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Inspectors will soon find it easier to enter 
data on vehicles undergoing the Enhanced 
Emissions & Safety Test and to deal with ve-
hicles that have been posing some unique 
testing challenges.

Those improvements, and more, are ex-
pected when an updated and expanded 
version of the Vehicle Look-Up Table (VLT) 
becomes available late in March. The VLT 
was last updated to this extent in 2002. 

“It’s like getting a great new encyclopedia of 
automotive information,” said Terry Hayes, 
Deputy Massachusetts Program Manager 
for I&M contractor Applus+ Technologies. 
“Inspectors will quickly come to appreciate 
the new VLT.” 

Because the new VLT will present a lot 
more information to inspectors as soon as 
they type in the vehicle make, model and 

year, inspectors will be able to click quickly 
through the multiple data points on the 
electronic test file. 

“Inspectors previously had to type in a lot 
of the information letter by letter. Now, 
they’ll look at the readymade options to 
describe a particular vehicle, click on the 
right one, and quickly move on,” Hayes 
said. “The further they move through the 
new pull-down menus, the more the correct 
information will pop automatically into the 
blanks. Significantly fewer key strokes will 
be required.”

With less typing and choosing required, 
there will naturally be fewer spelling errors 
and fewer erroneous entries made when 
working with the new VLT.

“Will the new VLT be a time-saver? Ab-
solutely,” said Jon Hess, Quality Assur-

ance/Quality Control Services Manager for 
Applus+. “But it will also help inspectors 
by giving them more of the information 
needed to conduct an efficient test. 

“For example, all the loading parameters 
will now be provided automatically for 
every vehicle needing a dyne test. And if 
it’s an OBD emissions test, the diagnostic 
connector location will be provided.”

The new VLT will provide stations for the 
first time with complete information on 
vehicles from model years 2003 to 2007. 
“We’re obviously adding a lot of new ve-
hicles to the table,” Hess said.

The creation of a new VLT provided an 
opportunity to eliminate some persistent 
testing difficulties with certain makes and 
models.

New Vehicle Look-Up Table Due Soon;
Workstation Tasks Will Be Streamlined

New Low Emissions Rules
Have a Western Look, Page 5

By Paul Davis

The Massachusetts Department of Environmental Protection 
(MassDEP) knows that some inspectors are tempted to falsely pass 
a vehicle that has failed an on-board diagnostic (OBD) emissions 
test by plugging the workstation’s OBD cable 
into the diagnostic link connector of another 
vehicle. It might be that the motorist is hav-
ing problems getting the vehicle ‘ready’ for 
its OBD re-test, or that pesky dashboard light 
keeps coming on following repeated repair 
attempts. MassDEP also knows that some in-
spectors are tempted to falsely pass a vehicle 
that comes in with its ‘Check Engine’ light on by just plugging 
in a passing vehicle. 

The first question that comes to mind may be: How does MassDEP 
know that some inspectors are tempted to do these things? The 

State Sharpens Ability to See Fraudulent ‘Ghost Tests’
answer, unfortunately, is that some inspectors have already done 
them, and many of these inspectors have been visited by Registry 
of Motor Vehicles (RMV) Field Investigators as a result. 

The digital signatures of OBD systems are 
captured during every OBD emissions test 
performed in Massachusetts. As soon as you 
hook up the OBD cable and complete the in-
spection, you have just sent a digital signature 
of the vehicle’s OBD system to a central data-
base, along with your inspector ID and station 
license number. The digital signatures of each 

OBD emissions test are reviewed using computer algorithms spe-
cially designed to locate mismatches in these digital signatures. 

Every OBD 

Test Produces 

A Digital Signature
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Inspection Update is published quarterly and 
distributed to the automotive service and 
repair industry in Massachusetts by the De-
partment of Environmental Protection and 
the Registry of Motor Vehicles, in association 
with Applus+ Technologies. 
Our mission is to help foster the success of 
the enhanced vehicle inspection and mainte-
nance program by providing news and useful 
information to vehicle inspectors and repair 
technicians in a timely fashion. 
We also want to facilitate the sharing of help-
ful information among people within the 
industry. Toward that end, we encourage our 
readers to contact us with their suggestions, 
observations and constructive criticism. Ideas 

that would benefit the industry as a whole will 
be presented in subsequent editions of Inspec-
tion Update, as space allows.
To register your comments, please e-mail or 
phone:
John Hahesy
Minahan Strategic Communications
617-451-8600
jhahesy@theminahancompanies.com
The Vehicle Maintenance Initiative Committee 
(VMI), composed entirely of volunteers from  
the repair industry, serves as Inspection Update’s 
editorial advisory board. William Cahill, of 
B.C. Auto Repair, Randolph, is chair of the 
VMI Committee.

MassDEP Can Fine Stations Up to $25,000 for Every ‘Ghost Test’
continued from page 1

continued from page 1

New Look-Up Table

Stations have frequently encountered 
problems performing OBD emissions tests 
on 1996-98 Hyundai Sonatas, for example, 
because their readiness monitors would not 
set. The new VLT solves that by making 
these vehicles “readiness exempt.”

Similarly, the new VLT will make life easier 
for owners of several models of large, gaso-
line-powered General Motors vehicles – and 
for those who need to inspect them. Due to 
the unusual placement of catalytic convert-
ers on ceratin1992-95 GM vans and pick-
up trucks and Suburbans, these vehicles 
typically emit nitrogen oxide (NOx) above 
Massachusetts test limits.

Working around this quirk, the MassDEP 
established an alternative NOx cutpoint for 
these GM vehicles only. The new cutpoint 
is included in the new VLT so these vehicles 
will be less likely to have problems with the 
Enhanced Emissions & Safety Test. The key to 
ensuring that the proper cutpoint is applied 
is to enter the correct Gross Vehicle Weight 
Rating (GVWR) when testing a vehicle.

Sierra Research created the new VLT and Ap-
plus+ refined it to reflect, in Hayes’s words, 
“the particularities and current needs” of 
the Massachusetts program. ■ 

Two other developments also aid in identi-
fying these ‘ghost’ tests: 

• First, OBD systems are becoming more 
sophisticated, making it easier to iden-
tify individual vehicles. 

• Second, MassDEP has received more 
detailed information on OBD digital 
signatures. This information improves 
OBD test screening for digital signature 
mismatches, increasing our ability to 
electronically identify improper OBD 
tests in current test records. 

While RMV has lead responsibility for 
enforcing Enhanced Emissions & Safety Test 

program requirements, you might not 
know that state laws authorizes MassDEP 
to assess civil penalties of up to $25,000 for 
each violation. If MassDEP were to assess a 
civil penalty of $10,000 for each improper 
OBD inspection, and your station had ten 
of them in its test history, you would need 
to perform 5,000 additional inspections just 
to pay the bill. 

One of the goals of the Enhanced Emissions 
& Safety Test program is to ensure that 
the vehicles operating on Massachusetts 
roadways are safe and environmentally 
clean. Improper inspections undermine 
these goals, and besmirch the integrity of 

those stations that conduct fair and honest 
inspections. 

So, the next time you are tempted to plug 
that OBD cable into a vehicle other than 
the one that is being inspected, remember 
that the inspection test record will be fil-
tered by a computer screening program and 
the mismatch will be flagged. Then think 
about how many inspections it will take to 
pay off the penalty when MassDEP comes 
knocking. ■ 

Paul Davis is MassDEP program manager 
for the Enhanced Emissions & Safety Test.

 ENFORCEMENT ACTIONS
September – December 2005

Violations Issued to Inspectors : 194

Violations Issued to Stations: 188

Inspector Privileges Revoked: 13

Inspectors Required to Retrain: 0

Inspectors Suspended: 91

Stations Suspended: 103
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All signs point to the success of the new system for online inspec-
tor recertification.

More than 3,000 inspectors have taken the online test since it de-
buted last May, and most of them have passed with flying colors. 
Inspectors must earn recertification every two years in the Enhanced 
Emissions & Safety Test program 

There were 3,566 recertification tests taken online 
from May 2005 through the second week of Febru-
ary. In that group, a failing grade (75 percent or 
below) was recorded on only 286 tests. The average 
passing grade during that period was 90 percent.

“There was an extremely smooth transition to 
the online test. We had very few glitches or com-
plaints,” said Jon Hess, Quality Assurance/Qual-
ity Control Services Manager for I&M program 
contractor Applus+ Technologies.

Hess, who manages the recertification system, 
sees “great time benefits” in it. “Because inspectors can take it on 
their home or work computers whenever it’s convenient for them, 
and because they can complete the test in as many installments 
as they’d like, everyone has found a way to do it that’s best for 
them,” he said. 

“When you compare it to the system it replaced, where inspectors 
had to travel to various locations and take a written test in groups 

Online Testing for Inspectors a Certifiable Success
on a fixed date, this is the essence of efficiency -- what the Web 
should be.”

The system also appears to have fulfilled its promise as an “open 
book” training tool. The test consists of 50 continuously changing 
questions, one per screen; on every question, there is a link to the 
pertinent part of the inspector training manual. 

“The feedback we get indicates that a lot of people 
use the links to the manual to brush up on their 
inspection program knowledge,” said Hess. “The 
online manual is a tremendous resource.”

With the assistance of Applus+, the Registry 
of Motor Vehicles (RMV) tracks all inspector 
license expiration dates. The RMV mails notices 
to inspectors long before the expiration dates, 
directing them to the online test if they wish 
to be recertified and to continue working in the 
program.

Inspectors are allowed to take the test up to three times in 45 days. 
If they fail all three times, they need to take the initial inspector 
training course again at a cost of $150. If they do not pass the test 
before the recertification deadline, inspectors can be automatically 
locked out of their workstations. ■ 
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PROFILE
Winthrop

★

Emissions Repairs End with a ‘Real Conversation’

continued on page 5

The crew at Bolster’s 
Service includes, from 
left, Jackie (Bolster) 
Gemme, George Bol-
ster, Jr., Peter Maiolino, 
Mike Bolster and Paul 
Turner.

Since the implementation of full OBD II emissions testing in mid-2004, Bolster’s Service in Winthrop has had very few problems 
with vehicle readiness for re-testing following repairs.

The owner-manager of the station, George Bolster, Jr., attributes that enviable record to good communication with all customers 
and a willingness to go the extra mile with his many older customers.

“After you repair a car’s emissions control system, you have to take the time to explain the drive cycle for that particular vehicle in 
detail to the customer,” said Bolster. “You have to have a real conversation, with questions and answers, on the drive cycle.

“If you don’t make sure the customer understands why he must put the car through that exact drive cycle, and you don’t hear 
him say, `Yeah, I’ll do it within the week,’ you can’t be surprised when the car comes back `not ready’ for the re-test.

“One of the reasons we’ve had only minimal problems with readiness, I’m convinced, is we have a conversation like that with 
every customer who’s had an emissions repair.”

Winthrop is a snug residential community on a peninsula just north of Boston. Its 18,000 residents include a sizable number 
of senior citizens, many of whom patronize Bolster’s. “Our customers usually stay with us for years,” said Bolster. “They trust 
us.”

That trust is evident in George Bolster’s practice of personally taking care of the drive cycle for any elderly motorist who doesn’t 
understand the intricacies of the cycle or can’t drive through the various required steps. “If I don’t think a customer will be able 
to successfully complete the cycle, I’ll take the car myself for a couple of days and do it,” Bolster said.

With such trust comes esteem. In 1999, when the Winthrop Chamber of Commerce decided to inaugurate a “business of the 
year” award, the first recipient was Bolster’s Service.

Having worked in the business since his early teens, Bolster, 49, is on a first-name basis with the majority of his customers. “If 
they’re not a friend of mine, they’re a friend of someone in my family,” said Bolster.

His brother, repair technician Mike, and one of his two sisters, bookkeeper Jacqueline (Jackie), work full-time in the business. 
His other sister, Susan, is a financial services professional who served the town as a selectman for a number of years.

Bolster’s father, George, Sr., started the business almost 51 years ago, not far from its present location on Veterans Road, across 
from the town’s Little League baseball field. George, Sr., is a vigorous, 77-year-old, Harley-riding retiree who spends the winters 
in Florida.
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The Bolster’s Service of today is a far cry from the small gas station and repair shop of 1955. The one-acre complex, which the 
family has dubbed the Auto Mall, includes a body shop, an auto air conditioning shop, an auto detailing shop, and a garage where 
three generations of Bolsters restore vintage cars and motorcycles. “The restoration work is strictly a hobby of ours,” George, Jr., 
explains as he lifts the cover on a small but flashy bike that his 16-year-old, George, III, has been working on.

In addition to conducting 300 to 400 inspections per month, Bolster’s Service performs general repairs on all domestic and most 
foreign vehicles. “Ninety-nine percent of the cars we see in the shop, we can repair,” Bolster said.

He believes that Winthrop residents “have a tendency to hold onto their cars” longer than average, a behavior reflected in the 
number of customers whose vehicles must be tested for emissions on the dynamometer. “If we do 350 inspections in a month, 
probably 60 will get a tailpipe test,” he said.

Bolster’s Service has been performing vehicle inspections for as long as there’s been a state-mandated program, going back to the 
days when an inspection cost 50 cents. For a good portion of that time, the company and its customers have benefited from hav-
ing one employee, Peter Maiolino of Winthrop, perform virtually every inspection.

“With the exception of two spells when he worked for (auto) dealerships around Boston, Peter’s been with us since the Sixties,” 
said Bolster. “This man knows inspections like nobody else.”

Bolster’s clientele includes many people who have moved from Winthrop to more distant suburbs, like Plymouth, but regularly 
return to have their cars inspected, serviced and repaired there.

Is it love of the old hometown or the dependable service at Bolster’s that draws them back? Bolster smiles and says, “Both, I guess. 
But I don’t know if getting your car inspected ever equals seeing your old neighborhood, not to mention the ocean.” ■ 

Bolster’s Service, Inc., 83 Veterans Road, Winthrop 02152, 617-846-9852
Monday-Friday, 8 a.m. – 4 p.m.; Saturday, 8 -11 a.m.

PROFILE: Bolster’s Service 

A bit of California has come to the 
Bay State, and that’s good news for 
the environment.

Massachusetts recently adopted the 
latest California Low Emission Vehicle 

(LEV) standards, which will require new vehicles to meet stricter 
limits on emissions. 

The new LEV rules, adopted in December 2005, will begin to take 
effect in late 2008 when manufacturers bring their 2009 model 
year vehicles to market. 

According to the Massachusetts Executive Office of Environmental 
Affairs (EOEA), these standards will produce about an 18 percent 
reduction in greenhouse gas vehicle emissions by 2020 and a 24 
percent reduction by 2030.

“Motor vehicles are a major source of air pollution and green-
house gas emissions in our state,” said EOEA Secretary Stephen 
R. Pritchard. “With these new rules, we are taking a significant 
step in cleaning our air and improving the quality of life in the 
Bay State.”

The new LEV standards will apply to emissions from the operation 
of a vehicle, its air conditioning system, and upstream emissions 
associated with fuel production. The standards will limit the 
amount of carbon dioxide, methane, nitrous oxide and certain 
air conditioning refrigerants emitted by passenger cars, light duty 
trucks and sport utility vehicles.

Using California Standards, Bay State Targets
Big Cut in Vehicle Greenhouse Gas Emissions

Manufacturers will be able to meet the new LEV standards with 
technology that will become widely available by the time the stan-
dards are in effect. The standards will be phased in gradually until 
fully implemented with the 2016 model year vehicles.

Under the Clean Air Act, states must relay on the U.S. Environ-
mental Protection Agency national auto emissions standards or 
the California LEV standards. Massachusetts elected to adopt 
California’s standards because they will provide additional emis-
sions reduction benefits over and above what the federal program 
is expected to achieve.

“The LEV program has been delivering air quality benefits to 
Massachusetts for over a decade and the program has been a key 
part of our overall clean air plan,” said Commissioner Robert W. 
Golledge, Jr., of the Massachusetts Department of Environmental 
Protection (MassDEP). “With these new standards in place, we are 
addressing greenhouse gas emissions from motor vehicles for the 
first time.” 

Massachusetts joined six other northeast states in adopting 
California’s LEV standards: Connecticut, Maine, New Jersey, New 
York, Rhode Island and Vermont.

“Cleaner cars in Massachusetts is good news for Bay State families,” 
said Jeremy Marin, Associate Regional Representative for the Sierra 
Club. “These standards will reduce a major source of heat-trapping 
global warming pollution in our state, and will benefit consumers 
with reduced fuel costs at the pump.”

For more information, visit the MassDEP Web site: 
http://www.mass.gov/dep/air/laws/regulati.htm#lev ■ 

continued from page 4
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Austin “Ozzie” Wheeler (center), owner of Melrose Community 
Garage in Melrose, and inspector Bob Bates (left) demonstrate 
the Model 100 tint meter on vehicle owned by Dan MacMonagle, 
owner of Advanced Auto Transport in Wakefield. 

To protect police officers making traffic stops, Massachusetts limits 
the amount of after-market tint that can be applied to vehicle win-
dows and prohibits entirely the application of reflective materials 
to windows. 

The role of the vehicle inspector in upholding the law on after-
market tinting is an important one, but it is sometimes overlooked 
by inspectors, especially those new to the job, according to the 
Registry of Motor Vehicles (RMV).

“Generally speaking, not enough attention is paid to window tint-
ing during an inspection,” asserted Judith Dupille, director of the 
RMV’s Vehicle Safety and Compliance Services unit. 

“It can be difficult for even the experienced inspector to check 
everything that has to be checked during the Enhanced Emissions 
& Safety Test,” she said. “For a new inspector, it can be even more 
difficult, and it’s easy to overlook the vehicle windows.”

Nevertheless, there are a few quick steps an inspector can take to 
identify windows tinted beyond the legal limit.

“If you have a vehicle with tinted windows in your inspection bay, 
the first thing you have to decide is if the tint is factory-installed 
or after-market,” Dupille said, “because if it’s OEM (original equip-
ment manufacturer), it passes inspection. Factory-installed windows 
have to comply with federal standards, and those take precedence 
over state regulations.” 

Here’s a quick way to distinguish factory-installed tint from 
after-market:

Roll the driver’s window down a bit. If you see a little strip of clear 
glass at the top, on the inside, it’s after-market. That strip results 
from the fact that after-market tint cannot be applied over the 
entire surface of the glass because the tint would hit the rubber 
strip at the top of the door when the window was closed and would 
eventually peel off.

Factory-installed tinted glass, on the other hand, is produced 
through a manufacturing process that puts the tint into the glass 
itself, shading it entirely to a uniform degree.

Sometimes it takes no more than a glance for an inspector to know 
the tinted glass was installed at the factory. On almost all vehicles 
with OEM tinted glass, the front-seat windows will have a lighter 
tint than those in the back seat, Dupille said.

When an inspector determines that the tint was installed after the 
vehicle was made, he or she must measure the tint to make sure 
it meets the legal requirements for transmitting light. Under state 
law, at least 35 percent of the light from any source must be able 
to pass through after-market tinted glass.  

If anything less than 35 percent is transmitted, the vehicle must be 
failed for safety, and the motorist must remove the tint, or replace 
the window with factory glass.

“Remember,” Dupille said, “the law was designed to protect a law 
enforcement officer approaching the vehicle. The officer has to be 
able to see inside the vehicle in daylight and darkness. That can’t 
be done if the tinted windows are blocking more than 65 percent 
of the light outside the vehicle.”

The 35 percent rule applies to every window in the passenger 
compartments of most, but not all, vehicles that have undergone 
after-market tinting. The state has exempted some categories of 
vehicles from the rule altogether, and inspectors have to be familiar 
with the exempted categories. See article below.

If the Window Tint Is After-Market, Go After It with a Tint Meter

After-Market Tint Regulations
Do Not Apply to Some Vehicles
Rules on after-market tinting of windows apply to most but not all 
vehicles in Massachusetts. The following are exempt:
• Vehicles registered out of state.
• Vehicles used by law enforcement personnel to transport K-9 

teams.
• Vehicles used by public livery services, except taxicabs.
• Vehicles for which a medical exemption has been issued by 

the Registry of Motor Vehicles. See article on page 7. 
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Dave Gaw, a supervisor in the Vehicle Safety and Compliance 
Services Department at the Registry of Motor Vehicles, shows how 
the two pieces of the Model 200 tint meter line up when measuring 
after-market window tint. 

Medical Exemptions Allowed If Sunlight Causes Problems
A person who cannot tolerate sunlight for medical reasons may seek an exemption to the ban on non-transparent after-market window tinting.

Massachusetts law allows a motorist to apply to the Registry of Motor Vehicles (RMV) for a medical exemption to the rule that after-market tint 
must allow at least 35 percent of light from any source into the vehicle.

“The exemption is for the owner-driver who cannot tolerate sunlight without suffering physical harm and is therefore trying to do everything 
possible to minimize exposure to the sun,” said Judith Dupille, director of the RMV’s Vehicle Safety and Compliance Services unit. 

In applying for the exemption, a person must have the condition documented by a physician licensed to practice medicine in Massachusetts. 
All such applications are reviewed by the RMV’s medical affairs branch. 

Those who receive an exemption allowing deeply tinted windows are issued letters by the RMV, which they must keep with their vehicles at 
all times. If this letter is not with the vehicle at the time of inspection, the vehicle can be failed for safety. 

Most inspection stations are equipped with two kinds of state-ap-
proved tint meters, the Model 100 and the Model 200, both manu-
factured by Laser Labs, Inc., a Massachusetts-based company. 

The Model 100 meter has a slot the width of a typical piece of auto 
glass. The inspector slides it onto a partially open window and 
presses a button to send a laser beam through the glass. Instantly, 
the percentage of light going through the tint is recorded on the 
meter’s digital dial. 

The Model 200 is used on tinted windows that cannot be lowered. 
It has two pieces; one is attached to the inside of a window, the 
other is pressed against the outside of the glass, opposite the first 
piece. Once the Model 200 is properly set up, the inspector presses 
a button on the outside piece to obtain the transmittal reading.

Every time a tint meter is to be used, Dupille recommends that 
inspectors verify the device is calibrated properly by first using it 
on one of the small-panel test glasses supplied by the manufacturer 
for this purpose. 

Because dirt and grime can interfere with the passage of light, Du-
pille also urges inspectors to clean the part of the window where 
the meter will be placed.

“These precautions should be taken because there’s a lot at stake 
for the motorist who fails for excessive window tint -- the cost 
of removing the tint or replacing the glass, not to mention the 
potential $250 fine,” said Dupille. 

Regulations for tinted windshields differ from those for other 
windows in the passenger compartment. While the other windows 
can be entirely tinted, for example, the windshield may be tinted 
only within the uppermost six inches, or from the top of the glass 
down to what is termed the AS1 line. 

The AS1 line is usually marked on the windshield at the time of 
manufacture and is usually found at around the six-inch mark. But 
if the windshield is smaller than average or of an irregular shape, the 
AS1 line will likely be higher in the glass, possibly much higher.

“There can’t be anything on the windshield that encroaches on 
the driver’s field of vision and hinders his or her ability to operate 

If the Window Tint Is After-Market, Go After It with a Tint Meter

the vehicle safely,” Dupille said. “So it stands to reason that, if the 
windshield is smaller, the AS1 line will be higher.”

Some vehicles today have names and even slogans affixed to their 
windshields, but these, too, must be confined within the six-inch 
band or in the space above the AS1 line.

Inspectors are confronted occasionally with tinted windshields of 
unconventional shapes and sizes that do not have a mark indicating 
the location of the AS1 line, almost a sure sign the glass was installed 
after the vehicle was made. “In those situations, inspectors really 
have no choice but to exercise their best judgment,” said Dupille. 
“If the inspector has grounds to believe that the tint – or anything 
else on the windshield -- is reducing the driver’s field of vision to an 
unsafe level, the inspector should fail the vehicle.”

Even though Massachusetts prohibits all reflective materials on 
vehicle windows, some motorists have apparently managed to 
circumvent the ban by using a relatively new product, described by 
Dupille as “graduated reflective tint.”

The top part of this product is tinted with a minimally reflective film, 
and if an inspector tests it using a one-piece meter, she explained, 
it will pass the 35 percent light transmittal test. But from the top 
down, it gradually gets darker until it changes to an almost totally 
reflective material.

“Graduated or not, there is no acceptable reflective tint,” Dupille 
said. “It’s an automatic fail. If that vehicle is stopped by the police, 
it’s subject to a $250 fine.” ■
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This article originally appeared in the October 2005
edition of AutoInc. Magazine, the official publication
of the Automotive Service Association (ASA). Inspection
Update wishes to thank the magazine and the association
for allowing it to be reprinted here.

Copyright 2005, Automotive Service Association (ASA). 
All rights reserved.

By Andrea Betts Menendez

With new cars lasting longer, requiring fewer 
repairs and using more technology, one thing 
is certain: To ensure the continued survival of 
their businesses, independent shop owners 
have to think strategically.

Despite rapidly changing technology, it’s 
not hard to pick out which shops seem 
poised for future success. Talk to their 
owners, and a number of common-
alities emerge. While there’s no magic 
formula for future success, certain 
guiding principles and practices are 
clear. Here are the top 10 things 
cutting-edge shops can do to help 
secure their place in the future:

1. Provide Easy Access to Information
All shop owners agree: In today’s industry, information fixes cars. 
And as our busy society demands fast turnarounds, technicians need 
to be able to access information quickly and easily.

In competitive shops like C&M Auto Service, Inc., in Vernon Hills 
and Glenview, Illinois, and C&H Foreign Auto Repair in Spokane, 
Washington, every technician has an Internet-equipped computer 
in his bay. They look up vehicle service history, technical service 
bulletins and service information, order parts, write invoices and 
e-mail other techs right from their own stations.

Owners are also realizing the value of Internet-ready portable tech-
nologies. Stan’s Automotive in Lafayette, Colorado, uses both laptops 
and PC tablets. “I can walk through the shop and see a tech under 
the dash of a car or under the hood, and the Web tablet is right there 
with him,” said owner Stan Elmore. “It saves a lot of footsteps. I 
don’t look at buying things like Web tablets, laptops and DSL lines 
as an expense; I look at them as an investment.”

2. Plan for Increasing Costs
“The biggest challenge today (is) figuring out ways to afford the 
equipment and information to service the types of cars you want to 

The REPAIR FACILITY OF THE FUTURE 

Provide Easy Access to Info
rmation

Plan for In
creasing Costs

Seek IT 
Assistance

Invest in Tec
hnician Training

Promote the
 Industry

Present a Profes
sional Image

Attract Quality Employees

Communicate Well

Know the Clientele

Embrace the 
Future

A Ten-Point Checklist

for Owners Who Want to

Build Their Businesses  
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continued on page 10

service,” said Ed Cushman, owner of C&H Foreign Auto and former 
member of the Automotive Management Institute’s (AMI) board of 
trustees. “We (have to) look at what kind of cars can we afford to 
service and how many systems can we afford to operate.”

Cushman believes that to stay competitive, most shops will need 
to develop an area of specialty. “It makes sense from a business 
standpoint. You can control costs, do more definitive training, 
increase efficiency and make a profit.”

C&M Auto continues to service a wide range of cars by basing prices 
on their costs, not the competition. “Whereas in the old days, the 
independents always priced themselves below the dealer, because 
they delivered less, we deliver more than the dealer typically, so 
to most of our clients it’s worth more than the dealer,” said Mike 
Starovich, president.

3. Seek IT Assistance
Technology increases efficiency, but it can also create chaos when 
it acts up. And it can be challenging to make the right informa-
tion technology (IT) decisions in a market replete with tools that 
– however revolutionary for the industry – tend to be a few years 
behind the rest of the IT world.

“Some of the tools that are out there won’t run on Windows XP,” 
lamented Donny Seyfer of Seyfer Automotive in Wheat Ridge, 
Colorado. “Some are still running on Windows 98, and some are 
running on 95! And their upgrades are so slow in coming in a lot 
of cases. So that creates a real challenge for a shop owner who’s not 
computer savvy.” Though a self-professed “computer geek,” Seyfer 
hired a Microsoft Certified Systems expert to help implement his 
shop’s Windows capabilities.

Cushman laughingly admitted, “I own 16 computers, and I can fix 
a car with a computer, but I don’t know how to cut and paste!” A 
computer tech visits his shop once a week to check the equipment 
and assist technicians with any problems.

4. Invest in Technician Training
“Tools are only as good as the people who use them, so technol-
ogy requires an investment throughout the entire business,” said 
Chuck Hartogh, vice president of C&M Auto.

Cushman agreed. To help familiarize older techs with computers, 
his shop financed the purchase of home computers. He is cur-
rently helping to organize a local training group with area shop 
owners.

Cushman also advocates national educational opportunities like the 
Congress of Automotive Repair and Service (CARS). “The industry 
needs to realize that, like a dentist’s office, you can make it if you 
close for a few days to go get training,” he said.

Timothy Dwyer, former shop owner and automotive instructor in 
Oklahoma State University’s Pro-Tech program, encourages shops 
to implement apprenticeship and mentoring programs, formulate 
continuing education plans and require all employees to spend a 
certain number of hours training each year.

“Have something in-house that techs can work on in slow times,” 
he suggested. “Whether it be online, interactive or manufacturer 
provided, there should be an actual program to stay current with 
technology that changes faster than gasoline prices!”

5. Promote the Industry
“Most of the qualified techs we see are in their late 30s and 40s,” 
said Bill Moss, owner of Auto Advantage in Manassas, Virginia, 
and member of ASA’s Mechanical Division Operations Committee. 
“I see a lot of enthusiasts in their 20s, but I don’t see a lot of career 
techs in their 20s. So that will be a challenge – developing interest 
and passion among those people for fixing cars.”

As young techs – who are recent graduates of vocational schools 
– enter the field to head to dealerships, independents have to step 
up their efforts, Moss said. “Be involved in community colleges 
and high schools. Sit on those advisory boards. Become allies of 
the teachers and instructors and feed those institutions in ways 
other than cash.”

Cushman agreed that to compete with dealers for quality techni-
cians, shops must be proactive in education and promotion, though 
he believes that cars requiring fewer repairs will prevent any serious 
technician shortage. “Now we have five techs, but 10 or 15 years 
from now, we’re only going to need one or two really good techs. 
The other three will be service personnel.”

Cushman also feels strongly that shops must participate in trade 
organizations like ASA that help lobby for a level playing field.

6. Present a Professional Image
“Clean, well-lit, organized facilities are a must for consumer con-
fidence,” said Dwyer. “People spend a lot for vehicles today, and 
when they hand the key over to the shop, they don’t want a Cro-
Magnon mechanic getting it dirty, adjusting the radio, seat and 
mirrors or smoking in the car.”

Comfortable, climate-controlled waiting areas that cater to both 
families and professionals by offering interesting magazines, 
children’s play areas, clean restrooms, Internet connections, coffee 
and privacy are a plus. Whatever you have, it must be clean.

“It’s just not OK anymore to have that part on the floor in the 
waiting room, collecting dust in the corner,” said Cushman.

Well-designed Web sites help create an image of professionalism. 
For first-rate facilities, Web cams are a pioneering way to make an 
impression on Internet-savvy customers. “In all of the still pictures 
in our brochures and on our site, (the shop) is always clean and 
appealing,” said Starovich. “But that’s what everybody’s going to 
present. If you log on and see that it’s just as clean all day, then you 
know the company’s doing what they’re advertising.”

7. Attract Quality Employees
“It’s got to be part of your business plan to create an environment 
that will attract the right people,” said Cushman. “You have to look 
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10

The direct link to this part of the site is  
http://.mass.gov/vehicletest/newsletters.html

Previous editions of  
Inspection Update are now  
posted on the Web site  

for the Enhanced Emissions & 
Safety Test. 

Inspection Update
BACK EDITIONS  

POSTED ON WEB

at pay scales and benefits and all those things – because without 
the right people, you don’t have a business.”

Cushman’s shop actually has a waiting list of technicians that 
would like to work for them. “The whole thing is to find people 
with cooperative attitudes. We really try to hire attitude more than 
aptitude, because we can teach them.”

Professionalism is often as important to qualified techs as it is to cus-
tomers. Hartogh recalled, “I just drove by an off-brand brake shop, 
and there was a sign in the window that said `Experienced Help 
Wanted’ and it was all crooked and dirty. What is that saying?”

Online postings, on the other hand, draw qualified applicants 
searching for jobs on the Internet. A number of C&M’s current 
employees say they were attracted by the company’s professional 
Web site and the Web cam views of the clean, appealing service 
bays. “It actually helps sell our company to them and their spouses,” 
said Starovich.

8. Communicate Well
As automobiles become increasingly complicated and the cost of 
repair mounts, communication becomes even more critical. Many 
of today’s customers know little about how their cars work, and you 
must educate them to effectively convey your service recommenda-
tions, justify a proper course of action, and explain the bill.

“We try to find a common ground upon which to describe what’s 
going on with customers’ cars,” said Wayne Herndon, owner of 
Cool Air Automotive in North Richland Hills, Texas. Herndon 
and his service advisors look for examples that a customer can 
understand, given his or her line of work or experience. Herndon 
also engages in role-playing with his techs, asking them questions 
he anticipates the customer will ask.

Some customers try to diagnose problems themselves, using the 
Internet to test a shop’s credibility. When they miss the mark, Seyfer 
recommends pointing such customers to accurate online sources. 
If that happens to be your own Web site, all the better. Public clin-
ics can also educate consumers while building trust and helping 
prevent owner neglect and “fear of the unknown.”

9. Know the Clientele
As future cars require less maintenance, shops face the challenge 
of increasing their volume business while trying to limit the makes 
and models they work on due to expense. That means they must 
know their customers and what they’re looking for.

In high-end shops, the more amenities, the better. At minimum, 
they expect shuttle services or loaner cars. “People who can afford 
to get our service are the people who shop at Nordstrom’s,” said 
Cushman, whose shop specializes in Volvos. “So you’d better spend 
some time there and figure out what it is that they do, because 
that’s what customers expect from us – only more.”

For customers feeling the pinch of gas prices, repair options may be 
more important than amenities. Herndon always tries to present his 

customers three options – a “patch,” a “fix” and a “repair” – and 
fully explain the repercussions of each. He gives customers time to 
weigh the options and understands when cost is a primary deciding 
factor. By doing so, he gains their trust and their future business. 
He’s also able to stress preventive maintenance by explaining it in 
terms of “pay some now” or “pay more later” scenarios.

10. Embrace the Future
Tomorrow’s shop owners don’t fear the future; they plan for it. 
For these entrepreneurs, marketplace challenges inspire creativity. 
They stay on top of legal, financial, accounting and employment 
issues while figuring out the best way to serve the customer of 
tomorrow.

“The hybrid market is very exciting to me,” said Moss. “If I was 
doing general repair right now, I would look seriously at becoming 
the hybrid shop in a major metropolitan area. The cars are coming 
out of warranty, and the owners clearly see them as more than just 
a means of transportation. There are a lot of levels on which you 
can appeal to those people.”

For forward-thinking owners like Moss, hybrid and fuel cell tech-
nologies area natural step in the evolution of cars, one that will 
ultimately translate into more work for their shops. They are careful 
not to alienate customers with cars currently under warranty, as 
that customer may have more than one vehicle.

Aggressive, open-minded and innovative, these shop owners feel 
certain that customers will continue to flock to their doors.

Will they flock to yours? ■ 

Andrea Betts Menendez is a freelance writer based in Dallas.

continued from page 9

Building the Repair Facility of the Future



11

Repair technicians everywhere are benefit-
ing from the work of the National Auto-
motive Service Task Force (NASTF), which 
gathers up-to-date vehicle information and 
shares it on the Web.

The organization grew out of a 1999-
2000 pilot program in Arizona involving 
representatives of the automotive service 
industry, equipment and tool makers, and 
automotive manufacturers. 

NASTF (www.nastf.org) was established to 
ensure that automotive service and repair 
professionals get the information, training 
and tools they need to properly diagnose 
and repair today’s high-tech vehicles. There 
are no membership dues and all online 
resources are free.

One of the first projects NASTF tackled was 
developing an online “OE Service Informa-
tion Matrix,” which provides information 
direct from manufacturers. The matrix is 
updated as new information and resources 
become available.

To help identify gaps in service and repair 
information, NASTF encourages feedback 
from technicians. For more information, 
visit the organization’s Web site. ■ 

Good Technical
Info Available Free
at NASTF Site

By Paul Davis

One day, a forlorn motorist may show up at your station asking for an emissions 
test for her out-of-state vehicle. What this motorist needs is a reciprocal emissions 
inspection. 

Some states, such as Illinois, won’t renew a vehicle’s registration until that vehicle 
passes an emissions test. When the owner is out-of-state for an extended period, 
the home state will accept the results of an emissions test performed in the state 
where the vehicle is located. This can affect many people: college students, military 
personnel, and employees temporarily assigned to out-of-state projects. 

The MASS99 workstation is able to provide the reciprocal inspections that these 
motorists need. Their vehicles receive a complete emissions and safety test, just 
as Massachusetts-registered vehicles do. Then they need to submit copies of their 
Vehicle Inspection Reports (VIRs), along with their vehicle registration forms, to 
the motor vehicle agencies in their home states. 

If you are unfamiliar with the inspection procedure, please call the Station Support 
Hotline at 877-297-5552 and talk with a specialist who can walk you through the 
software steps necessary to inspect vehicles with out-of-state plates. 

If your station is located near a college or university campus, you may find that 
students will pass along your station information to others having this problem. 
You may also consider advertising in the local student newspaper to tap into this 
additional source of inspection revenue. ■ 

Paul Davis is MassDEP program manager for the Enhanced Emissions & Safety Test. 

Massachusetts Allows Reciprocal 
Tests of Out-of-State Vehicles

The federal government has reached a law-
suit settlement with Daimler/Chrysler to 
repair defective emission controls on nearly 
1.5 million Jeep and Dodge vehicles from 
model years 1996 through 2001.

The settlement, announced jointly in 
December by the U.S. Justice Department 
and the Environmental Protection Agency 
(EPA), also settles allegations that Daimler/
Chrysler violated the Clean Air Act by fail-
ing to properly disclose defective catalytic 
converters on the affected vehicles. The 
company has agreed to:

• Extend the warranty on the catalytic 
converters on approximately 700,000 
vehicles;

• Notify owners of an additional 300,000 
vehicles still under warranty that po-
tential catalytic converter problems 
exist, and that repairs will be covered 
by warranties;

Daimler/Chrysler Will Repair Defective
Emission Controls on 1.5 Million Vehicles

• Recall approximately 500,000 vehicles 
to fix a separate defect in their OBD 
systems;

• Check the catalytic converters on all 
recalled vehicles;

• Implement enhanced emissions-related 
defect reporting procedures.

The total estimated cost to Daimler/Chrys-
ler of implementing the settlement is $9 
million. In addition, the company will pay 
penalties of $1 million and will spend at 
least $3 million implementing a supple-
mental environmental project to reduce 
emissions from diesel engines currently 
in use, making this the largest settlement 
ever of an emissions-related defect report-
ing case.

As part of a parallel administrative settle-
ment with the California Air Resources 
Board (CARB), Daimler/Chrysler will pay 

$1 million to California and will assume 
the costs of repairing California-certified 
vehicles with catalytic converter or OBD 
defects.

The lawsuit against the company stemmed 
from a joint EPA-CARB investigation of 
Jeep Cherokees, Grand Cherokees and 
Wranglers, and Dodge Dakota trucks, and 
Ram vans, wagons and pickup trucks, model 
years 1996 through 2001. 

According to the EPA and Justice Depart-
ment, the investigation disclosed that a 
significant percentage of the vehicles expe-
rience excessive deterioration or failure of 
catalytic converters, and that OBD systems 
on certain 1996-98 models may not func-
tion properly, leaving some owners unaware 
of the catalytic converter problems. ■ 



Sometimes the repairer calls on the motorist’s behalf, or because the 
inspection results are baffling. Sometimes motorists don’t believe 
the repairers who tell them that there is nothing wrong with their 
vehicles; they just received the wrong test. Sometimes motorists 

believe the repairers and are simply calling 
to find out what to do next. Sometimes the 
inspector is trying to rectify the error and 
perform the correct inspection but is being 
prevented from doing it by the software. 
Once, it was Ford’s national coordinator for 
compliance with state I&M programs who 
called wanting to know why an Excursion 
with an 8,900 lb. GVWR was being sub-
jected to OBDII testing in Massachusetts. 

When you go to pull the truck in, look at the GVWR plate and see 
whether the GVWR is over 8,500. If it is, save yourself the headache 
of dealing with an OBDII test on an OBDI vehicle, and make sure 
the correct GVWR is entered when you start the inspection. It is not 
until model year 2007 that OBD testing requirements will extend 
to all trucks with GVWRs or 14,000 lbs. or less. ■  

Paul Davis is MassDEP program manager for the Enhanced Emis-
sions & Safety Test.

By Paul Davis

Every month, the Massachusetts Department of Environmental 
Protection (MassDEP) receives calls from inspectors, repairers, 
and motorists who are completely frustrated with the on-board 
diagnostic (OBD) process because certain trucks will not pass the 
OBD emissions test. In these cases, inspec-
tions have been performed on 1996 or 
newer trucks with Gross Vehicle Weight 
Ratings (GVWRs) of more than 8,500 lbs. 
and the GVWRs were entered as being less 
than 8,500 lbs. 

These trucks are equipped with older OBDI 
systems, but are being tested as if they had 
the newer OBDII systems.  Many manufac-
turers equip these vehicles with Diagnostic 
Link Connectors (DLCs) that accept OBDII cables. This allows for 
easy connection of scan tools that can read OBDI codes to assist 
with vehicle diagnostics. 

When these vehicles are plugged into workstations for OBDII emis-
sions tests, however, they fail because the workstations detect they 
are not OBDII compliant. At this point, MassDEP starts to hear 
about it, sometimes in an unflattering fashion. 
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