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There are at least six H-E-B locations, two Wal-Mart supercenters and the Trader Joe's and 

Whole Foods stores in the Alamo Quarry market between Fort Sam Houston and Mary and Herb 

Holmes' house in Whispering Oaks. 

 

But the Holmeses skip those businesses when it's time to buy groceries. They travel about a 

dozen miles to the U.S. Army post so they can shop at their favorite commissary store in San 

Antonio. 

 

“We just shop here all the time (because) some things are cheaper here,” said Mary Holmes, 74, 

whose husband is a retired Air Force colonel. “As you get older, you have to economize all the 

time. 

 

“Of course we come here for the savings.” 

 

Like the other six military retail locations in Bexar County, the Fort Sam Houston commissary 

sells discounted and tax-free goods to active-duty and retired service members, their relatives 

and U.S. Department of Defense civilian employees. 

 

However, despite the savings — commissaries boast an average basket cost at 33 percent less 

than traditional grocers — civilian retailers have closed in on the market as troops return home 

from battlefields in Iraq and Afghanistan. As they and their families relocate on military bases or 

nearby, stores meant just for them must contend with Wal-Mart's continued expansion and H-E-

B's longtime dominance in San Antonio. 

 

The increasingly crowded market has forced military retailers to experiment with new services 

and strategies as competitors vie for a bigger slice of military paychecks. 

 

“San Antonio is one of the most competitive grocery markets in the U.S.,” said Nancy O'Nell, a 

spokeswoman with the Defense Commissary Agency, or DeCA, which operates the Fort Sam 

Houston store and about 180 others across the country. “Area supermarket chains have an 

ongoing battle to increase their market share, which has created very competitive pricing.” 

 

Aside from a 5-percent surcharge that DeCA uses to build new stores or update existing ones, 

commissaries cannot sell a product above or below its cost. 

 

“This means commissaries cannot drop the price on a product to match a local supermarket 

vying for business,” O'Nell explained. 

A recent study pegged grocery prices in San Antonio as the cheapest in the nation, forcing DeCA 

to differentiate itself beyond its well-known discounts. 

 

Next month, the agency will begin testing a service that allows customers to shop online with 

curbside pickup at a commissary store. Additionally, DeCA's three locations in San Antonio 



have installed kiosks that shoppers can use to place a deli order that employees fill while they 

browse the grocery aisles. 

 

O'Nell said DeCA also has developed a digital coupon program that offers about 120 discounts 

that change every two weeks. The agency estimates more than 600,000 reward cards have been 

registered through the program, with 4.5 million coupons downloaded since its launch six 

months ago. 

Unlike DeCA's focus on groceries, the Dallas-based Army & Air Force Exchange Service 

operates department stores, fast-food chains, coffee shops and even movie theaters across the 

U.S. and in countries where troops have been stationed. 

 

“We go wherever the military members go, and I'm not sure we can say that about the other 

retailers outside of the (base) gate,” said Shelly Armstrong, AAFES vice president for the 

western region, which includes its three stores in San Antonio. 

 

She said AAFES has more disadvantages than advantages when it comes to courting shoppers 

from traditional retailers. 

 

“We're not authorized to advertise off the (military) installation, and we can't be on every street 

corner in America,” such as Wal-Mart and other competitors, Armstrong said. 

 

She said AAFES strives to maintain relevance and consistency at its stores so troops can expect 

the same shopping experience in San Antonio that they had in Montana or Afghanistan. 

 

The organization also has revamped its online presence, with plans to push Internet sales up to 

$1 billion in four years compared to last year's $220 million, according to the Dallas Morning 

News. And AAFES has introduced a wider selection of national brands, including Fossil and 

Michael Kors, to its Exchange stores. 

 

So far, AAFES activity has continued to grow in San Antonio, with sales increases of 2.7 

percent, 4.4 percent and 6.2 percent at Randolph Air Force Base, Lackland AFB and Fort Sam 

Houston, respectively, according to the American Logistics Association, which represents 

manufacturers and vendors doing business with base stores. 

 

ALA President Patrick Nixon, a former director of DeCA, said AAFES sales gains are even 

more impressive considering where its customer base lives. 

 

“It used to be 70 percent of the military and their family lived on base,” Nixon said. “Now it's 

just the opposite.” 

 

He estimated AAFES operations in San Antonio see almost 770,000 transactions a month on 

average, even though only about 191,000 authorized shoppers older than 18 live within 30 miles 

of its facilities. 

 



What might keep those customers coming back, Nixon said, is AAFES returns its earnings to the 

military to fund Army Morale, Welfare and Recreation programs. In San Antonio, AAFES 

activity generated more than $1.7 million for those quality-of-life programs last year. 

 

“The military retailers are doing everything they can to improve that quality of life for military 

members,” Nixon said. “They're not really in competition — they're there for the troops, not the 

profit.” 
 


