GUARD HAS STAKE IN SAVING COMMISSARIES

t would be ironic, and quite unfortu-

nate, if just as the National Guard
has gained an effective commissary
shopping privilege, the military “lost”
its commissaries.

Is that too extreme a prediction?
Perhaps, but there is little doubt that
the commissary store system as we
have known it in the military is under
attack in Washington. That attack
comes from a number of directions,
but the principal objective commonly
sought is to “privatize” the commis-
saries. A test of such a proposal may
come as early as this year.

Commissaries, as the word implies,
originated during the 19th century in
the Army primarily as a way of provid-
ing for military personnel who were
stationed in remote places. The Army
of the 1800s, of course, was sta-
tioned, primarily on the frontier. Pay
was extraordinarily low, and shopping
at the commissary was established
early-on as a major monetary benefit
to the soldier and his family.

As a militia nation, of course, the
standing Army in the United States
was held at a very small size until
World War Il, except for wartime peri-

ods. The post-World War Il military
remained fairly large because of the
deterrence policy required by the Cold
War. As posts and bases were cre-
ated, activated or expanded, commis-
saries were built or upgraded to serve
the military stationed there.

The Guard and Reserve, in the pre-
Total Force era, were never really
given any effective commissary shop-
ping privileges. Yes, we could shop
during periods of active duty of more
than 72 hours. But since annual train-
ing was about the only such period for
most Guardsmen, this didn't amount
to much of a privilege. Most Guards-
men ignored what little privilege they
had.

Given the full implementation of the
Total Force Policy in the 1980s, mem-
bers of the Guard and Reserve in-
creasingly sought a commissary
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shopping privilege all during the year.
This was sought, to include in a series
of NGAUS General Conference reso-
lutions, because if the Guard is to be a
full partner in the Total Force, which it
is, then we in the Guard deserve some
measure of all the privileges and
benefits afforded to any member of
the military service.

This year-round commissary shop-
ping privilege was included in the
FY87 Defense Authorization Act. It
provides 14 days of shopping any
time during the year based on annual
training days. We were quite satisfied
with this benefit because, as a practi-
cal matter, about one day a month of
commissary shopping is all the bene-
fit that can be used by most Guards-
men and their spouses.

This commissary shopping privi-
lege is one of the best troop benefits
the Guard has achieved in a decade.
When fully or efficiently used, it can
result in grocery savings for Guard
families of 25 percent. Many Guard
spouses have been pleasantly sur-
prised at what the commissary does
for their grocery budgets. These
spouses say that certain supermar-
kets may, from time to time, offer
better individual prices. But on the
average, a commissary will be
cheaper, and significantly so.

Given those savings, it perhaps is
no surprise that the Food Marketing
Institute (FMI), the national associa-
tion that represents retail grocers,
would like to get rid of commissaries.
They are unwanted competition with a
lower price, just like the PX gas sta-
tion. Particularly in metropolitan areas
where large supermarkets are preva-
lent, the FMI would like to capture that
business. FMI has suggested several
scenarios for wresting the commis-
sary system away from the services.

The principal one of these is called
“privatization.” This would involve a
private company operating the com-
missary(s). The theory is that the
same savings would accrue to the
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