
“Considering military families are often required 
to be stationed in high-cost-of-living areas such as 
Hawaii, California, or the Washington, D.C., area, 
the commissary benefit and the 30-percent savings 
provided are absolutely essential for their well-being.  
And for those stationed in remote or overseas locations, 
commissaries not only provide much needed savings, 
but also a taste of home with a consistent product se-
lection they require for their families.  For bureaucrats 
to place our military and their families as well as the 
entire military resale system at risk is beyond com-

prehension.  As well-intentioned 
as their efforts may be to reduce 
the budget, I would ask that the 
Department of Defense (DoD) 
look elsewhere.”

— Richard S. Page, 
DeCA Acting Director, 

October 2007 – June 2008

“The commissary benefit has consistently ranked 
as one of the most recognized and respected 

elements of non-pay compensation provided to our 
military and their families.  It lights my fuse when I 
continue to see the program referred to as ‘on-base 
shopping’ or the ‘military shopping benefit.’  The 
benefit is the savings that have a significant positive 
impact on a military family’s monthly budget.  The 
savings are at the foundation of the benefit, and an 
enormous amount of blood, sweat and tears, on both 
the part of industry and the military managers, have 
gone into achieving and maintaining a savings in 
excess of 30 percent.  While the savings are critical, 
there is more to the story. The commissaries are the 
ultimate company store … they are built and main-
tained by the customers. They are the community 
hub for critical family programs.  They are a place 
where the families of deployed troops know that the 
employees of the commissary understand their situa-
tion and ‘have their back’ during difficult times.  The 
rules governing the delivery and maintenance of the 
benefit have been carefully crafted and judiciously 
administered for more than 150 years.  The proposed 
changes to cut funding for most CONUS stores are 

“The commissary benefit is much more than the 
30-percent savings authorized shoppers get 

when they use the commissary — it is getting safe, 
wholesome foods from trusted, inspected sources. 
It is getting a taste of home when you are stationed 
overseas. It is being able to read the ingredients 
label and understanding what you are buying. It 
is saving money when you shop that can pay for 
extra necessities. It provides thousands of jobs to 
military family members augmenting military pay, 
and in many cases providing a career even as the 
military member keeps moving around the world. It 
provides jobs to many military spouses and military 
members after they get out of service as brokers, 
distributors, and manufacturing representatives. If 
the 30-percent savings is decreased to 10 percent as 
is proposed by some people, the customer base will 
significantly erode, causing sales and traffic in the 
military resale community to decrease. This decrease 
will negatively impact the exchanges and the entire 
MWR community. The entire Military Resale com-
munity and life on base will be severely impacted 
and many activities on base will be cancelled or 
curtailed impacting morale and welfare of the mili-
tary. During my career, I talked to many enlightened 
military leaders who determined from experience 
that military readiness and retention was greater with 
a strong Military Resale system that supported the 
families of the military, whether they were at home 
or deployed. When you consider the huge negative 
impact this proposed cost-cutting will generate, and 
the few dollars that are saved versus the great positive 
benefit that is gained from funding the commissary 
benefit at the current rate, the cost-to-benefit ratio is 
one of the highest ever seen. The commissary benefit 

and the entire military resale 
system is one of the best, most 
cost-efficient, best-leveraged 
and most impactful benefits the 
American military system has 
ever developed.”

— Thomas E. Milks
DeCA Acting Director,

June 2010 – January 2011

“It has ALWAYS been clear to me, in all the 
quality-of-life positions I have held, that the 

No.-1 reason these types of programs even existed was 
to support the warfighters in their missions.  Quality-
of-life programs, as enablers in fighting and winning 
the nation’s wars were most important; and if the 
programs did not contribute to that mission, then 
they might not be necessary, nor worth funding by 
our country. My professional life has been based on 
that belief, and I am positive that providing those 
programs to its military families is one significant 
reason our country has the best military in the world. 
In that regard — and this is a very key point — the 
intent of the government in providing a Commissary 
benefit is not only about ‘savings,’ which, however, 
is an indisputable fact.  It is also about issues such 
as ‘time’ and ‘stress’ and ‘family.’  The government, 
more than 100 years ago, started the Commissary 
system to not only provide a savings, but also as 
importantly, to ensure that the family gets its grocery 
products quickly and efficiently, so that with peace 
of mind, the servicemembers can successfully per-
form their duties — in war, at work, and at home, 
as spouses and parents. The commissary gives back 
‘time,’ relieves ‘stress,’ and enhances ‘family’ pre-
paredness.  To me, the importance to the Department 
of Defense (DoD) is how the overall commissary 

‘experience’ adds to the mis-
sion of fighting and winning 
the nation’s wars, while treating 
servicemembers and families 
with dignity and respect for 
their service.”

— Philip E. Sakowitz Jr.
DeCA Director, 

June 2008 – June 2010

“The commissary benefit is consistently rated 
by military members and their families as one 

of the most critical non-pay benefits. Commissaries 
are also identified as a major reason given by our 
servicemembers when it’s time for military families 
to decide whether to re-enlist or not — this critical 
benefit drives both retention as well as readiness.   
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Editorial Comment
THE INDISPENSABLE COMMISSARY BENEFIT ...

Comments in recent hearings on Capitol Hill acknowledged that commissaries stand to lose a critical 
portion of their traffic and business if funding is cut drastically and savings drop, and that exchanges 

and Morale, Welfare, and Recreation (MWR) programs also stand to suffer untold damage.
We asked former DeCA directors for their thoughts on the matter.



without analysis, disproportion-
ate, and are a backdoor way to 
undermine the benefit.  This is 
not how America should treat 
its troops and their families.” 

— Patrick B. Nixon
DeCA Director, 

October 2004 - October 2007

“When I first became the Director of the Defense 
Commissary Agency, I did not have a full 

knowledge or appreciation of its wartime missions 
or its enormous impact on the morale and welfare 
of our troops. It is apparent that the current Depart-
ment of Defense (DoD) senior leadership does not 
have that knowledge or appreciation. How does one 
measure the importance of combat troops receiving 
fresh food, fruits and vegetables for the first time 
after months in a combat zone; the relief of a young 
enlisted spouse overseas experiencing the pleasant 
surprise and comfort of affordable American prod-
ucts in a post commissary; or the ability to stretch 
the so-limited pay of junior enlisted members by 
30 percent or more for the most basic of necessities 
provided by the commissaries?   

“The most fundamental requirement of senior 
military leaders is to provide basic necessities for 
their troops to succeed. In the era of the all-volunteer 
force, pay and benefits have become as critical, or 
perhaps more important than, equipping and training 
the troops.  One cannot equip and train those who 
are not there when they have departed because they 
cannot provide for their families, or because they see 
their near- and long-term benefits eroding, and wit-
ness their leadership denying them and their retired 
comrades-in-arms the most basic of human necessities.

“I have seen previous attempts by the Office of 
the Secretary of Defense (OSD) to save appropriated 
funds by trying to close the most expensive-to-operate 
commissaries, only to discover how highly efficient 
those commissaries were in providing foodstuffs to 
locations no other grocer could or would attempt.  
Studies to show how commissaries could be closed 
allowing armed services members and retirees to 

shop on the economy have consistently shown a 
more than two-to-one burden placed on those eligible 
to use commissaries. Other studies to use variable 
pricing on commissary products — as commercial 
grocers and the exchanges do — have always shown 
the loss of savings to commissary customers and 
the loss of best wholesale prices from competition 
between distributors. 

“But perhaps the most egregious assault on the 
military is the loss of self-esteem inflicted on more 
and more troops as they are forced to use food stamps, 
a trend that has increased far too much over the last 
six years and will only accelerate if $1 billion is taken 
out of the commissary budget.  The Pentagon build-
ing’s payroll would only require a 10-percent cut to 
cover the $1-billion cut proposed for the commissary 
— allowing a promise to be kept to millions who 

deserve not only an indispens-
able commissary benefit, but 
the loyal and eternal support 
of our entire nation.” 

— Maj. Gen. Michael P. 
Wiedemer, USAF (Ret.)

DeCA Director, 
August 2002 – October 2004

“For me personally, this is a replay of 1993.  Com-
missaries have been part of the total military 

compensation package for 189 years. The level of 
appropriated money made available to DeCA is what 
constitutes and defines the level of the commissary 
benefit. Can DeCA still operate CONUS commis-
saries in a cost-recovery mode? In theory, yes it can; 
in reality, probably not. Military shoppers are not 
likely to remain loyal to commissaries when such 
significant cost recovery price increases occur. Do 
we really wish to deny this important benefit and 
historical part of military compensation to those who 
sacrificially serve their nation for one-quarter of 1 
percent of the Department of Defense (DoD) budget?  

“The rest of the story: Military resale is like the 
seat of a three-legged stool. When viewed from the 
top, it appears very stable. However, it has three legs: 
the commissary leg, the exchange leg, and the MWR 

leg.  Mess with one leg, and you get some unintended 
consequences when the stool topples. With the pro-
posal to reduce DeCA funding by $1 billion, com-
missary sales will inevitably fall because unless you 
live on base, ‘It’s no longer worth the trip.’  Exchange 
sales will also plummet, and MWR dividends will 
dry up. It’s the law of unintended consequences run 

amok. If this is what we want, 
this is where we are going!  Our 
servicemembers deserve better 
and so does DeCA. A sad time 
for all.”

— Maj. Gen. Richard E. 
Beale, Jr., USA (Ret.) 

DeCA Director, 
November 1992 – 

October 1999

“The proposal to reduce commissary funding 
by $1 billion disturbs me. Why do budget 

cutters — the Department of Defense (DoD) and 
the administration — decide to attack those who 
serve or are serving? The less than 1 percent who 
defend this nation deserve better.

“I can find $1 billion in waste in DoD in five 
minutes.

“The commissary system is considered the No.-1 
benefit by the current and retired forces. Those who 
know believe the exchange system receives a significant 
traffic benefit from commissary patrons.

“Current rumblings suggest a merger of DeCA 
and AAFES. Make certain the Navy and Marine 
Corps exchanges are included should this be done. 
If ALL are merged, the system will work.

However, what will become 
of the 30-percent savings and 
the benefit?”

— Maj. Gen. John P. 
Dreska, USA (Ret.)

DeCA Director, 
October 1991 - 

November 1992
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