
has come full circle and 
I am back in the busi-
ness of feeding troops. 
As far as how that ex-
perience has prepared 
me for the challenges 
ahead, throughout my 
career I’ve been either a commander or a staff of-
ficer. Those are jobs that require you to develop 
your leadership abilities to overcome a myriad of 
challenges. The folks here at Subsistence are the 
best in the world at what they do, so my role is to 
ensure they are resourced and moving in the right 
direction; ensure that direction is within the Troop 
Support commander’s and the DLA director’s guid-
ance, and then let them work their magic.

Government Food Service: Discuss how long 
you were in Afghanistan and the transition of prime 
vendors. What was involved in moving to Anham 
from Supreme and how is it going? Is the transition 
complete or are both prime vendors delivering supplies? 
How about from the supplier side, are companies 
receiving orders from the new prime vendor or both?

Government Food Service: Last May you became 
director of subsistence at Defense Logistics Agency 
Troop Support and paid a short visit to Afghanistan 
to assist with the transition to a new subsistence 
prime vendor. Please tell us a little about yourself 
and how you came to be at DLA Troop Support. Also, 
talk about how your experience has prepared you for 
the challenges ahead.

Col. Robert King: I received my commission 
as a U.S. Army quartermaster officer and have been 
working as a multi-functional logistician for my en-
tire career, much of it at the tactical level. So I’ve 
been a customer of DLA most of my career, either 
at the division or corps level. I got a taste of what 
it takes to get food and materials from the U.S. to 
the foxhole when I worked for the Surface Deploy-
ment and Distribution Command (SDDC), which is 
the Army’s subordinate command to USTRANSCOM 
(U.S. Transportation Command). This assignment 
gave me valuable experience in the world of strategic 
transportation and logistics. When I saw this assign-
ment at Troop Support, I jumped at it. I was very 
interested in the supply chain side of the equation. 
As a quartermaster and logistics officer, I was directly 
responsible for getting soldiers fed, so now as the 
director of DLA Troop Support Subsistence, my career 

Col. Robert King, USA, Director of Subsistence, DLA Troop Support

Tackling Challenges, 
Managing Programs

King

Spc. Laquissa Clanton, 2nd Battalion, 5th Field Artillery, serves a 
Marine at Staff Sgt. Juan Garcia Dining Facility, Fort Sill, Okla. 

(PHOTO COURTESY: STAFF SGT. TIMOTHY HUGHES, USA, 75TH FIRES BRIGADE PAO)
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King: There are really 
two sides to that equation. 
On the one side you have 
Meals Ready to Eat, our 
long shelf life and most 
common ration item for 
individual service mem-
bers. The services will keep 
buying them; however, 
not quite on the scale as 
we had with Iraq and Af-
ghanistan. We’ll also keep 
buying those on a regular 
basis to ensure our strategic 
reserve levels stay at their 
mandated levels. But, on 
the other side, we have our 
other items, like Unitized 
Group Rations and First 
Strike Rations. For them, 
the demand goes down 
once we’re not in a war-
time environment. The 
challenge is keeping the 
industry base warm and 
capable of providing those 
items in a surge situation. 
We can’t afford to lose that 
institutional knowledge 
or production capability. 
We’re working with the 
services to come up with 

a way to maintain that level 
of demand. I know the Army 
is already mandating that 

units training in the field more than three days must 
order at least one UGR Heat and Serve.

Government Food Service: Having returned 
from Afghanistan, you come to DLA Troop Support 
at a pivotal time. DLA headquarters set a goal of 
reducing costs over the next six years, and Troop Sup-
port is reviewing its purchasing processes, including 
decreasing direct material costs, reducing overhead 
and improving customer service. Discuss some of the 
challenges ahead this year and the strategies Troop 
Support is implementing, as well as considering, to 
realize its cost-cutting goals.

King: For us, and I think it’s the same throughout 
the Department of Defense, the biggest challenge 
right now is managing our programs amid budget 
uncertainties. We build flexibility into our contracts 
so that we can adjust to the ever-changing situation. 
We already have a number of strategies to help us 
manage those costs, and that’s in keeping with the 
DLA director’s “Big Ideas.” Our piece of that is to 
reduce material and operational costs, and we do 
that through reverse auctions, working with indus-
try to get the best discounts, streamlining catalogs, 
national contracts and even our new integrated food 
service division.

King: I, and two other 
Troop Support employees, 
deployed to Afghanistan 
for five months to meet 
with our contracting officer 
representatives over there 
and oversee the subsistence 
prime vendor transition 
from Supreme to Anham. 
As you can imagine, it’s 
not like flipping a switch 
and it’s done; it’s a massive 
undertaking. There were 
some challenges and we 
worked through those. It 
was great to see how our 
Troop Support employees 
can hit the ground run-
ning, quickly establishing 
relationships and helping 
to feed information back 
to the transition team. I’m 
happy to report that the 
transition is complete. One 
of the big improvements 
is that the vast majority, 
approximately 75 percent, 
of the transportation is 
multi-modal. So most of 
that material is now being 
flown into Afghanistan, 
and we’re literally flying 
over a lot of our previous 
problems. We’ve worked 
closely with the vendor, 
and TRANSCOM, to significantly reduce the cost of 
flying the materials in.

Government Food Service: As the United States 
begins to draw down operations in Afghanistan, how 
does DLA Troop Support plan to scale down the 
inventory of food supplies and operational rations 
there? What are some of the challenges?

King: That process is currently taking place. It is 
a matter of managing the drawdown of personnel 
with the supplies coming in.  The challenges reside 
in the length of the pipeline and the timing of the 
drawdown. What we envision is something very 
similar to our feeding strategy for entering theater, 
but in the reverse order. As troop levels continue to 
decrease, and we get closer to shutting down facili-
ties, we’ll be moving away from the dining facilities 
and, in turn, will be incorporating more rations into 
the rotation, as we did successfully in Iraq.

Government Food Service: Given that the Af-
ghanistan drawdown will mean the demand will 
decrease dramatically, how will you manage your 
rations program?

U.S. Navy Culinary Specialist 3rd Class Luis Poveda checks 
the temperature of the roast beef in the chiefs mess aboard 

the amphibious assault ship USS Makin Island (LHD 8) in 
the Indian Ocean. 

(PHOTO COURTESY: MASS COMMUNICATION SPECIALIST 1ST CLASS SARAH MURPHY, USN)
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Government Food Service: How is Troop Sup-
port progressing with plans to increase the percentage 
of items in its catalog that are covered under the 
Manufacturer Pricing Agreement (MPA)?

King: Most of our OCONUS prime vendor con-
tracts already have MPA provisions in place. The new 
Subsistence Prime Vendor award in Afghanistan, by 
its very nature, will increase MPA participation. As 
our current contracts without the provision expire, 
we’ll add that language to the new solicitations.

Government Food Service: DLA is evaluating 
how to get better allowances on purchases made 
through the National Allowance Pricing Agreement 
(NAPA) program and is asking vendors to increase 
discounts. How is this progressing and are any changes 
expected to be implemented in 2014?

King: On Jan. 15, our commander, Army Brig. 
Gen. Steven Shapiro, sent letters to the top 25 NAPA 
vendors, in terms of sales, requesting discounts and/
or prices consistent with their commercial customers. 
At or around same time, subsistence leadership also 
sent letters to each of the remaining NAPA vendors 
with the same request. As we receive their responses, 
we’ll determine our next course of action.

Government Food Service: DLA is committed 
to streamlining catalogs for CONUS and OCONUS 
by number, as well as line items available. Last 
year, DLA wanted customers to log onto an electronic 
system and see only items that have been identified 
for them by the respective service. Testing was to 
begin in 2013. Bring us up to date on this project.

King: We have been successful at filtering the 

catalogs for Iraq, Kuwait and Jordan, which was our 
first venture. Now those customers only see the items 
they are authorized to see. We eliminated seven cata-
logs as a result, with just two catalogs remaining. 
Efforts are underway to address the rest of the PV 
(prime vendor) catalogs. The hope is that by reducing 
the number of catalogues our customers are looking 
at, we’re saving them time and streamlining the 
overall process.

Government Food Service: Troop Support is work-
ing on a number of national contracts in selected 
categories (chicken, beef, pork and turkey). DLA Troop 
Support is choosing one or more manufacturers to 
be the primary supplier of a specific item or group of 
items in each category. Please update us with progress 
in each of these categories.

King: The national contract for chicken was so-
licited. We’ve taken the lessons we’ve learned from 
that solicitation and are already moving forward 
with our beef solicitation, which is currently out on 
the street. The national contracts will really give us 
the best savings for our center-of-the-plate items.

Government Food Service: DLA Troop Support 
began using reverse auctions in subsistence solicita-
tions in 2013. How frequently does DLA exercise the 
option and how effective is it?

King: Keeping in line with the DLA director’s 
guidance, the majority of our solicitations are con-
ducted using reverse auctions. While there are times 
when we may not choose to go that route, reverse 
auctions are essentially the new normal, and that 
language is in every solicitation we put out on the 
street. We’ve already conducted numerous reverse auc-

tions over the past few months, 
and to date have seen savings 
in the hundreds of thousands 
[of dollars].

Government Food Ser-
vice: DLA Troop Support has 
also hinted at managing food 
service (dining facilities) for 
each branch of the military. 
Is this still a consideration? If 
so, please discuss what is envi-
sioned, how it would work and 
the savings it would achieve. An 
analysis was completed in 2013, 
what did it conclude and how 
does it influence DLA’s plans?

King: Early last year, we 
conducted a business case 

Pfc. Lesley Byrd, 31st Air Defense Artillery Brigade 
food service specialist, prepares a cheese sauce at 

the Staff Sgt. Juan Garcia Facility at Fort Sill.
(PHOTO COURESY: STAFF SGT. TIMOTHY HUGHES, USA, 75TH FIRES BRIGADE PAO)
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Government Food Service: Follow-
ing withdrawal from Iraq, DLA Troop 
Support supplied Department of State 
(DoS) customers. Is this continuing or 
completed?

King: We expect to continue sup-
port to the DoS in Iraq through June 
2014. We are postured to support them 
longer, but we are working from their 
timeline.

Government Food Service: Last 
year, DLA Troop Support was in the 
process of requesting new proposals for 
contracts within CONUS. In January, 11 
new solicitations were issued covering 22 
prime vendor zones, and each included a 
reverse auction option. Please update us 
on progress with awarding these.

King: We issued 21 solicitations, which closed in 
August of last year. They are currently under evalu-
ation. We also awarded a new PV contract for Utah.

Government Food Service: Navy ships have 
logistical challenges. How are these contracts being 
awarded?

King: Supply to Navy ships around the world is a 
challenge, but it’s one I think we handle exceptionally 
well. The key, like anything else, is communication. 
We work closely with the Navy to develop the state-
ment of work and requirements. We meet with the 
Navy and the vendors to help work out any kinks 
in the system.

Government Food Service: DLA Troop Support 
held the Subsistence Customer Conference in 2010 and 
2011, but took a break. Are there plans to host the 
conference again? Are any changes being considered?

analysis, which was completed sometime in Au-
gust. That study addressed the state of the foodser-
vice business, whether commercial, at universities, 
or within the military. In this era of cost cutting, 
we are trying to be another option for the services, 
without overstepping our bounds. We will aim to 
assist the services where they request it and look to 
augment their programs and not change them. We’re 
approaching this carefully, with a scalpel rather than 
a sledgehammer. We want to present an option that 
has value to the services, not force a change.

Government Food Service: Have any changes 
taken place within DLA Troop Support Subsistence 
in the past year? Several personnel changes were 
made for 2013 following retirements, so we want to 
let everyone know who’s settled into place.

King: There are always internal personnel changes 
taking place in any large organization. In terms of 
senior leadership, Gina Vasquez was recently promoted 
to director of supplier operations, replacing Tina 
Piotrowsi, who moved on to another supply 
chain. We’ve also tapped John Sheehan to 
head our new integrated foodservice division, 
and Lourdes Valentin was promoted to chief 
of our OCONUS garrison feeding division, 
replacing Gary Shifton who has moved on 
to another supply chain.

Government Food Service: Are any other 
prime vendor contracts in transition outside 
the continental United States? Please discuss 
any that are coming up and the steps involved 
or protests that may delay transitions.

King: We’ve awarded new prime vendor 
contracts for Guam, which is currently in 
transition, and Bahrain, Qatar and Saudi 
Arabia. We’ve also issued a solicitation for 
South Korea.

Senior Airman Brittany Christie receives a delivery truck of food supplies 
at the Berg-Liles Dining Facility on Tyndall AFB, Fla. When delivery 

trucks come in, the storeroom clerk gets the invoice from the driver, 
puts away supplies and accounts for each item. The Berg-Liles Dining 

Facility gets deliveries from five different vendors. 
(PHOTO COURTESY: U.S. AIR FORCE)

Army Col. Robert King, front right, and members of the Defense Logistics Agency 
Support Team, enjoy Thanksgiving meal in the Koele Dining Facility in Bagram 

Airfield, Afghanistan. (PHOTO COURTESY: U.S. ARMY)
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dialogue on methods to cut costs in the operational 
rations arena, and from what I have heard it was 
extremely informative.

Government Food Service: DLA plays an impor-
tant role in supplying Thanksgiving and Christmas 
meals to service members around the world. What 
other special meals and events are provided that 
contribute to morale?

King: Thanksgiving and Christmas are really the 
only special meals in terms of providing additional 
products to the catalog. However, we also provide 
support for Easter, Passover, Super Bowl, summer 
holidays and the services’ birthdays.

Government Food Service: Would you like to 
add any other comments about DLA Troop Support 
and its role in military subsistence and morale?

King: The DLA Troop Support Subsistence work-
force takes great pride in supporting the military 
worldwide. Much of our workforce is prior military, so 
they can appreciate the challenges that are encoun-
tered by our customers and work hard to rectify the 
situation. There is tremendous satisfaction in ensur-
ing food gets to remote locations, especially during 
the holidays. Food is such a morale builder, and our 
workforce recognizes that and remains persistent in 
ensuring all requirements are filled.    —GFS

King: As you know, the budgetary concerns of 
the past few years have resulted in a streamlining 
of conferences. There’s tremendous value in these 
meetings with our customers and industry partners 
and we are strongly advocating for these conferences, 
and will continue to do so.

Government Food Service: Is DLA Troop Sup-
port attending any conferences, industry events or 
local vendor food shows in 2014?

King: We’re planning to attend the spring R&DA 
meeting, the American Commodities Distribution 
Association conference in April and the 2014 Joint 
Service Operational Rations Forum.

Government Food Service: When R&DA held 
its fall 2013 meeting in Atlantic City, N.J., it was 
well attended by DLA Troop Support. It also included 
a “Captains of Industry Meeting” in person and by 
teleconference. Tell us about the opportunity to meet 
with vendors attending the conference.

King: I wasn’t able to attend the most recent 
R&DA, as I was deployed to Afghanistan at the time 
overseeing the SPV transition there, but I can tell 
you that industry meetings and the networking op-
portunities they create are always very valuable. It’s 
easier to openly communicate with industry face to 
face. The Captains of Industry meeting was an open 
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