables.

1946 - Navy centralizes oversight of commissaries 
(though they’re not called commissaries until 1950), 
exchanges and ship’s stores at Navy Ship’s Store Of-
fice (NSSO) in Brooklyn, N.Y. 

1947 - The U.S. Air Force is established as a separate ser-
vice branch, joining the Army, Navy and Marine Corps 
as part of the newly created Department of Defense.
 
1948 - Sales at the 210 commissary stores in the 48 
states (81 Army, 84 Air Force, 38 Navy, 7 Marine 
Corps) for the calendar year totaled $75.7 million.

1949 - The Armed Services Commissary Store Regu-
lation (ASCSR) goes into effect, standardizing the 
stock list and terminology for all services.

1952 - Congress requires that a surcharge be collect-
ed at all commissaries.

1953 - Commissaries come under heavy pressure 
from the commercial supermarket industry, the Gen-
eral Accounting Office (GAO) and Congress.

1954 - Sales in 438 commissaries (199 in the U.S., 
239 overseas) totaled $306 million.

1955 - The Hoover Commission suggests contracting 
out commissaries, raising prices to cover all costs.

1958 - The Army sets up branch commissary outlets 
stocking only high-demand items to relieve crowding 

1820 - The Army Subsistence Department is estab-
lished.

1825 - Army Regulations allow sales of subsistence 
items to officers at frontier posts at cost plus trans-
portation expenses.

1832 - President Andrew Jackson removes rum from 
daily rations, replacing it with coffee and sugar.

1841 - Army Regulations permit sales of subsistence 
items for officers’ families at remote posts, condon-
ing a practice that may have been occurring since the 
mid-1830s.

1866 - July 28. Congress passes a law authorizing the 
sale of subsistence items to enlisted soldiers as well 
as officers on all Army posts.

1867 - July 1. The 1866 law takes effect, and all Army 
commissary storehouses become sales commissaries 
as well.

1868 - The first official commissary stock list is pub-
lished — 82 items (25 of them canned goods) rang-
ing from bacon and coffee to toilet soaps and sperm 
whale candles.

1873 - Army regulations establish a new uniform for 
commissary sergeants and a prototype commissary 
building.

1879 - Retirees are granted commissary shopping 
privileges.

1898 - First overseas commissary opens in Manila, 
Philippine Islands. In 1900, another opens in Peking, 
China.

1908 - Naval Appropriations Act authorizes Navy and 
Marine Corps to sell subsistence items to officers and 
enlisted personnel, as well as civilian employees out-
side the continental U.S. and Alaska.

1909 - The Navy establishes ship’s stores, afloat and 
ashore, that will later come to be known as ships 
stores, exchanges and commissaries.

1909-1910 - Marine Corps opens its first sales com-
missary.

1910 - First Navy commissary store opens at the 
Washington (D.C.) Navy Yard.

1912 - Army Quartermaster Corps takes control of 
Army commissaries.

1918 - Sales commissaries operate in France during 
World War I.

Bolling AFB, D.C., Commissary on opening day, 
Sept. 29, 1970. U.S. Air Force photo.

NS Newport, R.I., Commissary delivery truck, 
1923-25. U.S. Navy photo
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2000 - DeCA launches “Best Value Items” program. 
The agency holds an off-site sale at a National Guard 
base in Birmingham, Ala.

2001 - DeCA holds its first worldwide case-lot sale. 
House Armed Services Committee (HASC) rejects a 
DoD pilot program to contract out certain Army, Ma-
rine Corps commissaries. The day before the Sept. 11 
terrorist attacks, Defense Secretary Donald Rumsfeld 
questions, “Why are we in the grocery business?”

2002 - DeCA justifies its continued existence as a 
warfighter support “core competency.” After testing 
at Langley AFB, Va., Computer Assisted Ordering 
(CAO) is completely deployed Stateside.

2003 - Congress authorizes unlimited commissary 
shopping for reservists.

2004 - DeCA pares down regional structure to three: 
East, West and Europe.

2005 - DeCA takes over procurement of its own 
fresh fruits and vegetables, ends reliance on Defense 
Subsistence Offices (DSOs). Severe storms, includ-
ing Hurricane Katrina, hit military bases in the Gulf 
States and wreak havoc from which it will take five 
years to recover.

2006 - Military transformation, global repositioning 
and 2005 BRAC round, closing 22 major bases, set 
in motion major troop shifts that will directly impact 
commissary operations. 

2007 - DeCA opens its “Store of the Future” at NB 
San Diego, Calif., as well as a new store at Grafen-
woehr, Germany, a U.S. military hub set to remain 
after drawdown of forces in Europe.

2008 - Congress proposes moratorium on A-76 out-
sourcing. HASC draft proposes test of beer and wine 
sales in commissaries. 

2009 - Coupon and “food stamp” redemption rates 
skyrocket in commissaries (up 12.3 percent over 
2008) as worldwide recession bottoms out.

1991 - In their final year as independent organizations, 
the five services’ commissary operations ring up 
$6.0298 billion in sales: Air Force, $2.6765 billion; 
Army, $2.1208 billion; Navy, $1.0391 billion; Marine 
Corps, $188.7 million; Coast Guard, $3.7 million.

1991 - DeCA is activated, merging all Army, Navy, 
Air Force and Marine Corps commissary operations.

1992 - DeCA establishes prompt pay program to clear 
up massive bill-paying backlog. Hurricane Andrew 
destroys Homestead AFB, Fla.

1993 - Congressional Budget Office (CBO) recom-
mends eliminating commissary appropriation.

1994 - DeCA assigns zone managers to oversee small 
groups of stores. Institutes credit card pilot program 
at MCB Camp Lejeune, N.C.

1995 - DeCA Marketing Business Unit (MBU) 
centralizes national brand procurement, takes over 
category management. GAO advocates merging ex-
changes and commissaries. Fourth Base Realignment 
and Closure (BRAC) round results in closing eight 
major bases with commissaries. DeCA takes over op-
eration of Coast Guard’s last remaining commissary, 
at Kodiak, Alaska. Stateside CDCs close, replaced by 
distributors’ frequent delivery service (FDS).

1996 - DeCA tests point-of-sale (POS) scanning 
systems to replace legacy checkout systems. In an 
all-service customer survey, commissaries replace 
medical care as the most-valued military benefit. A 
study shows customer savings amount to 30 percent.

1997 - DeCA realigns, reduces region offices from 
seven to four. Website commissaries.com goes online.

1998 - Commissary privileges double for selected re-
serves, “gray area” retirees to 24 visits per year.

1999 - Howard AFB and Corozal commissaries in 
Panama close as U.S. forces depart after 95 years. 
DeCA increases prices 1 percent to cover shrink-
age, pilferage and spoilage. “store director” replaces 
“commissary officer” title.

2010 - DeCA calculates annual shopper savings of 
more than $4,400 for a family of four.

2011 - DeCA eliminates region structure, realigns 
worldwide operations into five geographic areas. Com-
missaries in Japan damaged by an earthquake and tsu-
nami recover quickly and play an important role in the 
U.S. military relief effort. After 18 years as a “ComEx” 
hybrid, the grocery outlet at Robinson Barracks, Ger-
many, reverts to its former status as a commissary.

2012 - Congress authorizes Military Compensa-
tion and Retirement Modernization Commission 
(MCRMC) to review and suggest changes to military 
benefits. DeCA tests Commissary Rewards Card with 
Fort Lee launch. New Fort Carson, Colo., Commis-
sary opens as troop influx grows. With 97.8 million 
transactions during FY 2012, DeCA reaches sales of 
$6.093 billion.

2013 - DeCA Tests Internet Ordering, Curbside Pick-
up.

2014 - Pittsburgh Area Commissary opens, replac-
ing the C.E. Kelly Support Facility store closed by 
BRAC. Blue Star Family survey shows 95 percent 
of military families find resale stores among “most 
used” services. Pentagon proposes reducing commis-
sary benefit to 10 percent, JCS Chairman Army Gen. 
Martin Dempsey suggests NAF commissary model.

2015 - MCRMC testifies to Congress on importance 
of retaining commissaries.

2016 - Defense Resale Business Optimization Board 
(DRBOB) charter charges resale leaders with cross-
system streamlining and new initiatives to offset 
operating costs. DeCA begins hiring managers for 
private label and variable pricing initiatives.

Sources: Exchange & Commissary News; The Illus-
trated History of American Military Commissaries, 
by Dr. Peter Skirbunt and Kevin Robinson; collec-
tions of the Library of Congress and National Ar-
chives.

MCRMC panel testifies before Congress, 2015.

NSA Annapolis, Md. Photo by Rick Brink, DeCA.
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McClellan, Calif., Commissary case-lot sale. 
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DeCA activation ceremony, Fort Lee, Va., 
Oct. 1, 1991. DeCA photo.
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