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End of 34-year road 
Milks recognized for helping shape modern commissary benefit 

 By Kevin L. Robinson, 
DeCA public affairs specialist 

 
 
NOTE: To access photos related to Thomas E. Milks’ retirement ceremony Oct. 27 at Defense 
Commissary Agency headquarters, go to 
http://www.flickr.com/photos/commissary/sets/72157627873102009. 
 
 

FORT LEE, Va. – Thomas E. Milks will serve his last military customer Nov. 1, when 

he retires as the Defense Commissary Agency’s deputy director and chief operating officer.  

After 34 years of federal service with military commissaries, first with the Army’s Troop 

Support Agency and later with DeCA, Milks will move on to become assistant vice president for 

channel management with the National Industries for the Blind. There is no information available 

concerning his replacement as the agency COO. 

Milks, a member of the Senior Executive Service, has been DeCA’s COO and deputy 

director since August of 2009, having previously served two years as director of DeCA Europe. 

From July 2010 to January 2011, he also served as acting director and CEO. 

“Tom helped design the agency as it exists today, especially when you look at the sales 

directorate,” said DeCA Director and CEO Joseph H. Jeu. “We will miss his leadership, his 

forward thinking and his dedication to improving the benefit for our customers.” 
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As Milks leaves DeCA, he said he’s confident the agency’s recently completed, above-

store restructuring will leave the commissary benefit stronger. 

“Our reorganization is a chance for DeCA to show how efficient we really are,” he said. 

“Now, we are better aligned to make decisions more efficiently and effectively from headquarters 

to add even more value to the commissary benefit.” 

Strengthening the benefit was what the Department of Defense intended in 1990 when the 

idea of one commissary agency was just a blank piece of paper. It was the Jones Commission that 

laid down the blueprint for consolidating the service commissary operations. As chairman of the 

operations subcommittee for that commission, Milks helped design concepts related to 

transportation and distribution that are still in place today.  

In 1994, three years after DeCA formed, Milks was also tasked to lead the development 

of the marketing business unit and would become its first vice president. The creation of the 

MBU eventually saved the federal government more than $300 million over six years and led to 

DeCA winning the “Hammer Award” in 1995 from Vice President Gore for innovations in 

government service. The formation of the MBU also helped the agency win President Clinton’s 

“Quality Achievement Award” in 1998. 

“We were kind of a forerunner in that most grocery chains at that time were decentralized 

and region-based in their buying,” Milks said. “But driven by the budget, by savings and the goal 

to be more efficient, we started the MBU and category management.   

“And, most grocery chains have now centralized their buying process; not that they’ve 

copied us, but it proved that it was the correct model to leverage our buying power,” he added. 

“Instead of having eight regions out there, each buying $500 million to $700 million in products 

for their individual operations, we can collectively use our $6 billion buying power to get better 

prices, better promotions, better items, better coupons and better support for our stores – all 

enhancing the value to the commissary benefit.”  

For nearly three and a half decades, Milks witnessed a steady transformation of the 

military commissary system. When he began, it wasn’t uncommon to have commissaries placed 

in abandoned warehouses, former stables or transformed aircraft hangars.  

“Back then everything was done manually: You had to walk down the aisle, write down 

on a piece of paper or cardboard how many cases of A, B or C you needed,” Milks said. “Then 

you’d go back to the warehouse that was adjacent to the store, pull it and put it on the shelf. Then 

the warehouse would order truckloads coming in every two weeks or so to replenish the 

warehouse.” 



 

Today, as Milks retires, he sees a state-of-the-art operation where computers track how 

much a store needs and when they need it to keep shelves stocked when customers shop. There 

are self-checkouts and electronic shelf labels to help make the customer’s shopping experience 

faster and more efficient.  

That automation wasn’t available when Milks began his government career in 1977 as a 

management intern with the Army’s Troop Support Agency. His trek through military 

commissary operations would end up much longer than his 6-foot-4 frame.  

By 1981, he became an assistant store director at Fort Knox, Ky., and a year later was 

selected as the store director at Fort Polk, La. While at TSA, he served in the Pentagon as a 

management specialist and later as chief of the Subsistence Branch for the Army Office of the 

Deputy Chief of Staff for Logistics. By 1990, Milks would move on to be TSA’s acting director 

of operations.   

Once DeCA formed, Milks’ career spanned the leadership landscape including the then 

Western/Pacific Region, first as deputy director of store operations outside the continental United 

States and later for that region’s operations within the states. After tours as deputy director of 

DeCA East and a homecoming as director of sales, he was selected to the Senior Executive 

Service in 2007 and subsequently became director of DeCA Europe. 

The Virginia native and Virginia Tech alumnus said he’s going to take a quick vacation 

before he starts working. He and his wife, Mary, are looking at either Niagara Falls or Florida.  

“It’s been a fun ride,” Milks said. “I’ve always treasured working for the commissary 

system because I think it’s one of the best benefits the military has – one that our service 

members and their families cherish. I’ll take that with me as I leave and, whenever I can, I will 

keep supporting the benefit.” 

-DeCA-  

 
About DeCA: The Defense Commissary Agency operates a worldwide chain of commissaries 
providing groceries to military personnel, retirees and their families in a safe and secure 
shopping environment. Authorized patrons purchase items at cost plus a 5-percent surcharge, 
which covers the costs of building new commissaries and modernizing existing ones. Shoppers 
save an average of more than 30 percent on their purchases compared to commercial prices – 
savings amounting to thousands of dollars annually. For current savings figures for various 
groups – single member up to a family of seven – visit http://www.commissaries.com. A core 
military family support element, and a valued part of military pay and benefits, commissaries 
contribute to family readiness, enhance the quality of life for America’s military and their 
families, and help recruit and retain the best and brightest men and women to serve their 
country. 
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