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WHO WE ARE: The American Federation of Government Employees, AFL-CIO, represents more than 

250,000 civilian employees in the Department of Defense (DoD), including many who work for the 

Defense Commissary Agency (DeCA), which provides groceries and household goods through more than 

250 commissaries to active-duty, Guard, Reserve, and retired members of all seven uniformed services 

of the United States and eligible members of their families at cost plus a 5% surcharge. 

WHY DECA WORKS: Authorized customers buy items “at cost plus a 5% surcharge, which covers the 

costs of building new commissaries and modernizing existing ones. Shoppers save an average of more 

than 30 percent on their purchases compared to commercial prices—savings that amount to thousands 

of dollars annually when shopping regularly at a commissary,” according to the agency.   

Per the American Logistics Association, commissaries last year provided military households with $2.7 

billion in price savings and another $200 million in income for military family members employed by 

DeCA; 90% of active-duty military families used the commissaries in 2012, helping to rack up almost 100 

million customer transactions at DeCA.  And as DeCA points out, as a core military family support 

element, and a valued part of military pay and benefits—according to surveys of military personnel— 

commissaries enhance the quality of life for America's military and their families, and help recruit and 

retain the best and brightest men and women to serve our country. 

WHAT THE PROBLEM IS: The Department of Defense’s (DoD) annual budget includes $1.4 billion in 

funding for DeCA.  The Administration proposes, over three years, to permanently slash that funding to 

just $400 million.  In order to continue operations, including paying the salaries of its employees, DeCA 

will be forced to significantly increase costs to its customers.  Instead of discounts, commissaries will be 

forced to mark up groceries and household goods.  Of course, mark ups will make the commissaries less 

attractive to customers, eventually reducing DeCA’s revenues, to say nothing of compromising its 

important mission.   

The impact on the agency’s workforce would be severe.  Losing $1 billion in funding annually means that 

DeCA would have to use increased revenues from marking up products to meet its payroll.  DeCA 

officials have assured the civilian workforce that the agency would not as a result of the Administration’s 

proposal become a non-appropriated fund (NAF) entity.  (In NAF agencies, the size and compensation of 

the civilian workforce rises and falls on the basis of sales revenues.)  However, senior Pentagon officials 

have, off-the-record, acknowledged to AFGE that it is inevitable DeCA, after becoming largely dependent 

on falling sales revenues, becomes a NAF agency.  And if DeCA’s customers take their business 

elsewhere because the commissaries no longer offer a discount, the agency and its workforce would 

surely shrink.  In fact, given that the basic reason commissaries exist is to give significant discounts to 

our warfighters and their families as part of their overall compensation package, DeCA is unlikely to 

survive if the commissaries are forced to mark up products in order to make up for the lost DoD 

funding.   

An internal legislative proposal prepared by DeCA and being circulated in the Pentagon shows that the 

goal of the Administration’s restructuring plan is to end DeCA as we know it.  The commissaries would 

become just another bunch of stores, rather than a key part of the compensation package to 

warfighters.  The new DeCA law would “place the emphasis on the ability to recover costs as being the 

primary factor for (a commissary’s) existence, as opposed to needs of active duty members and their 

families or the welfare of the military community.”  This internal DoD proposal would “also exempt the 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Uniformed_services_of_the_United_States
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Uniformed_services_of_the_United_States


AFGE FACT SHEET ON DEFENSE COMMISSARY AGENCY 

  

American Federation of Government Employees 
80 F Street N.W., Washington, D.C.  20001 

elimination of functions or the contracting out of functions from the requirements of A-76,”, i.e., the 

agency would be able to contract out whenever it wanted, even if it results in higher costs to taxpayers.   

WHY WE SHOULDN’T BE FOOLED: The Administration insists that in a time of downsizing DeCA must be 

run in a more business-like fashion.  However, the commissaries are already inextricably intertwined 

with the private sector.  The private sector supply chain of vendors contributes nearly $500 million 

annually in discounts and services, according to ALA.  Moreover, the number of commissaries has been 

reduced by 170 during the last 20 years because of BRAC.  Finally, DeCA has passed audits for 13 straight 

years.  How many other parts of DoD can we say every dollar spent is accounted for?   

The Administration insists that no commissaries will be closed and that it proposes only to “reduce 

DeCA’s subsidy”.  First of all, it’s not a subsidy.  Reduced prices on groceries and household goods 

available through the commissaries constitute an earned benefit, not a subsidy or a tip to military 

families.  Moreover, slashing DeCA’s funding by more than two-thirds means that the commissaries will 

have to eliminate their discounts and raise prices in order to survive.  Inevitably, increased costs will lead 

to fewer customers, which will force all commissaries to base compensation and job status on falling 

revenues and many commissaries out of business.   

HERE’S THE BOTTOM LINE: The Administration’s proposal is as bad for military families as it is for DeCA 
employees.  Military families wouldn’t get any subsidies to make up for the loss of the crucial DeCA 
discount.  The annual hit on those families would be as much as $3,000 annually, according to some 
experts, especially for those who live in high-cost urban areas and in rural areas with few commercial 
alternatives.  The entire rationale for DeCA’s existence—to provide significant savings for military 
families on their groceries and household goods—would be cast aside.  Indeed, military families would 
likely have no choice but to shop elsewhere, diverting from DeCA revenues that are vital in making up 
for the lost DoD funding.  Inevitably, our compensation and, indeed, our jobs would be dependent on 
the revenues commissaries would try to generate from increasing the prices for their products.  And 
how often in the real world do consumers buy more from businesses that raise their prices? 
 
WHAT WE MUST DO NOW: This is not the first time the budget-cutters have come after 
DeCA.  Fortunately, DeCA enjoys broad support—from the private-sector vendors which supply the 
commissaries to the military families who can balance their budgets because of cheaper DeCA products 
to the hard-working and dedicated civilian workforce that makes DeCA an integral part of the 
compensation package for our warfighters and their families.   
 
Already, bipartisan legislation has been introduced in the U.S. House of Representatives and Senate to 
defeat the Administration’s proposal to end DeCA as we know it.  Representative Tim Griffin (R-AR) is 
the sponsor of H.R. 3996, The Save Our Military Shopping Benefits Act, which prohibits through January 
1, 2017, the Administration from closing, changing the hours of, or moving the location of any 
commissary.  Please urge your Representatives to cosponsor this important legislation.   
 
Senator Mark Warner (D-VA) has introduced S. 2075, The Military Commissary Sustainment Act, which 
would prohibit any cuts in DoD’s funding for the commissaries until a report has been filed by the 
Military Compensation and Retirement Modernization Commission, which won’t be done until next 
year.  While we have concerns about what recommendations will be served up by the Commission, 
clearly, it is better to wait at least a year before radically changing DeCA.  Please urge your Senators to 
cosponsor this legislation.   


