
Service members coming into the military have 
dined out in many different restaurants and are com-
fortable with the variety of cuisines that have crept 
onto mainstream menus over decades.

More than a third of restaurant operators include 
ethnic cuisine items that are outside their main menu 
theme, and that reaches 48 percent for casual-dining 
restaurants, according to research by the National 
Restaurant Association (NRA). A majority of operators 
expect this to become more common in the future.

Travel around the world, which becomes part of 
a service member’s life once in the military, only in-
creases that exposure to and comfort with the exotic 
seasonings used in ethnic cuisine.

“The desire for ethnic foods is first, cultural, and 
secondly, because of exposure,” according to responses 
from the Joint Culinary Center of Excellence (JCCoE) 
Quality Assurance Division. “Soldiers, as world trav-
elers, are exposed to a wide variety of world flavors 
and cultures.”

Military food service recognizes that the spices 
and seasonings associated with ethnic cuisine help 
to refresh the menu, as well as introduce variety that 
boosts customer satisfaction.

In Army food service, ethnic cuisine is a useful 
source of variety that helps dining facilities to com-
pete better with alternatives on and off the base for 
the dollars service members spend on meals. It also 
supports the cultural trend and habit of the soldier.

“It offers both a ‘touch of home’ that is the Ameri-
can way, as well as a change of taste for diners who 
have experienced and desire to repeat the experiences 
of cross-cultural dining,” JCCoE said.

Dining hall customers express their preferences 
verbally and with the selections chosen from the 
menu. Service members have a strong preference for 
some ethnic cuisines, but JCCoE considers the desire 

Military dining facilities are introducing more 
ethnic cuisine and flavors to accommodate 

the young, more adventurous service members whose 
taste for foods goes beyond the traditional, main-
stream menu variety.

Ethnic Cuisine Adds Variety for a 
Diverse Military Population

Aircrew Survival Equipmentman Airman Apprentice Kevin Zamorski, 
a sailor training to be a culinary specialist, makes lasagna during a 

cooking exercise at the JEB Little Creek - Fort Story galley.
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Spicing Up
The MenU



SPICE OF LIFE
American menus already are diverse, including all 

of the influences contributed by the American cultural 
melting pot, such as German, Hispanic, Italian and 
Korean, to name a few.

“Variety is the spice of life in foods,” JCCoE said.
Such diversity is a starting point for an Army menu 

with a wide selection of choices that can be cycled 
over days and weeks. Each dining facility can tailor 
recipes for ethnic choices to suit the local demograph-
ics and concentration of diners in a particular unit 
or visiting that location.

Army Food Service also recognizes changing de-
mographics among service members and surveys the 
soldier population to support menu decisions and 
trends. The research is used to adjust recipes to local 
preferences, such as more of a southern influence 
than northern style, or more ethnic.

“Soldiers themselves, as well as installation loca-
tions, influence regional and geographic menus,” JC-
CoE said. “One of the keys to good customer service 
involves watching the demographics of an installa-
tion. It’s always changing.”

Examples of ethnic entrées and sides incorporated 
into the Army food service menu include the German 
schnitzel, Oriental Yakisoba and a growing desire for 
Tandoori chicken flavors.

Navy Food Service is also eager to have galley 
menus that appeal to the diverse population of sail-
ors comprising its ready, responsive and resourceful 
team. “We want to provide foods and flavor pro-
files that appeal to a multitude of ethnicities,” said 
Person-Whippo.

Some of the ethnic flavors Navy Food Service uses 
are conventional favorites, like Italian; others reflect 
the diverse population and influence of travel. “Ethnic 

for menu variety to be the strongest motivation.
In the Navy, sailors request ethnic cuisine through 

menu review board minutes. The requests are fulfilled 
through dishes making up the Armed Forces Recipe 
Service. Naval Supply Systems Command (NAVSUP) 
also responds to fleet requests by working with Natick 
Labs to develop these recipes.

“We understand that the sailors want flavor aboard 
ship that they would have access to in port,” said 
Jennifer Person-Whippo, NAVSUP Nutrition Program 
Manager. “Navy Food Service caters to the majority 
of sailors recognizing that, despite location of port, 
sailors aboard will appreciate the variety of flavors 
offered.”

Traditional spices and sauces used in signature 
ethnic cuisine dishes are also available to the fleet 
through the Navy Standard Core Menu Master 
Load List for sailors to enjoy an array of foods, 
not just the typical American meal plan.

“A sauce bar was developed with many of these 
sauces for sailors to top their burgers or grilled 
chicken,” said Cmdr. Danny King, SC. USN, di-
rector of Navy Food Service, NAVSUP. “Spices are 
used as ingredients in recipes to provide flavor 
without added fat and salt.”

Special ethnic entrées offered on the Air Force 
menu are designed to reflect the diverse cultural 
environment of today’s airmen, as well as meet 
this population’s demands and enhance their din-
ing experience.

“Ethnic cuisines are useful to Air Force food 
service because diverse menus reflect the make-up 
of our total force,” said Bill Spencer, chief of appropri-
ated fund operations, Air Force Food and Beverage 
Section, Division of Operations, Air Force Services 
Activity. “Offering vast menus appeals to the diversity 
of today’s workforce, to include both military and 
civilian team members. It is also about offering new 
choices and experiences to our customers.”

To depart from the regular menu cycle, Air Force 
dining facilities also work with local heritage com-
mittees to offer meals in association with cultural 
holidays/months designated toward ethnic diversity, 
such as Black Heritage Month and Cinco de Mayo.

Ethnic meals consistently receive high marks 
from Air Force foodservice customers. A 2014 Food 
Service Assessment Survey showed customers desire 
more ethnic menu items, and the Air Force uses the 
Interactive Customer Service program for frequent 
updates on airmen’s reactions to the menu choices 
available.

“This is validated in reviewing our sales mix re-
port, which indicates items sold at our ethnic sta-
tions at both our Food Transformation Initiative and 
traditional locations are extremely popular with our 
customers,” Spencer said.

Culinary Specialist Seaman Schnnider 
E. Oler cooks fried rice for the crew 
aboard the guided-missile cruiser 

USS San Jacinto (CG 56).
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be a healthier option compared with Southern or 
Italian options, Spencer said.

Spices are valuable for enhancing the flavor of 
menu items, and are adding options for airmen. 
“Chipotle, pesto, flavored mayonnaise and various 
salsa flavors are becoming popular,” Spencer said. 
“The Air Force is using these new items in most of 
our operations.”

MENU VARIETY
As military food service looks to the future, a goal 

is to increase the variety of meal options available 
with campus-style serving stations as an alternative 
to choices on the traditional mainline layout.

Diversity of flavors achieved with ethnic cuisine 
plays an important role in that plan. “There must 
be a wide range of variety that includes ethnic cui-
sines in every dining plan,” JCCoE said. “The Army 
Food Program would support all avenues of menu 
planning to ensure desired variety to the soldier.”

Menu variety also is one of the goals of a campus-
style foodservice program being considered by the 
Navy. “Campus-style dining is a form of meal-delivery 
service that has been a very positive trend in the 
commercial industry of late,” NAVSUP’s King said.

“The primary goals of the trend are to offer va-
riety and convenience of service, so incorporating 
ethnic selections will be based on the desires of the 
customers being served.”

NAVSUP is partnered with Commander, Navy Instal-
lations Command (CNIC) to ensure that the Navy’s 
total workforce is fed healthy, nutritious meals that 
taste great. “Through the NAVSUP/CNIC partnership, 
we will be looking at new and innovative ways to 
serve our customers,” King said.

Corporate Automated Food Enterprise (CAFE) is 
the Air Force’s new automated food service system. 
CAFE is being deployed Air Force-wide to provide 
corporate oversight of all sales and financial data, as 
well as to allow the food and beverage managers at 
the Air Force Services Activity (AFSVA) to regularly 
monitor and update menus and recipes.

AFSVA uses the data to analyze sales and determine 
the popularity of menu items, including ethnic, as 
well as to make changes based on customer choices. 
All sales items, including ethnic, are tracked to ensure 
dining facilities provide customers with the most 
popular menu options.

“This system allows us to incorporate the latest 
culinary trends within industry, as well as tested 
concepts learned through the Food Transformation 
Initiative that have proven to be popular with our 
customers,” Spencer said. “To date, we have imple-
mented 56 of 114 food operations and are on track 
for Air Force-wide implementation by fiscal 2016.”
� —GFS

flavors that are used and popular with the sailors in-
clude curry, Mexican, Italian and Philippine,” she said.

Among the many ethnic dishes available through 
the Armed Forces Recipe Service for menu inclusion 
are: Fried Rice (Vegetable, Pork and Shrimp options), 
Spanish Rice, Mexican Rice, Chicken Fajitas, Ham-
burger Yakisoba, Sweet and Sour Chicken, Cantonese 
Spareribs, Teriyaki Beef Strips, Curry Chicken Salad, 
Szechwan Chicken, Marinated Lamb Chops, Asian 
BBQ Turkey, Sesame Chicken, Chicken Tikka Masala, 
Thai Salad (Beef, Shrimp, Chicken options), Stir-Fry 
(Chicken, Beef, Shrimp, Tofu options), Pesto, Fettuc-
cini Alfredo, Reduced-Fat Asian Stir-Fry Soup, and 
Mediterranean Quinoa Cakes.

Asian is the most popular of the ethnic flavors 
on the Air Force menu based on customer feedback 
and sales reports. Other varieties that are popular 
with airmen include: German, Hispanic, Italian and 
Southern.

Driving popularity on the Asian menu are Mongo-
lian barbecue, Yakisoba and various stir-fries. German 
items include schnitzel, sauerbraten and bratwurst/
kraut. Hispanic favorites include tacos, fajitas and 
enchiladas. Italian specialties include lasagna, spa-
ghetti and veal Parmesan. Southern meal staples 
include fried chicken, BBQ ribs and collard greens.

The Air Force does not mandate ethnic menus based 
on region or geographic area. Menus are centrally 
managed and ethnic meals are developed based on 
the large demographics of customers. Managers can 
request a specific menu item based upon the cultural 
background of the region.

FLAVOR AND CALORIES
Spices and seasonings used in ethnic recipes can 

be an advantage in complying with nutritional and 
dietary guidelines by adding flavor without increas-
ing calories.

“Ethnic cuisines, such as Indian, use cumin, tur-
meric, garlic and black pepper, which are known to be 
anti-cancer agents,” Person-Whippo said. “Mexican 
food incorporates beans, fresh cilantro and herbs 
and spices that provide a host of nutrition without 
the calories and fat.”

While some ingredients have health benefits that 
can rank a recipe in the eat-often Green category, 
others can have the opposite effect.

“There are advantages and disadvantages,” JC-
CoE said. “[A] clear advantage is the use of spices 
to enhance flavor while keeping dietary advantages 
like reduced sodium. When desired ethnic cuisines 
require dietary postures that do not support good 
nutrition, it is a clear disadvantage.”

All Air Force dining facilities use recipes designed 
to meet or exceed specific nutritional guidelines; 
although some ethnic cuisine, such as Asian, can 
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