
Within premium snacking, a combination of items 
will be offered to the stores in an incremental 4-ft. 
planogram. Those will focus on alternative snack-
ing, which has fewer subcategories, and will feature 
for example, the new hot trends in popcorn, popped 
snacks, and other lighter snacks that are trending 
very well in the market. The planogram will also 
offer some of the decadent snacks such as Sahale-
brand nuts — they look healthy and they are also a 
premium selection. There are all kinds of great new 
items out there in snacking right now, and they are 
available in combinations that give the consumer 
a solution for snacks on the go. If there is space in 
the store, then the best placement is going to be 
adjacent to salty snacks, and stores will be provided 
the signage to accompany it. 

Certain other products are trending very well 
in the industry, and one of them is trail mix. These 
products are available in a range of flavors and differ-
ent product types; we’ve been evaluating them, and 
we expect this to be another new growth area for us.

Another new product area that we are introducing 
to the stores in September is our “Entrees to Go.” 
These are lunch and dinner solutions for patrons that 
are refrigerated in our open-air coolers. They consist 
of 12 new entrees that will be competitively priced 
from $4.49 to $6.49. All of these products will be 
microwaveable in store and will provide offerings 
in the American, Italian, and Asian food segments. 
Some of the early tests we conducted have shown 
outstanding results. 

To complement Entrees to Go, we are also going 
to introduce another new program to our customers 
called “What’s For Dinner?” 

Every two weeks, we are going to offer specials, 

E and C News: What are some of the category 
areas with sales growth year-to-date 2014? 

Arens: When I review some of the new programs 
we’re going to be introducing, it really signals to 
me that we are still constantly improving the fresh 
assortment for our customers, which continues to 
be great day-part meal solution for those we serve.

In our Hot Foods-to-Go category, we’re trending 
positively for the year to date — it’s up 11 percent, 
which is very substantial. It also shows that our 
customer is connecting with our overall foodservice 
solution. We’re adding some new programs to that 
area, which is a very positive sign for those categories.

The Chilled Foods-to-Go category, again, is an-
other positive story — we’re up 8 percent and that’s 
complemented with the investment in island cool-
ers, open-air refrigeration and grab-and-go foods. 
Whether a customer is grabbing a sandwich on the 
go, or simply a yogurt, the Healthier For You (HFY) 
items and beverages are strong mealtime solutions 
in the island coolers. 

HFY items also continue to trend in a positive 
direction. Our Operation Be Fit (Op Be Fit) assort-
ment is up 8 percent year to date, and we continue 
to introduce new items into that assortment. Initially 
those products are identified with a “New Item” sign 
in the stores. Eventually, after the new item period 
expires, an “Op Be Fit” tag is placed by the product 
to signal to the customer that it’s an HFY item that 
is still part of the Op Be Fit program.

What’s encouraging is that positive sales results 

in these categories are demonstrating to us that the 
customer is truly interested in healthy food options 
— it’s a trend within the industry that’s here to stay. 

In candy we’re down 5 percent; however, the 
majority of that is due to the contingency effect.

Another growth area is snacks. Right now, year 
to date in the snacking category, we are up 2 percent 
over last year, and we see the snacking category as 
a future growth area. 

E and C News: What are you looking at in terms 
of new growth possibilities for that category?

 
Arens: We’re exploring what’s called “premium 

snacking,” and we’re looking to introduce a plano-
gram that addresses this area in October.

On-the-Go Solutions Re-ignite Growth
In AAFES C-Stores
It may be ironic that while overall sales in Army & Air 

Force Exchange Service (AAFES) convenience stores have 
wrestled with the impact of force reductions in Europe, 

industry-wide declines in gasoline sales, drawdowns from 
contingency areas, as well as new regulations affecting some 
alcoholic beverages in some stores, “quick-stop shopping” 
has nevertheless become one of the Exchange’s most dynamic 
store segments. It’s one of the places where military patrons 
will encounter the most innovation and change in the smallest 
footprint. It also represents a new front line — with new options 
for healthy and nutritious lifestyles for on-the-go patrons. The 
assortment balance, however, is an extremely delicate one — 
patrons are always seeking new options to make their daily 

on-the-go meals selections more interesting, but if they can’t find long-established 
perennial favorites, they will go elsewhere to purchase them. 

AAFES Retail Food DMM David Arens told E and C News in August how the 
Exchange is aiming to stay one step ahead of the curve, and why the Express is fast 
becoming an important “go-to” store for troops and time-starved family members alike.

Arens

The Edwards AFB, Calif., Express 
combines a convenience store with 
a gas station, a tire shop and an 
automobile service station for cus-
tomers’ maximum convenience. 
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E and C News: How is the Healthy Base Initia-
tive (HBI) progressing in Retail Food?

Arens: That is going really well. We’re continuing 
to enhance our Op Be Fit program. We’re currently 
putting together a communication campaign through 
social media and in-store signage that will keep our 
customers informed about the criteria, the top three 
or four things that make a product qualify for Op 
Be Fit status.

Our staff dietician, Capt. Diane Ryan, has the 
three or four variables that qualify for us, for example, 
the fat content, the sodium level, and the number 
of calories. She evaluates each of the assortments.

We are also going to provide Op Be Fit solu-
tions for breakfast, lunch, dinner, and snacking, to 
our customers. So patrons will know that after their 
morning workout, they can find a good option at the 
Express. That may range from a hard-boiled egg, a 
yogurt and a banana, to an egg white sandwich (Deli 
Express), or maybe a container of orange juice or 
chocolate milk. As the day progresses, customers 
will then have additional solutions for lunch, dinner 
or snacking needs under the Op Be Fit umbrella.

We think that ongoing education very much aligns 
with the HBI. We continue to offer a great assort-
ment of healthy options, and now we are taking it 
up a notch and communicating the program criteria, 
along with great solutions for breakfast, lunch, din-
ner and snacking.

Additionally, as we send this marketing material 
out to the stores, we will ask the general managers to 
network with MWR to share some of the handouts 
at the gym and so forth, to inform patrons about 
the availability of these healthy options for eating 
and for fueling after workouts, with our potential 
customers who might use those facilities.  

E and C News: Could you tell us some of the 
brands that have been standing out in any of the 
new lines, and any other hot areas?

Arens: In the snack nuts area, Blue Diamond 
is performing well. Chobani and Dannon yogurt 
are doing well in the yogurt area. Jack’s Links is 
performing real well in meat snacks. Frito-Lay is 
having a big year — I know in the U.S., Frito-Lay 
is up about 6 percent, in that area.

In Deli Express, from a foodservice standpoint, 
we’re up 7 percent — that’s performing really well. 
F’real is another brand that’s on the upward swing; 
it is up 8 percent.

Those are probably some of the top brands that 
are really doing well for us.  —E and C NEWS

that our associates will be engaged in communicating 
to the customers. A full sign package at register and 
in-store will let customers know that we have these 
“What’s For Dinner” specials from 3 p.m. to 8 p.m. 
Our marketing department is putting together the 
point of purchase (POP) signs for the program, as 
well as signage for Express front windows.

Our plan is to kick it off on Sept. 5, and we are 
going to run it for six months and see how we do.

E and C News: Do you see that as more of a 
seasonal strength, or as something that could work 
year round?

Arens: It might … it could work year round. 
We’ll definitely get a read on what our customers 
think during the test.

We have a very strong roller-grill offering and 
a very strong sandwich business, so why not offer 
specials if the program connects year round with 
the customer? One thing we can be sure of is that 
patrons are always looking for things for dinner.

That’s been a very significant challenge for all 
convenience store retailers: “How do you bring them 
back out after breakfast and lunch?” 

It’s talked a lot about in the industry, and our 
strategy is going to be to offer that extra value to 
our customers. Over the next six months, we will 
be evaluating it. If it looks like it is producing the 
results in growing sales, then we’ll turn it into a 
year-round program. 

We are also exploring possibly bringing premium 
candy into the Express. We’re evaluating the top 80 
percent of our stores to see which ones would have 
space to bring the 4-ft. assortment into an Express 
store. This adjacency will be situated next to everyday 
candy, and we think that it would complement and 
help grow sales in our everyday candy category.

E and C News: So patrons would not have to 
go off base for those kinds of offerings in a con-
venience or drug-store format?

Arens: It will all be there: if a customer wants 
to pick up a box of chocolates to go, that will now 
be a possibility. Premium chocolate also works very 
well in pairings with wine and sparkling beverages, 
so we plan to gain that synergy by offering those 
customer solutions on pairings — for example, what 
chocolate pairs best with a particular wine. 

We’re also evaluating a potential wing rack to 
be featured within the wine section with premium 
chocolate and pairing solutions for customers. So, 
when you pick up the wine, you can pick up some 
chocolate to further enhance and complement that 
wine experience.

via coupons, through social media and in-store to 
our customers, to get a dollar off an entrée to go, or 
a one-dollar savings on a purchase of two roller-grill 
items or on a purchase of a microwaveable chili or 
soup — to promote sales of shelf-stable items in the 
“On-the-Go” segment. The objective and the strategy 
there is to provide a solution to our customers that 
is centered on dinner. There will be a “time-of-day 
special,” with the special discounts offered between 
3 p.m. and 8 p.m. This not only lets our customers 
know we have a solution for their food needs for that 
day-part, but also so they know that whether they 
live on base or if they are exiting the base and are 
going home for dinner, they can stop by the Express 
for some great dinner specials.

We will also have a solution selling featured items 

AAFES Convenience 
Stores At a Glance*

CONUS Express sales   .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . -2% 
Europe  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  -13%
Pacific  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .+16%
Contingency   .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . -40%

* Not including gasoline, year-to-date through June versus the 
same period in 2013 

DMM David Arens told E and C News that 
Demographics — the troop reduction in Eu-
rope — has impacted the regional sales, as have 
sales in Contingency areas . Pacific, on the other 
hand, has gained more troops, and is up about 
16 percent .

Probably the strongest factor impacting the 
sales outside of Europe, Arens said “is the Con-
tingency drawdown . When you look at percent 
reduction, that’s a large reduction . When you 
put that into the macro number for Retail Food 
right now, we’re tracking -3 percent overall to 
last year . The CONUS regions, however, are 
showing improvements, which is a positive sign 
in the sense that we’re growing the business in 
CONUS and the Pacific .   

“There are variables to consider, for example, 
troops from some locations could be coming 
back to the U .S . from Europe or from a Contin-
gency area, and so we’re picking up a greater 
customer count . Another variable is that the 
military is drawing down the total armed forces 
population .” 

Primary Convenience  
Store Operations

Express Stores   .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . 334
Specialty Stores   .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . 217
Filling/Service Stations  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . 47

Open/Closed Year to Date
Year:  Opened Closed
2014 .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . 3  .  .  .  . 16
2013 .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . 19  .  .  .  .39*

*According to Divisional Merchandise Manager David Arens, 
where a closure involves a slower moving store that is not cre-
ating a lot of business, the impact on the topline sales figure 
is not that significant. 

Among existing renovation projects, Arens 
said 10 specialty stores are being renovated 
under the Express/Troop Store umbrella .

Source: AAFES

Customers at the Fort 
McCoy, Wis ., Express 
expect to find a wide 
selection of merchan-
dise in AAFES conve-
nience stores, often 
in a very small foot-
print . Assortments 
evolve rapidly in the 
334 Express stores in 
AAFES’s portfolio of 
convenience store 

operations .
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