
In addition to promotional advertising, automated 
replenishment of basic planogram merchandise has 
been a key factor in driving sales last year. Our 
replenishment system provides a consistent flow of 
basic everyday merchandise in a timely manner to 
reduce out-of-stocks and provide customers what 
they want when they want it.

Inventory management and merchandise flow 
has been a critical component in driving sales and 
improving earnings in 2013. It will continue to 
be important as we move into 2014. The focus is 
right-sizing the inventory to maximize sales and 
increasing turn rates with minimal markdown rates. 
Being in-stock on a consistent and timely basis has 
enabled us to drive sales and increase our customer 
satisfaction levels.

Furthermore, expanding weekend hours in more 
than half of our Medical Center retail locations has 
provided great customer service to Veterans and 
their caregivers as well as increasing overall sales. 
This initiative alone accounted for $17 million in 
sales for fiscal 2013.  

E and C News: What are some of the initiatives 
that VCS will be pursuing for the remainder 
of fiscal 2014 and beyond?

Tober: We are capitalizing on the capabilities of 
our new register systems and the Oracle suite, while 
assessing additional technologies. We are expanding 
our reporting Business Intelligence (BI) capabilities 
using Oracle BI software. Our reliance on analytics 
allows us to make sound and timely business deci-
sions that will translate to increased sales, reduced 
expenses and improved earnings. We are striving to 
improve our retail analytics as a means to drive the 
organization forward this year.

The exciting news is that we are scoping op-
portunities to stand up an E-Commerce solution. 
As the VA’s health care model changes, VCS must 
change, finding new ways of delivering services and 
products to Veterans and health care providers. We are 
considering several alternatives and are very excited 
about the opportunity to stand up an E-Commerce 
service in 2014.

As we move into 2014, we’ll continue our pursuit 
to secure operating efficiencies, reduce expenses, 
enhance the customer’s experience, and achieve 
sales and earnings goals. E-commerce, supply chain 
management, new healthy options, new and 
exciting category assortments, continued 
focus on Made in USA merchandise, empha-
sis on the “customer experience,” vending 
optimization, restructuring of our regions, 
succession planning, leadership and Veterans 
Outreach will lead the charge for fiscal 2014.

E and C News: What are some of the changes 
you are most proud to have been a part of at 
VCS during the last five years?

Ray Tober: We have made great strides with im-
proving our technology base with new register hardware 
and software from NCR as well as the introduction of 
the Oracle retail system. Our technology transformation 
has positioned VCS to provide an enhanced customer 
experience and improved operating results.  We have 
seen this already.  Sales are up, inventories are down, 
accountability variances have improved dramatically 
and customer satisfaction scores are above industry 
averages. I’m so proud that VCS is perceived within 
the Department of Veterans Affairs (VA) community 
as a trendsetter. We are recognized as a “can-do” 
organization capable of achieving great results.  Our 
achievements are a reflection of VCS leadership and 
the great workforce to rally together and execute. That 
is our most significant accomplishment: team work, 
team spirit and team success. 

E and C News: What have been the keys to 
VCS’s sales success through an economic period 
that continues to challenge those on limited 
incomes?

Tober: We had an outstanding year. Total VCS 
sales were up 3.5 percent comparing fiscal 2013 over 
fiscal 2012 (52 weeks), with retail sales charging 
strong at a 4-percent increase. Customers are excited 
about our bi-weekly advertised merchandise sales 
flyers focusing on great brands, great prices and 
“Made in USA” offerings.

During Veterans Canteen Service 
(VCS) Executive Director Joseph 
R. “Ray” Tober’s past five years 

as the organization’s chief operating officer 
(COO), the canteen service has transitioned 
from a government organization with legacy 
systems to a full-fledged modern-day retailer 
and foodservice operator. The “canteens” 
of old have rebranded into appealing new 
PatriotStores and PatriotCafes, and assort-
ments and menu items have been completely 
revamped with a focus on patron preferences 
and on nutrition and food offerings that 
more closely support the VA’s goals. 

Today, VCS leads the way as a “trendset-
ter” in the Department, powered not only 
by a caring cadre of dedicated personnel, 
but also by up-to-date retail and business 
intelligence systems. Financial pressures, 
however, weigh on VCS’s customer base, and 
they count on the canteen service to help 
them stretch their budgets and meet lifestyle 
goals. It’s a challenge that motivates Tober 
and the VCS team to come to work each day 
to deliver value, quality and service to help 
make Veterans and their caregivers’ lives a 
little brighter.

VCS‘Environment of 
Care’ Takes Aim at 
Highest Standards

‘VCS is perceived within the Department of Veterans Affairs (VA) community as a trendsetter.

We are recognized as a “can-do” organization capable of achieving great results.’ 
— VCS Executive Director Joseph R. “Ray” Tober
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managers. Vendors had the opportunity to propose 
merchandise selections electronically, and managers 
made buys that were tailored to their local customer 
base. Our Virtual Show, with corresponding orders 
generated from the manager’s selections, proved to 
be an innovative and smooth process.  The Virtual 
Show enabled orders to be generated centrally and 
transmitted to our suppliers, ensuring timely receipts 
of product, and has enhanced the variety of offerings 
to our customers. We are in the process of coordi-
nating the execution of our 2014 Virtual Show and 
are excited about the prospects it provides for third 
quarter sales.

E and C News: How does VCS partnership 
with industry help the canteen service to de-
liver targeted assortments, value, quality and 
service and build customer loyalty?

Tober: A strong partnership with our suppliers 
allows us to maximize our penetration of best-selling 
merchandise to include new trends in the industry. As 
our new systems evolve, these partnerships with external 
stakeholders will be critical in enabling VCS to react 
to analytical data and make inventory flow adjustments 
as necessary to maximize in-stocks and sales.

Both VCS and our vendor partners recognize 
the importance of our mission and how critical it is 
to provide the highest level of service, timely flow 
of merchandise, and the best possible assortments. 
This dedication is represented daily with the mer-
chandise in our stores and the products represented 
in our sales flyers. 

E and C News: Tell us a little about the rela-
tionship between the VCS, the VA, and vendor 
partners involved in sponsoring Veterans events.

Tober: We are an integral part of the VA support-
ing their initiatives and goals to enhance the health 
and well-being of our nation’s Veterans. VCS supports 
all of the VA’s Rehabilitation events to include the 
Winter Sports Clinic, Golden Age Games, Wheel-
chair Games, Summer Sports Clinic, Tee Tourna-
ment, and the Creative Arts Festival. By supporting 
and attending these events, we are reminded of the 
sacrifices our Veterans have made, their enduring 

spirit, and the importance of our mission. Key sup-
pliers, such as National Vitamin Company, not only 
provide samples and snacks for the Veterans, they 
also volunteer their time to work at these events.  

In addition, VA benefits from other vendor part-
ner donations and events supporting Veterans at our 
medical centers. Unilever Corporation donated a 
grand piano to VA medical centers in West Haven, 
Conn., and Long Beach and San Diego, both in 
California.  In addition, Nestlé USA annually do-
nates their time in performing community service 
at several VA medical centers across the country.

Furthermore, we “give back” supporting the Fisher 
House Foundation, Operations Enduring Freedom/Iraqi 
Freedom/New Dawn (OEF/OIF/OND) Poly Trauma 
centers, and VA’s Veteran Homelessness program.

Our vendor relationships are “one-of-a-kind.” I 
am so appreciative of our vendors because of their 
commitment and dedication to provide the best value 
and service to our Veterans.  Providing donations 
for giveaways at the games, and committing their 
time to engage with the Veteran community, goes 
beyond the normal business relationship.  We are 
extremely proud and fortunate to have partners who 
share the same values and commitment to those who 
have served.

Store managers and staff are the lifeblood of VCS. 
Their dedication and commitment secures our strat-

egies to improve sales and 
provide excellent customer 
service. Likewise, our cen-
tral office leaders and staff 
lead the way in driving the 
business, creating new initia-
tives and enhancing our op-
erations to be more efficient 
and successful. Our success 
is the result of each and every 
VCS member’s passion and 
forward-thinking approach to 
the business. I am honored 
to work with and lead such 
an excellent corps of lead-
ers and managers who serve 
those who have served our 
country. —E and C NEWS

From left, Washington, 
D.C. PatriotStore manager 
at VCS Central Office Jeff 
Gresham; Marketing and 
Communications Direc-
tor Stacy Papachrisan-
thou; Executive Director 
Joseph “Ray” Tober; Chief 
Merchandising Officer 
(CMO) Carey Filer and 
Assistant CMO Lori Lee 
accept recognition on 
behalf of former Direc-
tor Marilyn Iverson from 
then-American Logistics 
Association (ALA) Chair-
man JD Fenessey, national 
sales director, Military, Del 
Monte Foods, and ALA 
President Patrick B. Nixon.

E and C News: What are some of the opportuni-
ties that lie ahead as VCS attempts to provide 
service to more Veterans?

Tober: Part of our strategic initiative is to en-
hance the “Environment of Care” to Veterans and 
caregivers focusing on high standards within all of 
our services. Our greatest opportunity lies within 
Community Based Outpatient Clinics (CBOC) where 
we can provide a smaller assortment of retail, food 
and coffee to our patrons, all in a centralized location.

Unlike our stores in traditional VA Medical Cen-
ters, CBOCs have a much smaller footprint and less 
traffic. Our new business models tailored to smaller 
“combo” coffee/food/retail locations with a more 
focused assortment of consumables, health and beauty 
care (HBC), and military logo merchandise is the 
perfect solution for this new business.

We have also experienced tremendous growth 
last year, adding 18 new coffee concepts resulting 
in double-digit increases in same-store sales year 
over year. This year, we will open an additional 12 
coffee shops.      

E and C News: Please tell us why VCS is no 
longer conducting Show & Sell events? What 
presentation and open-to-buy initiatives will 
take its place?

Tober: Unfortunately, and despite tremendous 
efforts, VCS was unable to timely secure the requisite 
number of vendors to meet our obligations to host 
Show & Sell 2013. Consequently, we had to cancel 
last year’s conference. New rules involving national 
conferences, coupled with a host of other challenges, 
contributed to our decision to cancel the show. 

Our annual conference, last held May 21-25, 2012, 
presented an opportunity to gather and share infor-
mation, conduct training, shop for the third quarter, 
interact with our vendor partners, and to recognize and 
celebrate our accomplishments. It also allowed us to 
reinforce our commitment to the mission and service 
to our Veterans, as well as enhance the camaraderie 
that occurs between our managers and suppliers.  

Our new VCS “Virtual Show” concept served 
as an excellent venue to continue with the flavor 
of a Show & Sell by engaging vendors and store 
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