
earnings, and services.  
These initiatives are just a small part of the overall 

strategies that place VCS in a great position to move 
forward into the future. For us, it’s about vision, 
understanding the direction the business is going, 
leveraging technology, introducing sound business 
strategies, and securing a stable and well-trained 
management workforce. 

E and C News: How is the VCS appreciated 
by caregivers and Veterans? Is the mission 
aligned with their current needs?

Tober: VCS is an integral part of the VA com-
munity. We proudly support all of the Department of 
Veterans Affairs (VA) national initiatives. We have the 
honor to meet, greet and serve thousands of Veterans 
each year through our support and sponsorship of 
VA’s National Rehabilitation Games and other VA 
community events throughout the year.  

Recently, we participated in the 21st Annual 
Golden Age Games in Detroit, Mich. Over 1,000 
Veterans participated in Bingo Night, sponsored by 
us, where Veterans were able to gather from all over 
the country to compete, enjoy each other’s company 
and relieve some of their everyday stresses. 

This event is just one example of how we give back 
to Veterans. The feedback we receive from participants 
is priceless which, in turn, gives us great pride in 
knowing that we have made a difference in their lives.  

Events such as these allow us to enhance the qual-
ity of life for America’s Veterans and ensure that the 
benefits they deserve are realized. I’m confident, as 
well, that not only our Veterans, but VA leadership 
and VA employees, see the value and appreciate the 
role we play in VA.   

E and C News: Where do you think VCS 
stands today in its quest to become a 21st 
century retailer and benefit?

Joseph “Ray” Tober: Our focus every day is to 
“enhance the customer experience,” ensuring we ex-
ceed the customers’ shopping and dining expectations.  

We have introduced a wide variety of name-brand 
products, expanded our retail offerings to include a 
larger scope of categories and items while executing 
best-selling planograms on high-demand, key basics 
across the nation. 

We have introduced technology that has served to 
enhance our inventory management and replenish-
ment programs, allowing for better and consistent 
in-stocks of high-volume key items. Our technol-
ogy and business strategies are indeed working, as 
evident by our more than 50-percent sales increase 
over the last 10 years.  

Lastly, the one contributing factor that will sus-
tain our success is a motivated and knowledgeable 
management cadre possessing the right skills and 
leadership qualities which can execute the strategies 
of moving the business to the next level in sales, 

Joseph “Ray” Tober, VCS Executive Director

‘An Integral Part of
The VA Community’

Tober

In addition to having the products customers want at 
the right prices, including here at the Orlando, Fla., 
PatriotStore, the VCS believes it must continue to 
earn patrons’ confidence and commitment, adding 
newness to the shopping experience for Veterans, 

their caregivers and VA employees.
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Joseph “Ray” Tober, the executive director of the Veterans Canteen Service (VCS), has seen 
the organization steadily transform itself into a 21st-centry retailer, but acknowledges that 

work still needs to be done. In this interview, Tober talks about the strides the VCS has made to 
reach and exceed its sales and operating goals, and how it hopes to continue to offer the level 
of services that Veterans, their caregivers and VA employees expect, today and into the future.



E and C News: As VCS celebrates its 70th 
anniversary, where do you see it going as it 
matures further as a 21st century retailer?

Tober: Albert Einstein once said, “Once you 
stop learning, you start dying.” We must never stop 
learning, changing, adapting and growing our ho-
rizons to continually grow over another 70 years. 

There are many keys to an organization’s success, 
but one of the most important is people. To meet 
the needs of America’s Veterans, we must recruit, 
train and retain America’s best and brightest caregiv-
ers in our retail industry. If we do not have people 
who are dedicated and committed to providing the 
highest level of service to our Nation’s heroes, it 
does not matter how great our latest technology 
and systems are.  

I have no doubt VCS will continue to grow and 
go further than it has ever been all because we are 
determined, resilient and stay the course of our mis-
sion to serve those who have served for us. 

E and C News: What are some of the pro-
grams and initiatives you are rolling out or 
working on for the future to help you reach 
these goals?
  
Tober: Much of our sales growth in the last two 

years has been driven by our Food and Coffee busi-
ness units, in particular by product categories we 
were not heavily invested in five years ago.  

Our “SimplyToGo” items in Food and Coffee have 
helped us meet not only the needs of our Veterans, 
but also the needs of our VA employee shoppers, 
who are looking for value and convenience. 

Our customers are looking for speed, convenience 
and quality, which the Starbucks brand has deliv-

ered in our Patriot Brews, while the quality of our 
SimplyToGo assortment has introduced many of our 
customers to fresh and fast food at an affordable price.  

We approach our business from a balanced metrics 
scorecard perspective, where strategy is built on the 
foundation of learning, with an executional eye on 
process, driven by a workforce that is focused on 
exceeding our customers’ expectations.  

These three strategies have culminated in record 
financial results, which allow VCS to fund new ideas 
to drive revenue, including overnight food service, 
on-campus delivery, call-ahead food service, food 
trucks and much more.

In 2016, we are in the process of establishing 
a new standard and robust business model for our 
1-800 PatriotStoreDirect (Special Order) call center 
to grow the existing customer base of Veterans.  

E and C News: How has the constrained 
fiscal environment affected the VCS? Are 
there things you wanted to do that have been 
modified or plans put on hold?
     
Tober: VCS is a self-sustaining entity free of 

appropriation from VA; therefore, the impact to our 
business in regards to the fiscal environment has 
been minimal at this point. 

However, longer term, we have to be aware of 
the headwinds from a customer count perspective, 
i.e., Veterans begin looking for providers other than 
VA for their healthcare. 

VA and VCS are focused on making the customer 
experience personal, pleasing and memorable. We 
cannot assume that because Veterans have to come 
to the VA for their healthcare that they are automati-
cally going to shop and dine with us; we have to 
earn their confidence and commitment.  

Our sales continue to be strong and our cus-
tomer counts in our stores are commensurate with 
our revenue growth, which has allowed us to invest 
in remodeling more than 100 stores in the last 18 
months, while also growing our Coffee Shops to 
over 160 locations nationwide.  

We must continue to add newness, comfort and 
an experience that our Veterans and caregivers can 
say, “I got that at the Canteen.”  

We must always remember, as we have over the 
past 70 years, that our mission is to provide America’s 
Heroes — our Veterans — products and services 
“for their comfort and well-being.” —E and C NEWS

VCS Executive Director Joseph “Ray” Tober with a 
Veteran at the VA’s Wheelchair Games, which were 
held June 27 to July 2 in Salt Lake City, Utah. The 
VCS supports and sponsors numerous VA national 

and local events throughout the year.
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VCS Fiscal 2015
Million-Dollar Vendors
Based on information about payments made by the Veterans Canteen Service (VCS) to vendors and suppliers, 42 vendors 

provided $1 million or more in products and services to VCS PatriotStores during fiscal 2015. The following list of million-
dollar vendors, ranked by fiscal 2015 dollar volume, compares ranking where possible with fiscal years 2014 and 2013. 

FY15 FY14 FY13 VENDOR NAME FY15 SALES

  1 1 1 U.S. Foodservice (Alliant) $58,862,437

  2 2 2 McLane Company Inc. 36,171,927

  3 5 6 Pepsi Cola 11,368,745

  4 4 5 Coca-Cola 9,234,609

  5 3 3 Vistar/Vend Products/VSA 8,562,111

  6 9 7 Acosta-Consumables/Health 
and Beauty Care (HBC) 8,409,707

  7 11 8 L&R Distributors Inc. 6,273,797

  8 8 15 Frito-Lay Inc.-
Grandma’s Foods Inc. 5,066,326

  9 12 28 Starbucks Coffee 4,687,593

10 7 4 Ingram Micro Inc. 
(Apple Products) 3,994,047

11 - - The North Face 3,832,370

12 16 17 JWM Wholesale 3,641,682

13 15 14 Ross Laboratories 3,566,236

14 10 20 Pioneer Distributors Inc. 3,347,174

FY15 FY14 FY13 VENDOR NAME FY15 SALES

15 30 34 Hanes $3,084,791

16 14 23 Samsung Corporation  
Electronics 3,027,471

17 21 22 Sheralven Enterprises Ltd. 3,022,485

18 19 33 Under Armour 2,866,214

19 32 11 O’Rourke Bros. (LG) 2,839,499

20 6 9 Sony Electronics 2,701,953

21 17 18 Coty Prestige 2,606,647

22 18 19 Firestone/Bridgestone 2,034,310

23 28 36 K&S Unique 1,954,557

24 29 30 Major Pharmaceutical 
(Harvard Drug) 1,871,510

25 25 29 L’Oréal 1,865,086

26 20 24 Goodyear Tire & Rubber Co. 1,857,386

27 - - McKee Baking 1,853,407

28 23 12 C.R. McMullen Co. Inc.-
Destination 1,796,897

FY15 FY14 FY13 VENDOR NAME FY15 SALES

29 26 25 Savane (TSI) $1,769,199

30 22 16 Tracfone Wireless 1,746,097

31 31 26 Yankee Candle Company Inc. 1,662,275

32 24 27 Baker & Taylor Retail 1,656,168

33 33 35 National Vitamin Co. Inc. 1,605,632

34 27 32 Procter & Gamble Prestige 
(Cosmopolitan) 1,538,518

35 - - DPI Inc. 1,417,335

36 - 37 FGX International 1,405,236

37 - - adidas America 1,377,291

38 - - Glass Baron 1,249,685

39 - - Choice Books 1,217,729

40 - 31 Webco/Hale Distribution 1,192,101

41 - - Puma North America 1,165,260

42 - - New York Accessories 1,135,708

Totals are rounded off to the nearest dollar.
Source: VCS




