
E and C News: Do you and/or your family shop the commissary regularly? 

Faulkner: The value of this benefit is a no-brainer. I’ve been deployed to several 
war zones throughout my career, and thanks to the commissary, one thing I didn’t 
have to worry about was my family’s access to affordable, safe groceries. Like 
medical care, it’s a benefit that we’ve earned by virtue of our service. 

E and C News: What do you think of the stock assortment … the savings 
… the stores in general?

Faulkner: The available products on the store shelves, the cleanli-
ness of the facilities and the pricing — an average of 30-percent sav-

E and C News: When you hear the word “commissary,” what is the first 
thing that comes to mind?

Faulkner: I think of a benefit that’s always been there for me. When I was a 
child growing up in a Marine Corps family, it was groceries from the base com-
missary that made it to our breakfast and dinner table. When I carried my lunch 
to grade school, the sandwiches and snacks came from the commissary. When 
I received my commission in 1982, and for the next 30-plus years as an officer 
with my own family, I’ve depended on the commissary benefit to help feed my 
family. So when you say “commissary,” it is a word that is very familiar to me.

Lt. Gen. William M. Faulkner, USMC, 
Deputy Commandant, Installations and Logistics (I&L)

‘The commissary and 
exchange systems operate 
under different business 
models. I think they are 

working well separately.’
— Lt. Gen. William M. Faulkner, USMC, chairman of 

the board, Defense Commissary Agency (DeCA)

Faulkner

House Armed Services Committee Chairman Howard “Buck” McKeon 
(left) greets Lt. Gen. Faulkner during the parade reception at the Home of 
the Commandants prior to the parade at Marine Barracks Washington in 

Washington, D.C., July 26.
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Marine Corps Deputy Commandant, Installations and Logistics (I&L), Lt. Gen. 
William M. Faulkner, the current chairman of the Defense Commissary Agency 

(DeCA) Board of Directors, has viewed the commissary as a valued benefit ever since 
he was a child growing up in a Marine Corps family. Through the decades, includ-
ing 30-plus years as an officer, and with a family of his own, Faulkner’s belief in this 
bedrock benefit has never wavered.

In this exclusive interview with E and C News, Faulkner extols the important role 
commissaries play in the lives of servicemembers, their families, and U.S. military in-
stallations that are fortunate enough to be home to such stores, and gives his thoughtful 
perspective on why today’s commissary system must endure, even amid ever-tightening 
budget constraints.

The Commissary:
A Benefit

‘Worth Fighting For’



E and C News: Have you visited any 
commissaries since becoming a DeCA 
board member? How have those stores, 
and others you have encountered dur-
ing your career, influenced your view 
of commissaries?

Faulkner: I’m a lifelong patron of 
the commissary benefit. So, whether 
I’m visiting as a shopper or visiting in 
an official capacity, I’m never surprised 
by the high standards of customer ser-
vice, the dedication of the commissary 
employees and the quality of products I 
find there. When I enter a commissary, I 
expect to see excellence and very rarely 
have I been disappointed. Commissaries 
conducted nearly 98 million customer 
transactions in fiscal 2012 — a number 
that continues to rise annually. Appar-
ently, commissary customers at large see 
excellence in their benefit, too.

E and C News: Is there anything 
personally that you would like to see 
become a reality in the commissaries 
of the future?

Faulkner: They’re on the right track 
as an evolving benefit that seeks to stay 
relevant to their patron base. As long as 
commissaries stay tuned to the needs 
of the military communities they serve, 
their value will remain high now, and 
well into the future.

E and C News: To what extent do 
you see the commissary as a central part 
of the military base community? 

Faulkner: Commissaries are a vital 
part of an installation’s identity. They 
provide a benefit for active duty, reserv-
ists, retirees and families that goes far 
beyond buying groceries. Each year, 
our commissaries receive a tremendous 
amount of ancillary support from their 
industry partners in the form of store 
support, military-only coupons, con-
tributions to installations, promotions, 
giveaways and scholarships. Last year, 
that support accounted for almost $250 
million annually in additional value to 
our patrons — over and above the savings 

ings — are first class. Wherever you’re 
stationed, you can depend on the instal-
lation commissary to be there to support 
your service quality of life. Early and 
throughout my career, I shared with 
my Marines that using the commissary 
saved them a lot of money. And as the 
chairman of the DeCA Board of Direc-
tors, I continue to send that message, 
albeit at a higher level.

E and C News: How do they com-
pare to civilian stores, in your experi-
ence?

Faulkner: Our commissaries compare 
favorably to commercial stores — and 
they should! Our military and their fami-
lies sacrifice much to serve this nation, 
and it’s only right that they have access 
to quality products at significant savings 
to help stretch their paychecks. 

Our commissaries have come a long 
way from facilities converted from air-
craft hangars and riding stables, and some 
with shelves made from cardboard boxes. 
Today’s generation of troops use the In-
ternet, social media and smart phones; so 
the commissary benefit, too, is embracing 
innovation and technology to stay relevant 
in serving a 21st-century patron. 

That being said, there’s a clear dif-
ference between commissaries and 
commercial stores, because our stores 
clearly embrace the long-standing mil-
itary concept of “taking care of their 
own.” DeCA’s ongoing program, “Your 
Family is Our Family,” echoes that no-
tion because nearly 64 percent of the 
agency’s 16,000 employees have some 
sort of military connection — military 
spouses, family members, military re-
tirees, reservists or veterans. Your ca-
shier or produce worker or meat cutter 
personally knows what it’s like to have 
either worn the uniform, or they live 
in a household with someone who has 
served or continues to serve. They un-
derstand the angst that a servicemember 
feels when they deploy and leave their 
families behind. They understand why 
the savings of the commissary benefit 
extends military pay, and how that, in 
turn, helps hold up the family budget.

‘Early, and throughout my career, I shared with my Marines that 
using the commissary saved them a lot of money. And as the 

chairman of the DeCA Board of Directors, I continue to send that 
message, albeit at a higher level.’

— Lt. Gen. William M. Faulkner, USMC, chairman of the board, Defense Commissary Agency 

Preserving a Valued 
Military Benefit

Amid an alphabet soup of ongoing and future reviews of Defense programs 
including commissaries, E and C News asked Marine Corps deputy com-

mandant, Installations and Logistics (I&L) Lt. Gen. William M. Faulkner how closely 
the DeCA board works with the agency in planning for the future, for example, in 
navigating such mandates as Cost Assessment and Program Evaluation (CAPE), 
Strategic Choices and Management Review (SCMR) and Military Compensation 
and Retirement Modernization Commission (MCMR). 

Faulkner responded that the board is “working with DeCA closer than ever 
on the broad strategic direction of the commissary benefit. That said, DeCA is 
the expert on day-to-day commissary operations and will continue to develop 
a detailed strategic plan, and the board will continue to monitor how well the 
agency implements its plan.”

 The chairman said that the board “provided an independent evaluation of 
the study directed by a Department of Defense (DoD) resource management 
decision (RMD) that called for proposals to significantly reduce the commissary 
subsidy. That study is still in staffing within DoD.

“It appears there will be two major inputs on the commissary that DoD 
will consider before making its formal recommendations to the compensation 
commission, namely the quality-of-life working group addressing the compen-
sation commission issues, and the Strategic Choices and Management Review 
(SCMR) committee.” 

Additionally, Faulkner noted that “Secretary of Defense Chuck Hagel and other 
senior DoD officials have repeatedly stated that without relief from sequestration, 
we will be forced to make some tough choices. Unfortunately, that means we 
must review programs such as the commissary that support quality of life for 
our servicemembers and their families. No one wants to negatively impact our 
military families, but the fiscal realities of sequestration are forcing the depart-
ment to prioritize programs in order to maintain mission readiness. As a result, 
there could be reductions in the commissary budget, and if so, we must also 
make sure the commissary remains a valued military benefit.”
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Early in his tenure as chairman of the DeCA Board of Directors, Faulkner (center) was 
quick to embrace his role, as he visited with DeCA Director and CEO Joseph H. Jeu (right) 
and DeCA senior enlisted advisor, Command Sgt. Maj. John M. Gaines Jr. USA, (left), at the 

agency’s Fort Lee, Va., headquarters.
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year, the commissary provided direct 
savings to its customers of nearly 
$2.8 billion for a taxpayer cost of 
$1.4 billion — that’s a 2-for-1 ROI.

E and C News: How does the 
DeCA board oversee the agency? 
Do you all set goals and let the 
agency determine how to achieve 
them, or do you take a more hands-
on approach?

Faulkner: The board approves 
DeCA’s annual performance plan 
(balanced scorecard), the annual 
budget submission and the annual 
surcharge funded construction pro-
gram before these are forwarded 
to the Under Secretary of Defense 
for Personnel and Readiness (USD, 
P&R). Those are the big three items.

Our challenge is to find the right 
balance between costs and benefits 
of the commissary system, start-
ing with defining what commissary 
benefit the military services require, 

today and into the future, as part of military compensation.  This will enable the 
board to provide the strategic direction that we rely on the DeCA director and his 
team to plan for and execute.

E and C News: What do you see as the biggest problem facing the commis-
sary system today?

Faulkner: In the current budget environment, military compensation is un-
dergoing significant scrutiny, and the commissary is no exception. Our biggest 
challenge is to meet our fiscal goals while sustaining a valued military benefit. 
Again, it’s a matter of striking the right balance between costs and benefits of the 
commissary system. 

E and C News: As Deputy Commandant, I&L, you sit on the Marine Corps 
Community Services (MCCS) board, and have oversight of Marine Corps 
Exchange (MCX) operations. What are your views about expanding the com-
missary stock assortment into areas traditionally served in recent years by the 
exchange systems — for instance, alcoholic beverages?

Faulkner: The commissary and exchange systems operate under 
different business models. I think they are working well separately.

E and C News: What else would you like to say to DeCA’s world-
wide staff and its vendor partners?

Faulkner: DeCA has more than demonstrated its value to the U.S. 
Armed Forces in its ability to deliver a world-class commissary benefit. 
The agency represents a sound investment for the American taxpayer, 
evidenced by having a clean audit opinion on its financial records for 
11 straight years. However, you can’t deliver a relevant benefit to a 
21st-century patron without innovating. Therefore, DeCA continues 
to look for new ways to provide a lean and efficient benefit. 

Despite an ongoing period of severe budget scrutiny, DeCA con-
tinues to provide a high level of customer service to its patrons — its 
Commissary Customer Service Survey (CCSS) results reach new 
heights each year. Mr. Joseph Jeu, DeCA director, is leading a terrific 
team of dedicated and professional employees, along with DeCA’s 
industry allies — manufacturers, distributors and brokers — to deliver 
a much-valued commissary benefit to those who deserve it: our men 
and women in uniform, military retirees and their families. As chair-
man of the DeCA Board of Directors, I’m working enthusiastically to 
support them. —E and C NEWS

military families realized on their 
commissary purchases. 

E and C News: What kind of 
feedback do you receive from in-
stallation commanders and/or their 
superiors as to the importance of 
the commissary on the installation?

Faulkner: Whenever there is a 
disruption in commissary services, 
we hear about it loud and clear. 
During the recent government fur-
lough, many installation command-
ers and above were quite candid in 
requesting that “their commissary” 
be granted an exception to remain 
open. 

E and C News: How important 
do you think commissaries are to 
retaining skilled, talented person-
nel, both officers and enlisted? 

Faulkner: The commissary en-
ables troops to focus on their mis-
sion when deployed. It improves retention by providing a “sense of community” 
for military personnel and their families. It provides access to American products 
around the world in facilities that are safe, secure shopping environments. Along 
with all the other benefits of military service, the commissary reinforces patrons’ 
financial quality of life by saving them an average of 30 percent on their purchases 
compared to commercial prices. 

E and C News: As a Marine, did you ever anticipate that some of your most 
important battles might take place in a boardroom, instead of in the field or on 
the beachhead?

Faulkner: The commissary continues to be one of the most popular non-pay 
compensation benefits our military members and their families enjoy.  Because 
of its $1.4-billion price tag, the commissary has always been a target for cost 
reduction, and at the same time it’s a benefit worth fighting for. 

Long considered an integral element of the total compensation package, 
commissaries have not only done much to enhance the quality of life for military 
families, but have also provided an excellent return on investment (ROI).  Last fiscal 

Nutrition at the commissary may be a prerequisite for fitness on duty. 
Faulkner (right) leads Marines and Sailors from the 3rd Marine Logistics 

Group in Marine Corps push-ups following the Commanding General’s Labor 
Day Formation Run.

During his more than 30-year Marine Corps career, Faulkner has used his 
operations and logistics expertise in multiple downrange deployments. Here 
at Camp Leatherneck, Afghanistan, Faulkner second from right, meets with, 
from left, Lt. Gen. Richard T. Tryon, USMC; Maj. Gen. Gregg A. Sturdevant, 

USMC; British Army Brig. Stuart Skeates; Gen. James F. Amos, the commandant 
of the Marine Corps; Maj. Gen. Charles Gurganus, USMC; Faulkner and Maj. 

Gen. David H. Berger, USMC.

PHOTO: CPL. SHELBY SHIELDS, USMC
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