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PISI AUTO INSPECTION CHECKLIST

Automobile dealerships have all kinds of tricks to gouge your wallet and drive up your purchase price. Perform a thorough auto inspection before making your purchase. Here is a checklist to assist you!

______Don't discuss financing or let the salesperson know whether you're trading in a car.  With both, say you haven't decided yet; keep your options open.  Remember, the test drive comes WAY before any negotiations on price!
______Set aside plenty of time (at least 2 hours with plenty of daylight) to test drive each car under consideration.

______Politely make it clear that you are there for a test-drive

______Some dealers insist that a customer contact sheet be filled out prior to a test drive.  Allow them to fill it out, but don't sign it or furnish any credit information, as lots of credit checks on your credit history make you look bad.  The only document the dealer legally requires before a road test is your driver's license, and sometimes proof of insurance.

_____Visually inspect each tire for proper inflation, cracks, exposed belts, and bald spots.  Chances are good that a car with bald tires has not been well cared for; cross this particular specimen off your list right now.

_____When you get in the car, do you detect any foul odors? 

______ Check for good visibility and blind spots by looking through the windows and mirrors.  The combination of rearview mirrors, your personal height, and positioning of the driver's seat determines the size of your personal blind spots.  Try the back seats. Would you be comfortable here on a long trip?  Check to see if your golf clubs fit in the trunk. Do the rear seats fold down so a bicycle or folding table could fit in back? 

______turn the volume and the bass up and listen for any distortion or buzz, indicating blown speakers caused by abuse.  Some original-equipment stereos can't be repaired and can cost over $1500 to replace.  Make sure to operate every switch, cycle every system, and open each door.  Lower and raise every window, and open the sunroof if there is one.  Make sure the car has a manual, good spare tire, jack and tire tool.  Try using everything. 

______The engine should start easily, idle smoothly and accelerate without hitches. If you hear a "clunking" noise when you put the car in gear, you're looking at the expense of new motor and transaxle mounts.  The car might even need a new transmission or engine. 

_______ Engage the handbrake and try to accelerate against it to see if it works.  The hand-brake is part of most state inspections and could cost over $500 to repair on some makes and models.

_______Determine whether the heater and AC operate well and efficiently, by turning them on High.  Check for air from all the vents. On 4- and 6-cylinder models, air conditioning can have a negative influence on engine performance and acceleration --you'll hear the difference in the engine noise when you turn on the AC.

_______ Turn on the rear defogger grid and touch the glass to feel if it is heating.
_______Briefly check the wiper blades while you inspect the windshield for chips or cracks.  New blades are a good indication of a well-kept car.  Check the windshield wiper and washer operation too, and check the rear wipers and washers on SUVs, station wagons and hatchbacks. 

______Whether your candidate is new or used, choose a route to drive that includes stop-and-go driving, rough roads, winding curves, and interstate  highways ( 65mph or higher).  Your test drive should last at least 30 minutes.  The dealer's typical quick spin around the block is NOT a road test.

______ Turn on the lights in sequence and walk around checking them all, including directional and brake lights.  Today's lights are no longer $1 replacement items; some lights can cost hundreds of dollars.  Check the horn for both sound and ease of operation.  Are the wipers soft and streak-free when the washers are turned on -- remember to check rear wipers if there are any.

______ Check the shocks by firmly pushing down on each corner of the car and letting go.  The vehicle should bounce upward only once and then settle back to its original position.  Several bounces and you're probably looking at a new set of shocks, which will cost you anywhere from $200 to over $1000 on some luxury models.

______Stand back approximately 10 to 15 feet from the car and see if the car is level.  If one corner seems lower than the others, it suggests a broken spring or other chassis or suspension problems.

______Make sure there is an inflated spare tire, a jack and a lug wrench. 

______ Is the physical condition consistent with the mileage on the odometer?  Mileage outweighs condition in figuring the dollar value of a motor vehicle. Look under the floor mats, especially if they look new; new mats may hide heavy usage.  Check the amount of wear on the brake and accelerator pedals.  Check the dates on any oil change stickers or maintenance records and compare the mileage to the odometer.  

_______Check the position of the steering wheel and see if it's straight.  Does the car pull to one side on a straight road or when you apply the brakes?  If so, you'll need a front-end alignment and possibly new brake calipers.  Do you feel a vibration in the brake pedal when lightly applying the brakes?  You're looking at the expense of new brake pads and rotors.  Does the steering wheel vibrate at higher speeds?  You'll probably need new tires, tie rods, or control arms.  Be sure you turn the stereo off during most of your road test, and the same goes for your talkative passenger, the salesperson.  Suggest they save their sales pitch until after the road test, but don't be afraid to ask any questions you might come up with.  Include a couple miles with and without the A/C turned on, both to test the power drain and to listen to the car.  

______A modern automatic should shift smoothly and quietly under all conditions.  Tap firmly on the accelerator at a modest speed, listening for clunks or thuds that indicate worn bushings or a loose or faulty driveline. Listen for excessive noise with the windows and sunroof both open and closed. 

_______ Brake hard from at least 50 mph, to check the vehicle's emergency behavior.  It should stop in a straight line with minimal wheel lock-up, or none with ABS (antilock brakes).  If ABS-equipped, the clicking or buzzing you hear and the vibration you feel during a sudden stop is the system at work.  Accelerate again, once with the air conditioner on and once with it off, to experience the power drain associated with its operation. 

______When you return from your road test, leave the motor running and carefully (with a rag or work gloves) remove the oil filler cap.  If white smoke comes out of the hole it's likely the car has a serious engine problem.  Look at the underside of the filler cap. If it has any water, rust or sludge on it, choose another car to buy.  This indicates a leaky head gasket, a cracked head, or a cracked engine block.  The cost to repair these problems might run anywhere from a $750 head job, all the up to a $4500 engine replacement.

_______After the motor has cooled sufficiently (about 15-30 minutes), open the hood and check belts and hoses for cracks or wear.  Carefully remove the pressurized radiator/coolant cap and look inside the coolant recovery bottle.  The coolant should be clean and blue-green or orange-yellow in color.  If the color is closer to muddy brown or has black residue floating in it, choose another prospect.
_______ Look at the underside of the filler cap.  Rust, oil, or sludge on it may indicate a bad head gasket, or, worse, a cracked cylinder head or cracked engine block.  Pull out the engine oil dipstick.  Make sure the level is within the marks suggested on the knurled gauge.

______If the oil is dark black it may indicate poor oil change frequency.  Gummy or grayish oil indicates severe engine problems that may cost thousand of dollars to fix.
______The Business Manager (or Finance Officer) - After you've negotiated a price for your vehicle, most salespeople will escort you to the dealer's business office to sign your final sale or leasing contract. The title is irrelevant.  The function of this step is to try to get more money from you.  Most of a new-car dealer's profit is earned by these well trained, highly paid and very successful super salesmen. Watch out!

_______Refuse the insurance coverage and dealer installed extras (like paint sealant, rust proofing, VIN# etching, electronic corrosion prevention, pin striping, fabric protection, and alarm systems) that the manager suggests.  These extra-cost add-ons contribute nothing to the value of your car at trade-in time, and exist only to fatten the dealer's profit at your expense. 

______Tax & Tags - Right after the purchase you pay the state sales tax, which is about $2000 on your average $25,500 vehicle in most states.  Don't forget to budget your registration, tag, and emissions fees, which can range from $40 to $600 annually, depending on where you live and what you drive.

Good luck on your purchase!
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