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INTRODUCTION

Life at sea presents a unique set of challenges and opportunities,
especially when it comes to shopping. For Sailors preparing for an
extended deployment aboard a naval vessel, understanding how
to  navigate  the  world  of  afloat  commerce  is  essential  for  both
comfort  and  mission  readiness.  The  Navy  Afloat  Shopping
Guide is more than just a list of items to pack; it is a strategic
framework  for  managing  your  personal  supply  chain  while
operating far from home. Whether you are a seasoned Chief Petty
Officer or a newly reporting Seaman, knowing what to buy, when
to  buy  it,  and  where  to  source  your  goods  can  make  the
difference between a stressful deployment and a successful one.
This comprehensive guide will walk you through every aspect of
shopping  while  afloat,  from  pre-deployment  preparation  to
leveraging the ship's store and managing online orders while at
sea.
The modern Navy recognizes that Sailors perform best when their
basic  needs  are  met  and  their  morale  is  high.  Afloat  shopping,
therefore, is not merely a convenience; it is a critical component
of  crew welfare and operational  effectiveness.  By understanding
the systems in place, the limitations of shipboard life, and the
strategies that experienced Sailors use, you can ensure that you
are well-prepared for whatever your deployment throws at you.
Let  us  dive  into  the  essential  elements  of  the  Navy  Afloat
Shopping Guide and equip you with the knowledge you need to
shop smart at sea.

UNDERSTANDING THE AFLOAT SHOPPING
ENVIRONMENT

Before you start filling your seabag with unnecessary items, it is
vital to understand the unique retail environment aboard a naval
vessel.  Unlike  shopping on shore,  afloat  shopping is  constrained
by space, weight, and inventory rotation. The ship is a closed
ecosystem, and every item that comes aboard must be stored,
used,  and  eventually  disposed  of.  This  reality  shapes  every
aspect of the shopping experience for Sailors.

Limited Storage Space
One of the most significant factors in afloat shopping is the stark
reality of limited personal storage. Your rack, locker,  and any
assigned  storage  space  are  your  home  for  the  next  several
months.  Every  item you  purchase  or  bring  must  fit  within  these
confines.  This  means  that  bulk  buying,  while  tempting,  is  often
impractical. Instead, focus on multi-purpose items and compact
packaging.  For  example,  a  combination  shampoo-conditioner-
body wash saves space over three separate bottles. Similarly,
collapsible  water  bottles  and compact  hygiene kits  are smart
investments. The cardinal rule of afloat shopping is this: if it does
not fit in your designated space, it is clutter, not convenience.

Inventory Rotation and

Availability
The  ship's  store,  officially  known  as  the  Navy  Exchange  (NEX)
Afloat,  operates  on  a  resupply  schedule  dictated  by  the  ship's
logistics plan. This means that inventory is not static. Popular
items, especially comfort foods, toiletries, and electronics, can
sell out quickly after a replenishment at sea (RAS) or a port visit.
Experienced Sailors know to buy high-demand items early in the
deployment  cycle  and  to  be  flexible  with  brand  preferences.  If
your favorite deodorant is not available, be prepared to try an
alternative. Understanding the resupply rhythm of your ship can
give you a significant advantage in securing the items you want.

PRE-DEPLOYMENT SHOPPING: WHAT TO BUY BEFORE
YOU GO

The most critical shopping you will do for deployment happens
before you ever step foot on the pier. Pre-deployment shopping
sets the foundation for your entire afloat experience. This is your
opportunity to acquire high-quality, specialized items that may
not be available through the ship's store or that you prefer to
have from day one. The Navy Afloat Shopping Guide emphasizes
preparation as the key to success.

Essential Personal Gear
Invest in your personal gear before deployment. This includes
high-quality boots, flashlights, multi-tools, and portable chargers.
Boots should be broken in well before you report to the ship.
Flashlights and headlamps are invaluable for dark spaces and
emergency drills. A rugged multi-tool can solve countless minor
problems during a deployment. Portable battery packs for your
phone and tablet are essential, as access to outlets in berthing
can be limited. Consider a 20,000 mAh or larger power bank that
can  recharge  your  devices  multiple  times  before  needing  a
recharge  itself.  These  items  represent  the  core  of  your  afloat
toolkit  and  should  be  chosen  with  care.

Clothing and Uniform Items
While the Navy provides your basic uniform allowance, you will
want  to  supplement  it  with  personal  clothing  items  for  off-duty
hours  and  comfort.  Purchase  several  sets  of  comfortable,
moisture-wicking  workout  gear.  Civilian  clothes  for  port  visits
should be lightweight, versatile, and appropriate for the climates
you will  visit.  Do not  forget  a  good pair  of  shower  shoes  or  flip-
flops for the communal heads. Many Sailors also invest in a high-
quality,  compact sleeping bag liner for their  rack, which adds
comfort and hygiene without taking up much space. Layering is
key for climates that vary widely between sea and shore, so pack
accordingly.

Health and Comfort Items
Your physical well-being at sea depends heavily on the personal
care items you bring. Stock up on any prescription medications
you take, and get a 90-day supply before you depart. Over-the-
counter  medications  such  as  pain  relievers,  allergy  medicine,
antacids,  and motion sickness remedies are essential.  Do not
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forget  lip  balm with  SPF,  sunscreen,  and  moisturizer,  as  the
shipboard  environment  can  be  harsh  on  skin.  Earplugs  for
sleeping are a non-negotiable item for many Sailors.  A small,
personal first-aid kit with bandages, antiseptic wipes, and blister
care items is also a wise addition to your bag.

NAVIGATING THE NAVY EXCHANGE AFLOAT

The NEX Afloat is your primary source of goods while underway. It
functions  as  a  small  convenience  store,  but  with  a  curated
selection designed to meet the most common needs of the crew.
Understanding  how  to  shop  the  NEX  effectively  is  a  core  skill
covered  in  any  Navy  Afloat  Shopping  Guide.

What the NEX Afloat
Typically Stocks
The  NEX  Afloat  generally  carries  a  range  of  toiletries,  over-the-
counter  medications,  snacks,  beverages,  uniform  accessories,
and limited electronics. You will  find toothpaste, soap, shampoo,
shaving cream, razors, and similar daily essentials.  The snack
section  usually  includes  chips,  candy,  granola  bars,  instant
noodles, and other comfort foods. Beverages include soda, water,
sports  drinks,  and  coffee.  The  electronics  section  may  offer
headphones, charging cables, memory cards, and small speakers.
Uniform items such as patches,  insignia,  belts,  and socks are
typically available as well. However, selection is limited, and sizes
may not be available for everyone, so do not rely on the NEX for
unique or specialty items.

Best Times to Shop
Timing is everything when shopping at the NEX Afloat. The store
is busiest immediately after a RAS when new inventory arrives,
and during evening liberty hours. To avoid long lines and empty
shelves,  try  to  shop during off-peak times,  such as mid-morning
or early afternoon on a normal workday. Pay attention to the
ship's plan of the day for NEX operating hours and any special
sales  events.  Some  ships  also  offer  pre-order  systems  for  high-
demand items like  gaming consoles  or  expensive  electronics,
allowing you to reserve your item before it arrives on the ship.

Payment Methods and
Pricing
The NEX Afloat operates on a cashless system for the most part.
Debit and credit cards are widely accepted, and some ships may
use a shipboard card system that ties to your pay account. Cash
is not typically used on board for security and logistical reasons.
Pricing  at  the  NEX  Afloat  is  competitive  with  shore-side
exchanges,  and  there  is  no  sales  tax.  However,  prices  are
generally  not  negotiable,  and  sales  are  infrequent.  Budget
accordingly, and keep track of your spending to avoid surprises
when your statement arrives.

ONLINE SHOPPING AND MAIL DELIVERY

In  the  modern  Navy,  online  shopping  plays  an  increasingly
important role in afloat life. The ability to order items from major
retailers and have them delivered to the ship's mail address is a
game-changer. However, this convenience comes with its own set
of rules and limitations that every Sailor must understand.

Setting Up Your Mail
Address
Before  deployment,  obtain  your  ship's  official  mailing  address
from your command. This address typically includes your name,
the  ship's  name,  and  a  fleet  post  office  (FPO)  or  fleet  logistics
support (FLS) address. Use this address for all online orders. Be
aware that mail delivery can be slow, taking anywhere from two
to six weeks depending on the ship's location and operational
tempo. Plan your orders accordingly, and do not wait until you
run  out  of  an  essential  item to  place  an  order.  The  Navy  Afloat
Shopping  Guide  strongly  recommends  maintaining  a  30-day
buffer of all consumable items.

What You Can and Cannot
Order
Not everything can be shipped to an FPO address. Hazardous
materials,  including  aerosols,  flammable  liquids,  lithium-ion
batteries  over  a  certain  size,  and pressurized containers,  are
prohibited.  This  means  you  cannot  order  spray  deodorant,
aerosol  sunscreen,  or  large  power  banks  via  mail.  Similarly,
perishable food items, alcohol, and illegal substances are strictly
forbidden. Check with your command's mail office for a complete
list of restricted items before placing an order. When in doubt,
ask the mail clerk before you click "buy."

Managing Packages and
Customs
All packages arriving for crew members are processed through
the  ship's  mail  room.  Expect  delays,  especially  during  high
operational tempo periods. Some packages may be subject to
random inspection for prohibited items. Be mindful of package
size and weight; overly large or heavy boxes may be difficult for
the mail crew to handle and could be delayed. Use flat-rate boxes
from the postal service when possible, as they are easier to store
and transport. Keep tracking numbers for all your orders, and be
patient. The mail system at sea is a logistical marvel, but it is not
instantaneous.

PORT VISIT SHOPPING: MAKING THE MOST OF
LIBERTY

Port  visits  are  a  highlight  of  any deployment  and offer  a  unique
opportunity to shop for items you cannot get at sea. However,
port  visit  shopping  requires  a  different  strategy  than  afloat
shopping.  You are in  a  foreign country  with  different  currencies,
customs, and consumer protections. Smart shopping in port can
save you money and get you items you truly want.

Local Markets vs.
Established Retailers
When  in  port,  you  will  typically  have  the  choice  between
shopping at local markets and visiting established international
retailers.  Local  markets  offer  unique,  authentic  items  such  as
handmade crafts, local artwork, and regional specialties. They are
excellent for souvenirs and gifts. However, quality control and
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pricing can be inconsistent. Established retailers, such as those
found in malls or near the port, offer familiar products and more
consistent pricing. For electronics, high-end clothing, and luxury
goods, established retailers are generally safer. For one-of-a-kind
treasures, the local market is your destination. Always compare
prices and be prepared to negotiate in local markets, as haggling
is often expected.

Currency and Payment
Before going ashore, research the local currency and exchange
rates. Notify your bank and credit card company of your travel
plans to avoid having your cards frozen. While credit cards are
widely accepted in many ports, having some local currency in
cash is essential for taxis, small vendors, and tips. Use ATMs in
secure locations, such as banks or hotels, rather than standalone
machines on the street. Keep your cash and cards secure, and do
not carry more money than you need for the day. The Navy Afloat
Shopping  Guide  advises  against  using  unofficial  currency
exchange  booths,  as  they  often  offer  unfavorable  rates.

Customs and Import
Allowances
Remember that anything you buy in port must come back to the
ship  and  eventually  back  to  the  United  States.  Be  aware  of
customs  allowances  and  restrictions.  Alcohol  and  tobacco
products  are  typically  limited  in  quantity.  Avoid  purchasing
counterfeit  goods,  as they can be confiscated and may result  in
disciplinary action.  Keep receipts for  high-value items in case
customs questions arise. When in doubt about whether an item is
allowed on the ship, ask your chain of command before making
the purchase. It is better to leave a questionable item behind
than to have it confiscated and face potential consequences.

BUDGETING AND FINANCIAL MANAGEMENT AFLOAT

Shopping,  whether  afloat  or  ashore,  requires  sound  financial
management. Deployment can be a great opportunity to save
money, but it can also lead to impulse spending


