
E and C News: Everyone will be glad to hear 
that AAFES, NEXCOM and the Marine Corps 
will work cohesively together to help Rob get 
the job done. 

Barna: We really cannot hope to optimize the 
military resale system without the full engagement 
of DeCA and the Exchanges. All of them play a 
significant role in the resale enterprise and will 
have a significant role going forward. 

E and C News: That’s a very strong group, and 
they will all work for the good of the benefit. 
They won’t necessarily agree on everything, 
but that’s the best part of business, when you 
don’t agree with someone, but they speak up 
and voice their opinions.

Barna: I could not agree more. I expect all of 
our resale executives to be engaged in the hard 
work of evaluating alternatives for the future of 
the enterprise and contributing to the robust de-
liberation and discussion that must occur as we 
move forward. 

E and C News: First of all, thank you for your 
time and for providing industry and ourselves 
some insight into the recent appointment of 
Robert Bianchi to lead the commissary system. 
What was the thinking behind your selecting 
him for the interim DeCA directorship?

Stephanie Barna: This is not an assignment 
that Rear Adm. Bianchi sought out. Rather — as 
he has so many times in his career — when asked, 
he agreed to step up to the challenge. Rob brings 
to the job a wealth of business experience gained 
at the helm of the multi-billion dollar worldwide 
Navy Exchange operation. He’s performed exceed-
ingly well in leading a very diverse resale and 
services portfolio. Further, his career is marked 
by a fierce dedication to the needs of military 
members and their families, and a similarly un-
wavering commitment to the mission needs of 
commanders at all levels. I felt certain that he 
would bring this same expertise and focus to bear 
on the challenges facing DeCA. Rob’s assignment 
also provides the opportunity to explore and drive 
home best practices and synergies across the entire 

military resale ecosystem. 
I also placed significant value on the fact that 

Rob is an authorized patron; that he could shop 
in our commissaries and assess for himself, from 
a customer’s perspective, how well DeCA is per-
forming — both in our day-to-day operations and 
with regard to the transformational initiatives that 
we have undertaken. The fact that Rob can shop 
in his “own” stores, and that his wife, Beth, is a 
commissary shopper, is more than sentiment — it 
was critically important to me. 

E and C News: Is there a role here for the other 
service exchange executives? 

Barna: Most certainly there is. As the Depart-
ment moves forward to chart the future of the 
defense resale enterprise, I expect that both Tom 
Shull [Army & Air Force Exchange Service (AAFES) 
director/CEO] and Cindy Whitman Lacy [Marine 
Corps Business and Support Services Division 
(BSSD) director] will play a significant role — they 
will be personally engaged in that process. Both 
Tom and Cindy are inspirational leaders with a 
keen sense of business acumen, and both are com-

mitted to the benefit and 
the service of — as Tom 
Shull calls them — the 
“best customers in the 
world,” our military pa-
trons. I’ve spoken with 
each of them person-
ally about how we can 
work together across the 
enterprise. Both have 
pledged their direct en-
gagement and support. 

In late October, while she was Acting Assistant Secretary of Defense for Manpower and Reserve Affairs*, 
Stephanie Barna spoke with Helen Scheller, president of Executive Business Media, which publishes 
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USN (Ret.), to lead the Defense Commissary Agency (DeCA) on the next stage of the agency’s voyage of 
evaluation and transformation, while concurrently serving as NEXCOM CEO.

Stephanie Barna, Performing the Duties of the Assistant 
Secretary of Defense for Manpower and Reserve Affairs

Working Together,
Understanding the Customer,
And Optimizing the Benefit

Barna

Barna and Army & Air Force Exchange Service 
(AAFES) Senior Enlisted Advisor Chief Master 
Sgt. Luis Reyes, USAF, discuss resale matters.

‘ We really cannot hope to opti-

mize the military resale system 

without the full engagement of 

DeCA and the Exchanges. All of 

them play a significant role in the 

resale enterprise and will have a 

significant role going forward.’

— Stephanie Barna, Performing the 
Duties of the Assistant Secretary of Defense 

for Manpower and Reserve Affairs

* Under the law governing federal government appointments, Barna’s title has 
changed since the interview was conducted. Her correct current title is Performing 
the Duties of the Assistant Secretary of Defense for Manpower and Reserve Affairs.

EXCHANGE and COMMISSARY NEWS

DoD Executive Interview

NOVEMBER 2017



many people have complained they don’t think 
that DeCA is getting anything, and they are 
not seeing any kind of information about how 
much is being passed onto the patrons.

Barna: BCG is currently under a fixed-price 
contract with DeCA, so the outcomes of the CPI 
negotiations do not affect the amount that BCG 
is paid. An earlier contract had an award fee por-
tion tied to BCG’s assistance to DeCA in preparing 
for Wave 1 of the CPI negotiations. However, the 
resulting award fee was not paid from any actual 
savings realized as a result of the CPI initiative. 
Beginning with CPI Wave 2, BCG’s work has been 
under a firm fixed-price contract option.

E and C News: With all the CPI negotiations 
— as you know; you’ve met with manufactur-
ers, Tyson, Kellogg, Unilever — I’m sure they 
have explained to you the impact it has had on 
sales, and how much they’ve had to negotiate, 
and where they take the money from. Was that 
a little bit of an eye-opener?

Barna: That is a very apt way to characterize it. 
It was an eye-opener for me to hear and understand 
the perspective of each individual manufacturer 
— the comments each provided were, without 
exception, very insightful. I appreciated their can-
dor and I took their input very seriously. I have 
spoken with both DeCA and with Rob Bianchi 
personally about what I heard and learned, and 
I am very interested in Rob’s assessment of the 
situation on the ground. 

E and C News: Will he be given in advance a 
full account of everything that’s gone on? For 
instance, that they eliminated certain brands, 
and put in their private label brand — let’s 
just say water, for argument’s sake. Will they 
have data showing how the private label wa-
ter is selling now versus how the brand name 

E and C News: We see that AAFES and DeCA 
staff are working together on the supply chain. 
How is that going?

Barna: Remarkably well. There have been a 
number of meetings. Again, kudos to Tom Shull for 
reaching out to suggest that review. He contacted 
me — perhaps 60 days ago — and said, “This is an 
area where we can work together very effectively 
for the good of the enterprise.” I welcomed his 
offer and he immediately committed one of his 
executives to the task. I asked Rogers Campbell, 
Executive Director of DeCA’s Sales, Marketing and 
Policy Group, to take the lead for DeCA, and he 
advises that discussions between AAFES and DeCA 
have been extremely productive. 

I’m looking forward to receiving a more detailed 
back brief from Rear Adm. Bianchi and his team 
the next time I go to DeCA. 

I’m very enthusiastic about promoting and 
facilitating collaborative efforts across the enter-
prise. The supply chain is certainly not the only 
domain in which collaboration will pay dividends. 
In my view, we have a number of lines of effort 
that we need to plumb together to build success 
for the long term — another reason why I believe 
so strongly that Tom, Cindy, and Rob, as well, will 
each make significant contributions.

E and C News: An Aug. 1 Pentagon report to 
Congress about upcoming changes in Defense 
Department organization included enterprise 
management of the military exchanges — con-
solidating or centralizing them into a single 
agency instead of the individual services running 
them. The report called this an “early win” 
in that it could be easily accomplished and 
would pay off in reducing costs and improving 
productivity. The timeline in the report calls 
for the initial transition to exchange enterprise 
management during the second quarter of fis-
cal 2018 — that’s next March — and have it 

all completed and have permanent enterprise 
leaders named by the end of fiscal 2018, which 
is 11 months from now. Is that still in play?

Barna: I believe you’re referring to what is 
known as the “901 Report,” the Department’s 
report to Congress in response to Section 901 
of the National Defense Authorization Act for 
Fiscal Year 2017. Compliments to E and C News 
for having read the “901 Report” and divined its 
importance to the Department. The “901 Report” 
reflects the perspectives of our senior-most leaders 
regarding reform of the Department’s business 
operations — including military resale and com-
munity services. The belief that through “shared 
services” — an approach that prevails in the private 
sector — we can provide better service, to higher 
standards of quality, across the entirety of DoD, 
will be a “North Star” moving forward. 

E and C News: What is the status of the Boston 
Consulting Group (BCG)? Will they continue 
to be involved in the commissaries? Will there 
be a moratorium of the Category Performance 
Improvement (CPI) initiative, private label and 
variable pricing until the interim director has 
the opportunity to evaluate everything?

Barna: BCG currently has a firm fixed-price 
contract with DeCA for consulting services. 

I have not put a moratorium on any of DeCA’s 
programs. I believe it appropriate to give Rob Bi-
anchi a chance to get into DeCA, get his feet on 
the ground, and assess the situation. As I said, 
I have every expectation that the way forward 
will be shaped by Rob’s business expertise and 
customer focus.

E and C News: Do you have any idea when they 
negotiated the CPI, how much of that money 
has gone to BCG versus DeCA and the patron? 
I understand it is proprietary information, but 

Among the recent initiatives aimed simultaneously at “Re-
warding those who serve” as well as optimizing DoD assets, 
making the benefit more efficient and effective, building 
sales, and offsetting costs is the introduction of Military Star 

card acceptance in commissaries. 
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water was selling — or beans, or whatever the 
products in question are?

Barna: In his role as Interim Director and 
CEO of DeCA, Rear Adm. Bianchi will have full 
and unfettered access to any and all informa-
tion pertaining to DeCA and its operations. I 
am counting on Rob Bianchi to exercise his best 
business judgment where DeCA is concerned; in 
order to do that, he needs to be fully informed. 
Mike Dowling, DeCA’s Chief Operating Officer, 
and the DeCA team have always proceeded with 
the utmost integrity, and I have every expectation 
that they will do likewise in this case — it will be 
an “open book” with Rob Bianchi.

E and C News: It’s going to have to be. He’s 
going to need this to succeed. Has anybody 
discussed the impact DeCA is having on small 
business?

Barna: I have not received a specific brief on 
the effects of DeCA transformation on small busi-
ness. During Joe Jeu’s tenure as DeCA Director and 
CEO, he and I often spoke about the important 
role of small business in the commissary. DeCA 
routinely met or exceeded small business targets 
. . . each and every year. 

Is there someone with whom you would rec-
ommend I speak to explore this issue further? 

E and C News: We can provide you a list of 
three or four. One reason we ask is because at 
the ALA last week, there was talk of one small 
broker that recently, because of all the items that 
were deleted, basically went out of business.
  Also our competitor, Military Retailer maga-
zine, just ceased publication because, based 
on the current environment, it is very difficult 
to sell advertising. Somebody told us, “That’s 
good for you” — but no, it’s not; it’s bad for 
business. We think competition is the greatest 

thing in the world. It keeps you motivated, and 
you often get to see what everybody else is doing.
  We’ve heard smaller companies complain-
ing that the CPI is just taking everything out 
of them, that there is only so much that they 
can give. They are small companies, and they 
don’t have a big well to go to. 

Barna: I do recall that the Chairman of the 
Armed Forces Marketing Council (AFMC), Jed 
Becker [President and CEO of EURPAC], mentioned 
that a small broker had recently left the business. 
I have also read of the matter in trade papers, but 
I am not familiar with the circumstances that 
may have led to that broker’s decision. I couldn’t 
agree with you more — competition and Ameri-
can competitiveness are essential elements of our 
way of life. 

E and C News: Most of the brokers do repre-
sent small businesses. Not only do they have 
the Unilevers and the Tysons, but they have 
smaller accounts, too, because there are certain 
products, regional brands, that customers like 
to find in a supermarket.

Barna: I do understand — DeCA customers 
benefit from local and regional sourcing practices. 
If you would share the names of those with whom 
you suggest I speak, I will reach out to them.

E and C News: Very good. Last week, Mike 
Dowling’s presentation at ALA indicated that 
DeCA reports to Congress quarterly on the sav-
ings baseline. Have they issued any reports, 
and will the information be available? Or is 
that also confidential?

Barna: We have briefed the Congressional 
defense committees’ professional staffs — both 
authorizers and appropriators — on our progress 
in implementing the DeCA transformation, in-

cluding baselining savings by region. The staffs 
are very interested and engaged. Although we 
have not issued a formal report, I believe that we 
have provided three quarterly briefings to date, 
and we are always available to address Member 
and staff questions. 

Based on the nature of some of the questions 
the staffs have posed to DeCA and to me, I believe 
that the Committees have received feedback from 
many of the same sources that I have. Although 
I am certainly not in a position to speak for any 
Member of Congress or the Committee staffs, it 
is my sense that the Hill generally believes we 
are making progress as they have directed in the 
National Defense Authorization Act (NDAA).

E and C News: Now, the big question: increasing 
sales in DeCA. This is not something that you 
are going to be able to turn around overnight. 
In the three months since Mike Dowling has 
been acting director, has DeCA presented you 
with a sales or promotional plan, or anything 
else like that to juice things up a little bit?

Barna: DeCA sales have my complete atten-
tion. Likely, there are many factors at play, many 
potential explanations. I suspect that the situation 
is a combination of many things.

The sales plan — which I’ve directed DeCA to 
develop — is somewhat of an imperative from my 
perspective. After speaking with Mr. Becker and 
AFMC President Tom Gordy, I called DeCA and said, 
“We’re driving down on Thursday; I need to see 
you then, and I want all executives, all hands on 
deck, and I want to understand what it is that we 
are doing in regard to sales, and what we are doing 
to turn this around.” I do expect to be presented 
with a plan in very short order, and I expect that 
plan to be shaped by Rear Adm. Bianchi. 

Commissary sales have waned since their 2012 $6 billion peak, 
partly because of the military drawdown and stiffening com-
petition. How to successfully reach out to authorized patrons 
who aren’t shopping at the commissary; how to find out what 
it is that will make them give the commissary a try, or another 
try, are some of the questions on industry’s and DeCA’s minds, 
as well as within DoD. Other quality-of-life operations value a 

strong commissary benefit to anchor business on base.

DeCA’s senior enlisted advisor, Chief Master Sgt. Stuart Al-
lison, USAF (far left), was the first patron to officially use the 
Military Star card in a commissary, followed by (continued 
from left) Combined Arms Support Command (CASCOM) 
Chief of Staff (CoS) and former AAFES Europe Commander 
Fred Hannah, and the exchange systems’ senior enlisted 
advisors, Master Chief Petty Officer Shannon Howe, USN 
(NEXCOM); Chief Master Sgt. Luis Reyes, USAF (AAFES) and 

Master Gunnery Sgt. Jose Lopez, USMC (MCX). 
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Barna: Yes, it is a whole new world for them, 
and for me. And I agree with you that we have 
asked a lot of DeCA. That’s not an excuse, it’s an 
explanation.

This is why Rob Bianchi coming into this sys-
tem, and giving it a good hard look, is something 
that we need, and something from which we will 
benefit greatly. 

E and C News: So what needs to be done to 
bring back the patrons?

Barna: We need to ask our patrons — I’m sure 
that if we ask them, they will tell us. Over the years, 
we’ve conducted plenty of surveys, but mostly of 
patrons who walk into the commissaries . . . we’ve 
asked, “Why do you shop here?” and “What do 
you value about your commissary benefit?” But 
I’ve asked our survey teams here in DoD, as well 
as at DeCA, to open the aperture. How do we get 
to the authorized patrons who aren’t shopping 
at the commissary? How do we find out what it 
is that will make them give the commissary a try 
... or give the commissary another try? And, for 
those who are doing their grocery shopping with 
us, what would it take to get them to put more 
goods in their basket?

I can think of so many things that our private-
sector competitors do that we have never even 
tried — either because the laws governing DeCA 
operations did not permit it, or because we did 
not think we had to be creative or “state of the 
art” to attract and keep our customers with us.

Online shopping, for example. I would love to 
be able to say to our customers, “I know that you 
don’t want to come back to the installation over 
the weekend. So . . . enter your grocery shopping 
list on the DeCA website, and your completed or-
der will be waiting for your pick-up at one of our 
convenient ‘keep fresh’ lockers in the installation 
commissary. Stop by at 5:30 or 6:00 p.m., as you’re 
getting ready to head home from work, and you 
will have just saved yourself a lot of money and 
the two hours that you would have spent grocery 
shopping plus travel on the weekend.”

All of those things are possible. But we need 
to find out what our customers want and need, 
and I am not confident that we know that yet. 

E and C News: That is key, knowing your pa-
trons and knowing your shoppers. The exchanges 
have a very good handle on their shoppers. We 
don’t know if the commissary folks do. And 
that’s a problem. 
  Forget the supermarkets out there — they now 
have Amazon to compete with. 

Barna: I could not agree more. We need to 
be laser-focused on our customers. Our Service-
members and their families rate the commissary 
as one of the most highly valued components of 
their pay and benefits package. And yet, at least 
50 percent of them don’t ever set foot in a com-
missary. Why is that? We need to ask those who 
are not shopping with us, “What can we do to 

E and C News: That’s good, because you have 
the key shopping months coming up with people 
buying groceries and holiday gifts, from Hallow-
een right through Easter. Those are big grocery 
months, and they need to have a plan.
  One of the biggest complaints that we get 
from a lot of people is about the store resets 
during the middle of prime holiday season. It’s 
something that has to be addressed, that they 
should not be resetting stores in the middle of 
this. We understand that they are trying to put 
some of the private label items in, but they are 
pushing the patrons out. They have to find a 
way of doing this without sending the patrons 
to Aldi and Wegmans and Walmart.

Barna: I agree with you. As I said earlier, 
competition is part of the American way of life; 
competition in the grocery business is particularly 
stiff, and the margins so slim. As you well know, 
Helen, this decrease in sales is something that 
is affecting the entire brick-and-mortar grocery 
business. The holiday season is right around the 
corner, and DeCA has to get it right.

There is so much that we need to understand 
as we try to predict the future of the grocery busi-
ness. What is it going to look like in the next five 
years, in the next 10 years? Is DeCA on track to 
be the grocery store at which Servicemembers, 
our military families, and retirees will choose to 
spend their food dollars? That’s a significant ques-
tion, and it is one that is not yet fully answered 
in my mind. I would hope the answer would be a 
resounding “yes,” but as I have learned more about 
the growing uncertainty in the grocery market writ 
large, I have come to the conclusion that we in 
DeCA need to make a greater effort to determine 
what our customers really want and need. Then 
we must take a good hard look at ourselves to 
determine the extent to which we are meeting 
those wants and needs. We do have the privilege 
of serving the “best customers in the world” and 
they deserve a grocery store that gives them what 
they want and need.

I worry that we in DeCA — and I don’t know 
how to say this nicely — we may have taken the 
customer for granted. We’ve assumed that they 
would simply always be there with us. We’ve as-
sumed that they knew that they were getting great 
savings at DeCA. Our savings baselining has veri-
fied the significant savings that DeCA provides as 
compared to local commercial grocers, including 
Walmart and other superstores. But I’m not certain 
that our customers really believe it — I’m not sure 
they walk away from the cash register with a cart 
full of groceries really believing that they got the 
very best deal possible. 

We have not done enough to demonstrate to 
our customers our willingness to provide them 
with the goods and the services that they want, 
at the best possible prices. 

E and C News: The problems that they had 
with their computer ordering system and the 
Enterprise Business System (EBS) really didn’t 
help. We don’t know if you were aware that 

there were so many issues with that, and that 
that also left shelves empty. We don’t know if 
the computer assisted ordering (CAO) system 
is working properly, whether there are enough 
quantities going to the stores.
  It just seems that, in defense of DeCA, they 
were given an awful lot to do, and they didn’t 
have anybody on station that could do it.
  To us, bringing in BCG and spending millions 
of dollars for an outside contractor to do this 
seemed — if they were worried about costs, why 
are they spending all of this money? 
  And they have been doing this now for about 
a year and a half; we would think that they 
should know how to do it by now on their own.

Barna: The variable pricing and private label 
programs started in March and May respectively, 
and there was certainly a lot of detailed advance 

preparation. However, I do take very seriously 
your point, Helen, that variable pricing — which 
is both art and science — is not something that 
DeCA has ever before had to master. Because of 
the very generous taxpayer appropriation that 
has sustained DeCA operations over the years, 
together with our statutorily-mandated “cost plus 
5 percent” business model, we have never really 
had to be concerned about profits and losses. 
Well — times have changed, the Department’s 
willingness to subsidize the DeCA account has 
changed, and our business model is changing. 
Again, I expect that Rob Bianchi’s skill set — he 
is steeped in the profit/loss mindset that enables 
organizations like NEXCOM to be self-sustaining 
— will get DeCA on target.

E and C News: It’s called the real world ...

Barna told E and C News that as an authorized shopper, 
the commissary is the only place she shops for groceries 
— even with no fewer than seven grocery stores within 
10 blocks of her residence, she said, “I am — and always 

will be — a commissary shopper.”
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get you in the door to give us a try?”

E and C News: It will be interesting when 
you find out. 

Barna: I also intend to see if there are ways we 
can leverage the constituencies of our veterans’ 
service organizations (VSOs) and military service 
organizations (MSOs). We have great relationships 
with the VSOs and MSOs. We speak frequently with 
them — they regularly express how much they 
and their members value the benefit. Commis-
saries and exchanges and the optimization of the 
military resale system are of great interest to them.

I am hoping that they will ask their member-
ships to help us answer the question, “What are 
you looking for in a grocery store, and how can 
DeCA give it to you?”

E and C News: When you were at the launch-
ing of the Military Star card in the commissary 
at Fort Lee, with Tom Shull, what was the 
reaction of the people coming into the com-
missary to use it, or to sign up for it if they 
didn’t already have it? 

Barna: The reaction to the launch of the 
Military Star card for use in commissaries was 
incredibly positive. 

E and C News: Do you know if people are 
signing up?

Barna: As of Oct. 31, more than 12,000 unique 
shoppers had used their Military Star card in one 
of the 138 commissaries where it is currently ac-
cepted. Military Star card sales in commissaries 
were $1.59 million as of that date, and the av-
erage sales transaction was $74. The remaining 
99 commissary stores are scheduled to begin ac-
cepting Military Star cards by Veterans Day. As 
to applications for the Military Star card, it’s too 
early to determine cause and effect, but we have 
seen a substantial increase in the number of ap-
plications. Over 13,000 new Military Star accounts 
were established in October, an increase of about 
2,000 from the previous month (up 20 percent) 
AND from October 2016 (up 17 percent).

E and C News: I’m sure cost is one of the big-
gest concerns in operating the commissaries. 
With Rob Bianchi coming in, will there be any 
cut or change in personnel?

Barna: As I know that you will recall, DeCA 
reorganized its headquarters and regional structure 
several years ago and took cuts there. And, about 
two years ago, DeCA was part of the “delayer-
ing” of major headquarters activities across DoD. 
As part of that effort, DeCA elected not to fill a 
number of headquarters vacancies to comport 
with delayering principles. 

I want our staffing centered in the right loca-
tions, doing the right things. Doing the hands-
on work of running stores, in the way that our 
customers need and want, is a priority. I look 
forward to continuing this dialogue with Rear 
Adm. Bianchi. 

E and C News: Is there any message that you’d 
like to give to industry that would encourage 
them to continue to support military resale? 
And any ideas about how to increase business, 
how to get new clients in this market? Do you 
have any words of advice, something positive 
that they can look forward to? 

Barna: Our relationship with industry is critical 
to the success of the military resale enterprise. My 
engagements with the manufacturers and brokers 
with whom we have built strong relationships 
over time have affirmed that belief. Hearing from 
each of them individually, their personal stories 
and the stories of their companies, their com-
mitment to this benefit, and how they perceive 
that commitment could change over time given 
the new business model that is being adopted ... 
as I said earlier, that was an eye-opener for me.

We need to continue to work with industry to 
foster those relationships as we go forward. We 
welcome a robust exchange of ideas with industry 
and we welcome industry input and feedback as 
we work to ensure that both the commissary and 
exchange benefits are optimized for future genera-
tions. The more we can do to grow the commis-
sary business for the benefit of our patrons, the 
more their businesses will grow. It’s a “win-win.” 

The DeCA team and I could not be more com-
mitted to making this benefit succeed, to ensur-
ing that our customers perceive the value in the 
benefit, and receive that value each and every time 
they shop at a commissary. DeCA just celebrated 

the 150th birthday of military commissaries . . . 
one hundred and fifty years of service. Working 
together, we will strive to maintain and enhance 
patron savings and related quality-of-life benefits 
for the next 150 years — for future generations of 
Servicemembers and families. And as well for our 
retirees — we must never forget the service they 
have rendered to our Nation and to us. 

E and C News: You are an authorized shop-
per, aren’t you?

Barna: I am an authorized shopper, and it’s 
the only place that I shop for groceries. I live on 
Capitol Hill in the District of Columbia and there 
are no fewer than seven grocery stores within 10 
blocks of my home, but I am — and always will 
be — a commissary shopper. And, may I add, I 
often see our Secretary of Defense in the com-
missary. It gives me great pride to know that he 
sees value in the benefit and savings that the 
commissary offers. 

E and C News: What if they are out of some-
thing? An empty shelf, that’ll do it … 

Barna: We have had an issue with gaps on 
our shelves and we are taking it on. And we did 
have a glitch with the initial implementation of 
EBS — but we addressed it in short order. As we 
continue to add modules to EBS, our store opera-
tions will become even more coordinated and 

‘Serving our military members and their families — enhancing their quality of 

life and readiness — is the very reason DeCA exists. And, our relationships with 

industry are more important than ever — we need its continued support as we 

strive to overcome the challenges that lie ahead.’ 

— Stephanie Barna, Performing the Duties of the Assistant 
Secretary of Defense for Manpower and Reserve Affairs

According to Barna, the supply chain is not the only domain 
in which collaboration will pay dividends. Exchanges, 
commissaries and the Pentagon have a number of lines 
of effort they will explore together to build success for 

the long term.
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we can to protect the benefit. Our core commit-
ment is, No. 1, to the military family and their 
benefit; and, No. 2, to the industry that has 
supported it for the past 150 years. We think 
industry has done a magnificent job of taking 
care of the military, and we don’t want to see 
that lost. It’s really very important.

Barna: Serving our military members and 
their families — enhancing their quality of life 
and readiness — is the very reason DeCA exists. 
And, our relationships with industry are more 
important than ever — we need its continued 
support as we strive to overcome the challenges 
that lie ahead. 

E and C News: Thank you for taking the time. 
We’re here to help, so anything we can do … 
We would like to write wonderful, charming 
editorials; and we would love to say that DeCA’s 
getting better, so keep on keeping on. We’re going 
to keep tabs, to see how well things work out.

Barna: Thank you for your time today. I ap-
preciate the opportunity to speak with you and 
with E and C News. I know that you are steeped 
in the history of the military resale system and 
that you are passionate about the future of our 
Commissaries and Exchanges. 

The Pentagon is a very busy place, but this 
issue is very important to me and to the team. 
We will invest whatever time, effort, and energy 
it takes to succeed in this mission. It is tough, but 
essential work . . . critical to the welfare of our 
Soldiers, Sailors, Airmen, Marines, Coast Guards-
men, retirees, and their families. Your commentary 
keeps us informed and gives us the benefit of your 
independent perspective. We thank you for that. 
If you see, hear, or learn something of which you 
think we should be aware, please don’t hesitate 
to let us know.

E and C News: Thank you for taking the time 
to talk with us. We’ll be sure 
to keep you apprised if there 
is something that deserves to 
be brought to your attention.

—E and C NEWS

Barna: I know that they have, and I am grateful. 
I don’t want to single any one out, but I must say 
that when I spoke with Jeff White of Smucker’s 
about the Smucker family, he told me about the 
family’s history of military service. Caring for 
our military men and women, for our military 
families, is very personal to them. 

E and C News: Smucker’s sponsors and pro-
duces “Mission: Breakfast” events for military 
bases, and they just love doing it. The whole 
family — the whole installation turns out for 
that. They do a magnificent job. You’ll see 
spreads in E and C News featuring pictures 
of the winning commissary displays.
  But a lot of other manufacturers provide sup-
port, too. For instance, at the ALA show, Mars 
presented Fisher House with a $5,000 check 
for DeCA’s Scholarships for Military Children 
program. 
  Some of that support has been impacted as 
well. Where do you take the money from? And 
everybody has felt the effect, and everybody’s 
looking for a quick fix. We know there’s no 
quick fix.
  At E and C News, we’re trying to do what 

transparent — more effective from start to finish. 
One thing I do love about the commissary, 

though, is that I can find products there . . . that 
I simply can’t find on shelves anywhere else, even 
in the urban environment of DC. I do a lot of 
German cooking and I can find authentic Ger-
man goods at the commissary. It’s one example 
of DeCA listening to the customer. Many of our 
patrons have been stationed at duty locations 
around the world; in many cases, their spouses hail 
from foreign lands. Collectively, we’ve developed 
a taste for German, Korean, and Filipino cuisines, 
to name but a few. The commissary’s selection of 
foreign foods allows us to indulge those tastes and 
interests. Particularly during the holiday season, 
I love the selection of German and Italian treats 
that the commissary stocks. And, I’d be remiss if 
I didn’t mention our growing selection of organic 
and specialty foods, from locally grown produce 
to almond meal for those who choose a gluten-
free diet. 

But I would ask the manufacturers, suppliers, 
and brokers for their continued support — please 
“hang tough” in your commitment to the benefit.

E and C News: They have been. 

‘Is DeCA on track to be the grocery store at which Service-

members, our military families, and retirees will choose to 

spend their food dollars? That’s a significant question, and it 

is one that is not yet fully answered in my mind.’

— Stephanie Barna, Performing the Duties of the Assistant 
Secretary of Defense for Manpower and Reserve Affairs

Industry-supported promotions and ser-
vices have been a critical component of 
providing a benefit to patrons over many 
decades. Providing logistical support and 
expertise, building displays and enhancing 
savings and the shopping experience at 
commissaries, like the one at Fort Lee, 
Va., shown here, is part of that equation. 

Caring for the nations’ military men and 
women, and for its military families, is a shared 
sense of duty for the Pentagon and industry. 
Barna welcomes participants and audience 
to the 36th Annual Department of Defense 
Disability Awards Ceremony, Oct. 4, 2016.
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