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RMV Planning
More Frequent
Station Checks
Field investigators will be able to monitor
inspection stations more closely as a result of
recent hirings by the Massachusetts Registry
of Motor Vehicles (RMV).
The RMV department that oversees the
Enhanced Emissions & Safety Test, Vehicle
Safety and Compliance Services, brought
17 new field investigators aboard Nov. 13,
2006. Although these new employees are
mainly performing school bus inspections,
they will be soon be checking on inspection
stations around the state.
The November action nearly doubled the
number of field investigators in Vehicle Safety
and Compliance Services, from 23 to 40.
RMV had to expand its staff of investigators
because the agency assumed responsibility
on January 1 for inspecting all school buses.
Previously, the State Police had handled that
assignment.
There are more than 9,000 school buses in
Massachusetts, and each has to be inspected
three times a year, according to Mark C.
LaFrance, director of Vehicle Safety and
Compliance Services and RMV manager of
the Enhanced Emissions & Safety Test program. “It is a great responsibility,” he said.
From mid-November to the end of the year,
the new investigators underwent training on
how to conduct school bus inspections and
related matters, as well as on RMV policies
and procedures. “We wanted them to be
able to hit the ground running during the
first week of January, and that’s exactly what
they did,” said LaFrance.
RMV planned to have the new investigators
work mainly on bus inspections through the
first week of February and then gradually to
learn how to conduct field visits to inspeccontinued on page 2

Roadside Enforcement Nabs
Many an Inspection Scofflaw
The Massachusetts Registry of Motor Vehicles (RMV) works hand-in-glove with local
police departments to enforce compliance with the Enhanced Emissions & Safety Test
program.
Judging from a recent roadside compliance
check in the town of Marshfield, RMV and
the police have their hands full. Very full.
On the morning of Thursday, December 21,
a team composed of five RMV supervisors
and field staff, and three Marshfield police
officers, stopped between 45 and 50 cars on a
stretch of busy Route 139 for apparent violations of the vehicle inspection law.
As a result of those stops, the police issued
a total of 15 citations, mostly to motorists
who had missed deadlines for their vehicle
inspections months ago. They also issued
citations to three motorists for alleged criminal violations, and assessed fines totaling
more than $400. One car had to be towed
away because the driver seemed impaired. Safety Officer Bob Foulsham was
among the Marshfield police officers
who “couldn’t write tickets fast enough”
during a recent roadside compliance
check in town. It was one of a continuing series of operations around the
According to Paul Harkins, supervisor of
state designed to enforce the vehicle
RMV Region 1, which encompasses Marsh- inspection law.

In addition, warnings were issued to a score
of motorists, including nine whose stickers
had expired within the past month.

field, December 21 was a typical roadside
compliance check in that many more non-compliant motorists could have been
stopped but were not due to lack of manpower and concerns over safety.

“No doubt about it, we could have used more officers,” Harkins said. “There was a
bunch of cars we had to let go because we didn’t have enough personnel, and it could
have become a safety problem if we had tied up traffic any more than we did.”
Safety Officer Bob Foulsham, a 21-year veteran of the Marshfield Police Department,
agreed. “We couldn’t write tickets fast enough,” he said. “We were very busy, and yet
that was a typical roadside compliance check for us.”
RMV Region 1 extends from the Charlestown section of Boston in the north to the
Kingston-Plymouth line in the south, and from Brockton and Needham in the west
to the coastal communities in the east.
continued on page 10

Applus+ Supervisor Offers Tips
On Speedier Equipment Audits
Nothing makes for a smoother equipment audit than “good morning troubleshooting.”
That’s the view of Don Costa, longtime equipment audit supervisor for Enhanced
Emissions & Safety Test program contractor Applus+ Technologies.
“Stations in the habit of good morning troubleshooting have the best audit
experiences,” he asserted.
The troubleshooting Costa has in mind consists of the routine, daily actions
stations should be taking to ensure customers receive an accurate test: gas
calibrations, leak checks, warm-up procedures, and basic maintenance, such as
cleaning panel filters on analyzer cabinets.
These steps pay productivity dividends. Costa estimated that stations unprepared for an audit add 30 minutes to the process, all of it needless downtime.
“What’s good for business, troubleshooting, is good for auditing and vice-versa,”
he said.
One of the common, and easily avoided, problems auditors encounter is an
analyzer stuck in warm-up mode. “This is fairly simple to troubleshoot: communication with the VMAS has been interrupted at some point,” Costa pointed
out. “Trace it down, see if the VMAS is working, get it up and running, and
you’re back in business.” ■

ENFORCEMENT ACTIONS
October 1 - December 31, 2006

Violations Issued to Inspectors : 73
Violations Issued to Stations: 74
Inspector Privileges Revoked: 4
Inspectors Required to Retrain: 0
Inspectors Suspended: 64
Stations Suspended: 73

Station Checks
continued from page 1

tion stations by working side-by-side with
veteran investigators.
“Inspecting school buses is their short-term
primary responsibility,” LaFrance said, “but
as their experience grows, and as their
schedules allow, these men and women will
be doing more and more visits to inspection
stations.”
Working from RMV field offices around the
state, agency investigators make periodic
visits to each of the 1,600-plus stations
participating in the Enhanced Emissions &
Safety Test program. Their goal is to ensure
that stations are conducting vehicle tests
fully and honestly.
Inspection stations should start to feel the
full impact of the new investigators by spring
or early summer, LaFrance estimated.
The new investigators come from diverse
backgrounds, although most have at least
some experience in the automotive field,
such as working for truck and bus companies. “Some have government and regulatory experience, some have school bus
industry experience, and some have good,
general managerial experience,” LaFrance
said. “We looked at each person’s specific
skills and experience, and determined if
and how each candidate could fit into our
department and perform the functions of
the job.”
LaFrance noted that inspecting school
buses was the job of RMV for many years
before it was moved to the State Police in
the early 1990s during a reorganization of
state government.
“The new staff brings fresh ideas and new
perspectives to a function that had been
in the RMV’s hands for decades,” he said.
“They will have a big impact on school
transportation safety, and they’ll give us
more eyes to monitor the network of inspection stations. It’s a win-win situation
all around.” ■

Inspection Update is published quarterly and distributed to the automotive service and repair industry in Massachusetts by the Department 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 maintenance 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 helpful 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 Inspection 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.



Ask for Help Sooner Rather Than Later,
Says New Super at W. Springfield DTC
Applus+ Technologies recently appointed
Dan Bonnette supervisor of the West Springfield Diagnostic and Training Center (DTC). At
53, Bonnette has more than three decades of
experience in the automotive service, repair
and inspection industry. He and his wife, Pat,
have owned and operated Bonnette’s Auto
Service Center in Oxford, a business they’re
now selling, for 32 years. They’re justifiably
proud of the fact that Bonnette’s has always
had a five-star rating in the state’s Emissions
Repair Success Ratings, also known as the
Repair Shop Report Card. An L 1 technician
and a certified automotive trainer, Bonnette
has been an instructor of new vehicle inspectors since the beginning of the enhanced
emissions testing program in 1999. He’s also
a licensed auto appraiser in Massachusetts
and a certified and bonded locksmith.

Why did you leave your own business,
which you worked so hard to build, for
a job with Applus+ ?
Thirty-two years of running my own
business was enough. It was time for me
to begin winding down. When you own
the business, it’s hard to limit your time
and effort.

Being your own boss took up a lot
of time?
It was more than 40 hours a week, I can
tell you that.

Any other reasons for joining
Applus+?
I really like the enhanced emissions testing program and what it is accomplishing:
cleaning the air. I also like Applus+ as an
organization. I knew most of the people in
the company from my work as a trainer.
That made it easy to join the team.

You’ve been happy with the move?
Oh, yes. It’s going well. I’m enjoying it.

Anything you miss about running
Bonnette’s Auto Service Center?
The customers. Over the years, your loyal
customers become your friends. And I miss
working with my wife of 35 years, Pat; she’s
a lot of fun to be with. She makes me laugh
all the time with her one-liners.

What does your new job entail?
There are approximately 165 inspection
stations in the territory covered by the
West Springfield DTC, which is basically

day through Friday. But I’m often there
early to take calls. We stay past closing time
if we’re in the middle of helping someone.
We don’t leave anyone hanging.

Is there an overall message you want to
convey to your new customers?
The biggest thing I want them to know is,
there’s someone sitting right now in the 413
area code who can help them. Don’t struggle
too long with a problem. Give us a call.

Q&A
with Dan Bonnette
everything west of the Connecticut River.
The people who own, run and work at those
stations are my new customers. My job is
to help them as much as I can, as often as
they need help.

For example?
By helping them when they have problems
with the test equipment. Workstation difficulties are probably the most frequent
reason someone calls our DTC, and many
of those problems can be straightened out
quickly during a phone conversation. We’re
also helping all the time with consumables,
making sure stations have the supplies they
need to keep testing and avoid downtime.

You’re from Webster, near the Rhode
Island border; you’ve traveled all
around the state as a trainer; and now
you’re working full-time in the western
Massachusetts. Is there a distinctive
industry mindset “out west?”
I’ve noticed that people here seem to be
a little more self-sufficient. They tend to
believe they should solve problems on their
own. I admire that initiative and determination, but, for the sake of their businesses,
they should consider calling us sooner rather
than later.

Does that spirit of self-sufficiency
relate to the fact that there are many
small shops, with long-term owners,
in the rural towns of western Massachusetts?
Well, there are many places where you
can’t see your neighbors. So maybe that
encourages the do-it-yourself philosophy.
That philosophy does come through in the
inspectors. When there’s a problem with a
workstation, they always try to figure things
out themselves first -- and they usually do a
darn good job of it.

The diagnostic and training centers
What kind of resources for stations do are responsible for training new inspectors. How often do you run these
you have at the DTC?
classes in West Springfield?
We have, among other equipment, the scan
tools and scopes to diagnose emissions
failures. We have a smoke machine to help
find leaks in evaporative systems. We have
the All Data information system, which is
updated all the time. Then there are the
human resources: me and Robert Waterman, an ASE-certified technician. He’s going
to be a great L 1 tech in the not-to-distant
future…We’re fully tooled. We have a good
information system. We’re available, and
we’re highly motivated.

When may people call on you?
Our hours are 8:00 a.m. to 5:00 p.m., Mon-



Usually one week of the month. We have,
on average, six to 12 inspectors in one of
these classes. I always tell them they’ve
taken on a lot of responsibility by becoming inspectors because so much depends on
their quick thinking, their thoroughness and
their honesty.

You like and enjoy the people in this
industry?
Oh, absolutely. When I meet a young technician, or when I have a young technician in
class who’s struggling with a concept or a
continued on page 4

The 2006 Massachusetts Mercury Management Act requires auto recyclers and shredders to remove vehicle parts that contain mercury before crushing vehicles. The new
law also requires that when a mercury vehicle switch needs to be replaced, a switch
that does not contain mercury must be used, unless a mercury-free alternative is not
commercially available.
Up until just a few years ago, many vehicles were equipped with switches and other
components containing mercury. U.S. automakers stopped installing mercury switches
in new vehicles beginning with model year 2003. Many foreign manufacturers stopped
using mercury switches in the late 1990s, or never used them in the first place.
More than 99 percent of the mercury in motor vehicles is found in switches, which
the law defines as mercury-added products that open or close electrical circuits or
gas valves. Most mercury switches were used for convenience lighting in hoods and
trunks, and in anti-lock brake systems (ABS). Mercury can also be found in certain
types of high-intensity discharge (HID) headlights, fluorescent lamps in instrument
panels and screens, and some sensors that are still being installed in new vehicles.
The U.S. Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) estimates that 67 million mercury
switches are in vehicles still on the road.
Each light switch contains approximately one gram of mercury, and sensor switches
in ABS units typically contain one to two grams. Other vehicle components typically
contain less. For example, the fluorescent lamps in instrument panels contain less
than one one-thousandth of a gram of mercury and HID headlamps contain only a
small fraction of that amount.
If you remove a mercury switch or another mercury component from a vehicle, you’ll
need to handle it as a “universal” waste: unbroken components may be stored for up
to a year while you accumulate enough for a shipment, then sent by common carrier, such as the U.S. Postal Service or UPS to a state-licensed facility where mercury
is removed and recycled. If the component is broken, it needs to be handled as a
hazardous waste.
Mercury components that are not switches, such as HID headlamps, can be re-sold,
but mercury switches cannot; they must be recycled.

Visit
http://www.mass.gov/dep/recycle/hazardous/autobiz.htm#hg

to learn more about mercury components and how to manage them.

RMV Will Send Reminders
To Motorists on Re-Tests

Failure to Report Emission
Problems Draws Penalty

The Registry of Motor Vehicles (RMV)
expects to start mailing “reminder letters”
in March to vehicle owners who have not
brought their vehicles back for re-tests 30
days after failing initial inspection. The
letters will remind motorists of specific
deadlines for passing re-tests, and will encourage the use of registered repair shops
for emissions repairs. Mark LaFrance,
RMV manager of the Enhanced Emissions
& Safety Test program, said: “We’re taking
this consumer-friendly approach to remind
motorists that safety failures must be fixed
immediately, and encourage those whose
vehicles fail emissions not to wait until the
last minute for their re-tests.” ■

The U.S. Environmental Protection Agency
(EPA) is requiring Mercedes-Benz to pay
a $1.2 million settlement for failing to
promptly report that many of its 1998-2006
vehicles may have emissions control problems, including defective catalytic converters or air pumps. The German automaker has
voluntarily recalled the affected vehicles and
extended their warranty coverage to include
necessary repairs. For more information,
visit: www.epa.gov/compliance/resources/
cases/civil/caa/mercedes.html ■



continued from page 3

problem, I always ask him, ‘How long have
you been a tech?’ Then I tell them, ‘I know
where you are. You’re me 20 or 25 years ago!
And you know what, you’re doing a good
job. Keep at it. You’re headed in the right
direction.’ It’s my trade and my industry,
and I’m proud to be a part of it.

When you started your career, did
you know you were going to be a
teacher?
No. It just sort of evolved. I have a good
friend who works at Bay Path Regional Voc
Tech (a high school in Charlton), and he
asked me many years ago if I would hire
an automotive student part-time and help
teach him the business. That student worked
out well, and I kept taking new kids every
year. I had a knack, I guess, for explaining
things and mentoring people as they learned
and became confident in their skills. It was
a natural progression from there to becoming a trainer of emissions repair techs and
new inspectors. Nothing makes you learn a
subject better than having to teach it.

You had a long record of hiring women
inspectors at your shop. How did they
measure up?
Women inspectors are the best you can get.
They’re more thorough and dependable. We
probably had a dozen women who worked
for us as inspectors since 1999, and they all
did a superb job. Many of them came to us
as students from Bay Path.

What would you tell a young man or
woman thinking of becoming an automotive tech today?
Go for it! Because of all the technological
changes occurring in the automotive field,
this is a very exciting time to be in the business. You have to be able to work with your
head and your hands, but if you work hard,
you can make a good living. ■
The West Springfield DTC is located at 33 L
Street. Contact Dan Bonnette and Robert Waterman there at 413-732-8729.
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Ipswich

Veteran Inspectors Make Tests Go Like Clockwork
Ken Ouellette and Walter Sherburne have been doing inspections together so long they can complete a vehicle test in minutes
while barely exchanging a word or two.
“We have a system, and we follow it every time. Walter works the computer and I work the car,” said Ouellette, who has been
inspecting vehicles with Sherburne at Riverside Auto in Ipswich for 23 years.
The Ouellette-Sherburne combination of experience, planning
and coordination enables a Riverside customer in need of a
safety inspection to be out the door in five minutes or less.
If the customer needs both a safety inspection and an OBD
II-based emissions test, Ouellette and Sherburne can get the
job done in under 10 minutes.
“When we’re doing inspections, there are no wasted movements, no hesitations. Everything flows smoothly from one
step to the next,” Sherburne said.
As he spoke, an elderly woman who had just paid Ouellette
for an inspection, interrupted with a question. “Can you
change my clock when you get around to it?” she asked.
“Certainly,” Sherburne answered, his voice as warm as the
smile on his face.
Both Oullette and Sherburne have resided in Ipswich for many
years, which means they know many of their customers as
neighbors and friends from around town, not just from seeing them once a year at inspection time. They’re tied to the
community by bonds far beyond the realm of commerce.

Walter Sherburne (left) and Ken Ouellette have been performing

“Ipswich is a special place,” said Ouellette, who started his inspections for over two decades together at Riverside Auto.
first business, repairing and selling foreign-made cars, in the
town in 1978. “It’s one of the biggest towns in Massachusetts, 33 square miles. It has ocean front, river front; beautiful woods,
fields and marshes; lots of conservation land and wildlife. Most citizens are serious about protecting the environment.”
That environmental consciousness is manifested in strong support for the clean air goals of the Enhanced Emissions & Safety Test
in the wide area served by Riverside Auto, which includes the communities surrounding Ipswich, such as Rowley, Topsfield,
Hamilton and Essex.
“Our customers understand the value of the enhanced test, and most of them gladly accept what it requires,” Sherburne said.
“And when they don’t, I remind them how their eyes used to burn when they were stuck in traffic because of the exhaust, and
I tell them how that doesn’t happen anymore because the emissions test is tougher and we fail the cars that pollute.”
In 1983, Ouellette acquired five acres of land on the eastbound side of Route 133/Route 1A, not far from the landmark Clam Box
restaurant. There, he and Sherburne built an inspection/ service and repair shop, and a used car dealership known alternatively
as Riverside Foreign Auto and Riverside Auto.
It became a thriving enterprise, open six days a week and employing five technicians, inspectors and sales personnel. But, over
time, Ouellette and Sherburne streamlined the business to make it more productive and more personally satisfying.
Today, Riverside Auto is open five days a week and is focused exclusively on inspections and on the small repairs and equipment
replacements related to safety failures. The business is still licensed to sell used vehicles, but is not currently doing so. Ouellette
and Sherburne are the only ones working there.
Riverside Auto opens at 8:00 a.m., Monday through Friday, and closes promptly at 4:30 p.m. From 11:30 a.m. to 1:00 p.m. every
business day, Ouellette and Sherburne turn off the lights, lock the doors and go to lunch.
continued on page 9



A Master Technician Finds His Niche as a Fre
About 10 years ago, a light bulb flashed above the head of David
DeCourcey.

His career path had many turns before he brought D&D Professional Automotive Services to life in his home in Leicester, a town
on Worcester’s western border. Prior to being a service manager,
DeCourcey had worked as a tech for dealerships and a string
of independent shops in the central part of the state. He’d also
served as a tool company sales representative and, occasionally,
as a trainer and lecturer.

An ASE-certified master automotive technician, DeCourcey was
working as the service manager at an independent repair facility
west of Boston when he realized two things:
One, independent repair shops often needed the services of a
seasoned, highly skilled diagnostician, but did not have enough
business to put someone like that on their payrolls.

All of which proved ideal in finding work as a freelance technician:
DeCourcey had a huge network to call upon. “I have a lot of friends
in the business, and every shop has a broken car -- the car that defies
all attempts to fix it -- so I was busy from the start,” he said. “But
in the early years, I was still repairing cars, as well as diagnosing
them. There was enough time on my schedule for repairs.”

Two, the need for technicians skilled in advanced automotive
diagnostics would only increase in the future due to the growing
complexity of today’s computer-centric vehicles.
Those simple insights caused DeCourcey to quit his service manager’s job and set up shop as a freelance technician specializing in
unlocking the secrets of problem vehicles.

As his business grew, DeCourcey shifted more and more to troubleshooting. Today, there is such a demand for his diagnostic skills
that he doesn’t do any repair work. He takes on the full range of
automotive issues, everything from the electrical to the braking
systems, but the majority of his work involves complex emissions
failures.

It was not an easy step for a young family man, then 36, to become
D&D Professional Automotive Services. But it was a natural one for
someone of his background, energy and curiosity.
From the time he was a student in the vocational program at
Newton North High School, DeCourcey has been the person who
had to know why. “My career path, it’s all about curiosity, that
never-ending need to know,” he said. “I have to find the answer
to a problem.” His eyes glow when he says that.

“A lot of the garages I work for will give their techs, say, two hours
to make a diagnosis. If they haven’t identified the source of the
problem by then, if they don’t have a plan of attack they’re comfortable with and confident in, they’ll call me,” said DeCourcey,
who holds a degree in automotive technology from the Franklin
Institute of Boston.

Best Tools and Equipment Are a Must

A look at just the list of scan tools DeCourcey owns suggests the kind of
diagnostic firepower he can bring to a difficult repair assignment:

When he arrives at a shop, which usually happens within 48 hours
of receiving a call, DeCourcey huddles with the manager and
technicians. He reviews everything that’s known for certain about
the vehicle and problem at hand, including the service and repair
history, and complaints and comments on drivability, if any, from
the owner. He also asks probing questions about the inconclusive
diagnostic strategies that have been employed.

Vetronic Mastertech #3100
Toyota (OEM) factory scan tool
Honda (OEM) factory scan tool, up to 2004

Next, he’ll run his own tests, using the scan tool, gas analyzer, lab
scope, meters, evap machine or other tool that is most appropriate
to the particular make, model and problem.

Honda Interface Module (H.I.M.)

When DeCourcey’s re-testing a vehicle, “he uses so much equipment it looks like the car’s on life support,” said Forrest Smith,
owner-operator of Forrest’s Repairs in Paxton. Smith recalled a
recent assignment at his shop, “when David spent the better part
of an afternoon diagnosing a 2001 Honda Accord that couldn’t pass
the emissions test because of several evap system codes.”

David DeCourcey has invested tens of thousands of dollars in new equipment over the years, and continues to acquire new, more sophisticated
diagnostic tools all the time.

DRB 3
Chrysler/Jeep (OEM) factory scan tool
Star Mobile with laptop
Chrysler/Jeep (OEM) factory scan tool for “CAN” vehicles
IDS
Ford (OEM) factory scan tool with laptop

Smith added: “David never quits. No matter how long it takes, he
gets to the bottom of a problem.”

Vetronic Tech 2
General Motors (OEM) factory scan tool

A man who gives new meaning to the term “gearhead,” DeCourcey
has acquired an extensive collection of tools, diagnostic equipment and computers through the years. He’s constantly dropping
outmoded items, adding new ones, and acquiring needed software
updates as soon as they become available. See accompanying list of
scan tools on this page.

Vedis by AutoScientific
Factory software: Volvo, Nissan (with immobilizer
software), Hyundai/Kia, VW and Audi
Generic OBD II scan tools
AutoEnginuity with enhanced software and Mode 6, (PC-based)
E-Scan by A.T.E., with Mode 06, (PC-based)

DeCourcey can’t tell you how much he’s invested in tools, equipment and updates during the past ten years, because he’s “always
buying something,” but he says it’s easily in the “high tens of



eelance Diagnostician of Emissions Failures
By the time he’s on a test drive, DeCourcey has a good idea of
where the problem lies and what should be done to correct it, and
the drive will serve to affirm conclusions he’s more or less come
to. That’s usually, but not always, the case.
There are test drives that can dispel in a critical moment the thick
fog of mystery surrounding a vehicle. “Sometimes, it all comes
together for me on the test drive. I have my ‘Aha!’ moment. The
riddle is solved. Fantastic!” DeCourcey said. See article on the diagnosis of an idle speed circuit problem, page 8.
DeCourcey is able to work on four or five different cars over the
span of a 10-hour day, and to maintain that pace over a five-day
week. There’s more than enough work in Worcester County to keep
him busy indefinitely, he said.
His success, DeCourcey emphasized, is not related in any way to a
lack of talent or skills among the managers and technicians of his
client shops. Rather, it’s a question of his being able to do some
things the average shop may not be able to do, for example:
•

Invest continually in new equipment, software and information systems;

•

Travel around the country to attend several advanced training
programs a year; and

•

Devote a minimum of 10 hours a week to reading and research
on pertinent automotive topics.

“I work with very talented technicians -- people who are totally
committed to this industry,” said DeCourcey. “But with technology changing so fast, it’s easy for anyone to get stumped from
time to time.”

David DeCourcey founded D&D Professional Automotive Services
to provide diagnostic services to independent repair shops.
Intensely curious, DeCourcey will often dismantle a discarded
part to gain new insights into how it works, as he is doing here
with the intake manifold for a 2005 Honda CR-V.

Steve Falcone, owner of APS Auto Repair in Auburn, seems typical
of DeCourcey’s customers in that he looks to D&D Professional
Automotive Services for a
technological advantage he
See related article,
couldn’t otherwise afford.
“Dave is investing all the
next page
time in new technology,
which a lot of garages are
having trouble doing because there’s no end to new expenses of
this nature,” Falcone said.

thousands of dollars.” He’s made a similar, costly commitment to
gaining new knowledge.
“It’s the norm for me to spend $6,000 to $8,000 a year going for
new training,” he said. “I’m a training nut.”
When diagnosing a vehicle, DeCourcey will always consult one
of the three online information services he subscribes to (Alldata,
Identifix and Mitchell) in order to learn more about that make
and model, and to see if any relevant technical service bulletins
(TSBs) have been issued.

Pat Murphy, manager of Demers Automotive in Worcester, echoed
Falcone. “Dave DeCourcey is a big help to our business because he
has the latest technology and training,” Murphy said. “Repair shops
are challenged by the high cost of tools, software and updates at
the same time that dealerships are reluctant to share information
with them. DeCourcey helps us meet that challenge.”

And, unless an information system search convinces DeCourcey a
solution is in sight, he will always log onto the vehicle manufacturer’s Web site to do more research. (Manufacturers grant limited-time
access to their sites for a fee paid by credit card.)
“The online information systems are constantly updated, and
they’re very useful,” DeCourcey said. “But they don’t always cover
every potential trouble spot or idiosyncrasy in a particular vehicle.
You have to go to the factory Web sites.”

DeCourcey, himself, never tires of challenges. The trials of entrepreneurship have not dulled his youthful curiosity. “I get challenged
on a daily basis with problem vehicles, and every day there is a
chance to learn something new,” he said. “It doesn’t get any better than this.” ■

Lastly, DeCourcey will recreate the conditions that triggered a diagnostic trouble code, or codes, on a vehicle, or caused a drivability
problem, by taking it for a test drive with just the right scan tool
and/or lab scope attached.

David DeCourcey is a state-registered emissions repair technician; his
business, D&D Professional Automotive Services, is a registered mobile
repair facility in the Enhanced Emissions & Safety Test program.



Case History: Freelance Tech Explains
How He Solved a Tricky Emissions Failure
safe).’ The ‘fail safe’ in parentheses definitely caught my attention.

A Worcester repair shop had trouble recently fixing a 1999 Subaru
Outback with a 2.5 liter engine and a five-speed manual transmission. The vehicle couldn’t pass the Enhanced Emissions & Safety
Test because of a malfunction indicator light illuminated by an idle
speed circuit code. Based on that code, a shop technician changed
the wires and put in a new IAC (idle actual control) motor, but that
didn’t stop the code from setting. David DeCourcey of D&D Professional Automotive Services, who is profiled on pages 6 and 7 of this
edition of Inspection Update, was called in to make a new diagnosis.
He explains in his own words how he determined the source of the
failure and got the car in shape to pass inspection:

“I would have expected the PCM to be able to control the IAC
motor when the engine is idling -- its throttle closed and my foot
off the accelerator. But why would it want to control the idle
speed when I’m driving downhill, in gear, using the transmission
to slow the engine?
“The answer, I suspected, was that the PCM was seeing an input
it didn’t like or an output it couldn’t control, so it decided to
remove the ground control for the front injectors as part of a
fail safe program.

“The owner had complained that the car would intermittently run rough and then stall. The shop put a lot
of time into the car both in the shop and in road tests.
The techs there noticed that, as long as they didn’t
cycle the key off after the vehicle stalled, the engine
would continue to run rough after it was re-started.
Their diagnostic work showed, crucially, that the
front two injectors lost the ground control from the
PCM (powertrain control module) when the engine
was running rough. They tested the wiring back to
the PCM, but found no problems. They monitored
various engine sensors for voltage drop-outs, etc., but
again found no problems.

“I then took a closer look at the terminal chart: next
to the term ‘neutral switch AT’ (automatic transmission) was ‘neutral switch MT’ (manual transmission).
A neutral switch on a manual transmission? I had
never seen that before. My first thought was, maybe
it’s like an inhibitor switch to prevent starter engagement when the car is in gear, a kind of back-up to the
clutch pedal switch.

“But my thinking quickly changed. What if the PCM
was seeing an input that the car’s in neutral, rather
David DeCourcey than in gear, when it was decelerating going down
the hill? I tapped into the neutral switch input circuit
“When I arrived, I performed my usual visual inspection and at the PCM; the chart showed the voltage should be 5 volts in
recorded all the information from the vehicle. There were neutral and zero volts in gear. I picked up my voltage meter and
numerous DTCs (diagnostic trouble codes) in memory. I was shifted the car from neutral through each gear. The voltage change
told these had been induced by a technician during a diagnostic I observed reflected the values on the chart.
process. I recorded each of them anyway, and then erased them
“Time for another road test. This time, I got the car in fourth
from memory.
gear and set the min/max feature on my voltage meter. I like this
“Next, I road-tested the vehicle around town and on the highway, feature because there is an audible beep when the ‘max’ voltage
trying to recreate the stalling, but not succeeding. I don’t own the changes. After a few miles, the meter started to beep, ‘The voltfactory Subaru scan tool, so the next best thing was to gain access age is rising.’
to the PCM and start monitoring the voltage inputs/outputs with
“When I accelerated and jerked the car, the voltage rose again
my lab scope and voltage meter.
-- the same movement as when I took my foot off the gas when
“Back at the shop, I printed out copies of the vehicle’s PCM decelerating. I moved the shifter in place while the car was in
connector and its PCM terminal chart, which listed the normal gear; this made the voltage rise as well. I pulled over and recorded
voltage readings on the various circuits with the engine running the readings: ‘max’ voltage reached was 3.77.
– a definite bonus. I took note of the fact that the ground control
“I resumed the test drive and voltage monitoring. I could get
circuits for the fuel injectors are paired up.
the neutral switch to reach 3.20 or more on two occasions. My
“Eager to monitor some of the more critical PCM inputs, I took thinking now was that the neutral switch voltage could possibly
the car for another test drive. Interestingly, when I reduced speed reach 5 volts, in neutral position, while the car was in gear and
coming down a hill to stop at a red light, the car stalled. I restarted decelerating. The voltage input to the PCM was indicating a closed
it without cycling the key off. The check engine light came on, throttle at the same time. If so, the PCM had to be lowering the
but the engine ran normally.
high RPMs of the deceleration through the idle actual control motor because it perceived the vehicle to be idling in neutral. When
“On the downhill, I had basically taken my foot off the accelerator
the RPMs didn’t drop, the PCM went into a fail safe program and
because I wanted to come to a gradual stop and let the transmission
disabled a pair of injectors to slow the engine.
do the work of slowing the car. Remember, it’s a manual transmission; therefore, the engine was revving around 3,000 RPM.
“I located the neutral switch on the transmission and checked it
for high resistance. I also performed a voltage drop on the ground
“I checked for the stored DTC and found code P1507 in memory.
circuit. Next, I had the shop order a new neutral switch, a $3 part.
Alldata lists this as an ‘unwanted/uncontrolled idle speed (fail
Once that was installed, the car ran fine. Problem solved!” ■



I&M Web Site’s Vehicle Lookup Table
Has Emissions Test Data on All Vehicles
Do ever want to know, or need to know,
how a particular vehicle performs on the
emissions test?
You can find out in a hurry by visiting the
Web site of the Enhanced Emissions & Safety
Test program: http://mass.gov/vehicletest
At the top of the site’s home page, click on
Vehicle Lookup Table. This will bring you to
a page headed Emissions Test Results. Enter
the year, make and model you’re interested
in, and immediately you’ll have a report on
the overall test results for that vehicle and
the top 10 defects in its emissions control
system.
Vehicle Lookup Table (VLT) data reflects the
performance of every vehicle on its initial
OBD II emissions test since July 1, 2004.
For pre-OBD II vehicles, emissions test data
is also available in simplified form. The VLT
provides the pass-fail ratio on every Massachusetts-registered vehicle for model years
1984 through 1995.
“The VLT is a quick and easy way for a repair
tech to gain a new perspective on a car he
has to fix, or for a consumer to see how
the car he’s thinking of buying stacks up
against comparable vehicles on emissions,”
said Terry Hayes of Applus+Technologies,
program contractor for the Enhanced Emissions & Safety Test.
As an example of the information available
in the VLT, let’s compare how four similar
vehicles manufactured in 2001 fared on their
initial OBD II emissions tests: the Toyota
Camry, Chevy Malibu, Chrysler Sebring and
Ford Taurus.
•

•

•

•

In addition to extensive vehicle-specific information, the VLT summarizes the failures
of major emissions control components for
the entire Massachusetts fleet:

•

The EGR defect rate for the Sebrings and
Camrys that failed were 14.4 percent
and 9.6 percent, respectively.

•

Failures related to catalytic converter
defects appeared to be insignificant.
The percentage of Camrys that failed for
this reason was 4.3 percent, while the
comparable figures for the Sebring and
Taurus were 2.9 percent and 0.4 percent,
respectively.

According to a recent “By Component
Failure Type” tally on the VLT, evaporative
control system defects comprise the largest
single category of failures among all tested
vehicles at 11.9 percent. The five most common categories of failure after that were:

•

For the Malibu, catalytic converter-related failures did not rank among the
top 10 defects.

The above figures are based on the total
number of initial OBD II emissions tests per
vehicle category since July 1, 2004: Camry,
14,066; Taurus, 11,603; Malibu, 3,776;
Sebring, 2,973.

•

Oxygen sensor, 9.4 percent

•

Fuel injection control, 9 percent

•

Misfire, 8.6 percent

•

Catalytic converter, 8.5 percent

•

Exhaust gas recirculation (EGR) system,
7 percent

“Those with an interest in emissions test
data in Massachusetts, no matter what the
reason, owe it to themselves to become familiar with the VLT,” said Hayes. “The information there is endlessly fascinating.” ■

Profile: Ipswich, continued from page 5
“This model works well for us,” Ouellette said. “We’re able to take care of our customers
and ourselves.”
Between 350 and 550 vehicles are inspected every month at Riverside Auto, and about 10
percent fail the Enhanced Emissions & Safety Test, most commonly for safety violations.
“We don’t let anything slide,” Sherburne said. “There’s no room on the roads for unsafe
vehicles.”
Ouellette and Sherburne believe the biggest challenge in the I&M program today is explaining to a customer why a vehicle failed the emissions test when all the customer may
see is a check engine light illuminated on the dashboard.

“The only way to deal with that challenge,” Sherburne said, “is to take the time to explain the vehicle’s on-board computers, the electronic test and diagnostic processes, the
The Taurus had the highest overall fail- importance of having it fixed by a registered emissions repair tech, and making sure the
ure rate, 10.2 percent, while the Sebring vehicle, after it’s repaired, is ‘ready’ for the re-test.”
had the lowest, 4.1 percent.
“The time we devote to explaining a test failure is time well spent,” said Ouellette. “When
The Camry and Malibu had virtually
these folks come back for re-tests and they pass, they know we did the right thing by
identical overall failure rates, 8.2 percent
them. That’s how we keep our customers, and our friends. That’s how we all keep the air
and 8 percent, respectively.
clean in town.”
While failures related to evaporative
control system problems were common Last September, Ouellette and Sherburne realized a long-held dream when they opened a
in all four, the Camry had notably more fully automated, “touch-free” car wash on a vacant portion of the Riverside Auto property.
problems in this regard. Of the Camrys The new Ipswich Car Wash uses rainwater collected in an on-site 60,000-gallon cistern
that failed, 74.6 percent did so because and is believed to be the only rain-harvesting car wash in the region.
of evaporative problems; 18.9 percent
of Tauruses flunked for this reason.

•

of failures related to exhaust gas recirculation (EGR) defects in this group: 48.3
percent. The Malibu had the lowest, 1.6
percent.

The permitting process required two years, construction four months.

“Our new line of business is the answer to the question, ‘How do you build a car wash in
The evaporative system defect rate for
a town that runs out of water every August?’ ” Ouellette said.
Malibus and Sebrings that failed were 30
percent and 21.2 percent, respectively. Riverside Auto, 206 High St., Ipswich, MA 01938, 978-356-3240
The Taurus had the highest percentage Monday-Friday, 8:00-11:30 a.m.; 1:00-4:30 p.m. ■
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Roadside Enforcement Operations Send an Important Message, continued from page 1
Harkins and his colleagues try to conduct
at least 15 roadside compliance checks in
different parts of the region every year, a
practice mirrored in other RMV regions
across the state.

Harkins is a strong believer in the value of
roadside compliance checks, despite the time
and resources they require and the fact that
they catch only a fraction of the people who
are driving vehicles with known safety problems or without valid inspection stickers.

to identify vehicles with expired stickers or
that have no stickers. We help the police.
We don’t direct them or try to influence
their decisions on citations,” he said. See
article on how a roadside check is set up and
run, page 11.

“The average motorist in Massachusetts does
the right thing by having his or her car inspected on time, and repairing it when it fails
the test,” he said. “Why should that person
be endangered by a motorist who thumbs his
nose at the inspection process? It’s a question
LaFrance, who was among the RMV personof respect for the law.”
nel participating in the Marshfield operation, said it is not unusual for a motorist to LaFrance asserted that every roadside comclaim, for example, that a vehicle inspector pliance check has a positive impact much
told him he had 60 days to repair a safety greater than the cost of planning and executdefect when, in fact, state law requires that ing it. “These are highly visible operations
the problem be corrected immediately.
at the local level,” he said. “They create an
immediate buzz in the community. The
“When motorists are pulled over to the side
people who get stopped, who get fined, who
of the road, we sometimes have to take what
get towed, they all talk about it with their
they say with a grain of salt,” said LaFrance,
friends, family and co-workers.
“but we always follow up when the motorist claims the station gave him the wrong “Everybody who sees us doing a roadside
information.
check, and everybody who hears about it
later, thinks, ‘Gee, I better make sure I get
“Later, one of our field staff will visit the stamy car inspected on time.’ ”
tion that performed the test and make sure
the inspectors are communicating accurate Only police officers have the authorinformation to motorists.”
ity to stop motorists and issue citations to
those who have allegedly violated the law,
Added Harkins: “Inspection stations have
LaFrance emphasized.
to know the program regulations well and
they have to be sure their inspectors are “Our role is strictly to support and assist
giving the right information to motorists local police departments during roadside
who fail the test.”
compliance checks -- for example, helping

On this cold winter morning in Marshfield,
the signs were unmistakable that the police
and RMV easily integrate their respective
functions to form an effective I&M program
enforcement team. They have obvious
respect for one another, and confidence
in each other, and they enjoy working
together.

“Roadside compliance checks are an effective
way to persuade motorists and inspection
stations to comply with vehicle inspection
regulations,” said Mark C. LaFrance, RMV
manager for the Enhanced Emissions & Safety
Test program.

“That comes from working with each other
through the years and getting to know each
other as fellow professionals and as friends,”
observed Paul Mann, RMV Region 1 field
investigator. “There’s a definite camaraderie
here.”
Region 1 supervisor Harkins agreed: “The cooperation of local police departments means
everything to the success of (program) enforcement. We couldn’t ask for, or expect,
more than what we get from the Marshfield
Police every time we come to town.”
Besides Harkins, Mann and LaFrance, RMV
personnel working on the latest roadside
compliance check in Marshfield were Jim
Regan and Bob Cedrone. In addition to
Safety Officer Foulsham, the Marshfield Police officers who participated were Sergeants
Paul Catanoso and Christopher Jones. ■

A Sampling of the Motorists Stopped in Roadside Compliance Check
Marshfield Police issued 15 citations to motorists during a roadside compliance check on the morning of December 21 for the Enhanced Emissions & Safety Test
program. Among those cited were:
• A painting contractor driving a beat-up mini-van that had failed an emissions test on Oct. 6, 2006 and had not been repaired during the allotted 60-day period.
• The driver of an old Lincoln Town Car with plates indicating it was being used as a car for hire. The car had failed a safety inspection on Oct. 30, 2006 and was
still sporting a sticker with a red “R.” (The safety defect should have been fixed on the day the car was inspected.)
• A foreign national driving a late-model car without an inspection sticker. When asked for his license, the driver could only produce his passport. He was not
allowed to drive the car away. The vehicle had been purchased recently by his girlfriend’s father and had been registered on Dec. 14, meaning the owner had
until the close of business on Dec. 21 to get it inspected.
• The owner of a nine-year-old, poorly maintained Buick that had failed an emissions test almost 14 months before the date of the compliance check. The car’s
engine was noisy and the tailpipe was spouting a smelly plume of bluish-gray smoke.
• A young woman driving a battered Chrysler that had failed its safety inspection almost two years ago and never been repaired. Traveling with a toddler strapped
into a car seat, the woman told police, “I’m getting a new car tomorrow.”
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Successful Roadside Compliance Checks
Require Careful Planning, Good Teamwork
There’s nothing random about the time and place of a roadside compliance check. Local police and the Registry of Motor Vehicles (RMV)
choose them carefully for maximum effectiveness and safety.
On December 21 in the Boston suburb of Marshfield, for example,
a team of RMV personnel and local police officers set up shop
outside an old cemetery on the outskirts of town just after the
morning rush hour.
They were on a main thoroughfare, Route 139, so there was
still plenty of traffic from which to cull potential scofflaws. But
they could easily direct motorists to a safe spot inside
the cemetery, where police officers performed thorough
visual inspections of vehicles and checked licenses and
registrations.

with only an occasional lull, that became the pattern for the next
hour or so.
Fifteen minutes at that pace prompted the Marshfield officers assigned to the task, Foulsham and Sgt. Christopher Jones, to call
their station for assistance. “I could see it was going to be ‘one of
those days.’ We just couldn’t keep up with it,” Foulsham said.
Sgt. Paul Catanoso arrived within minutes and, immediately, he
was as busy as his colleagues. “No matter what time we do it, it seems
to turn out like this,” Catanoso said. “We get a lot of business.”

“We’re there to enforce a motor vehicle law designed to
ensure the safety of the public, so our first concern is to
create a safe environment for stopping vehicles and dealing with the drivers,” said Paul Harkins, an RMV regional
supervisor. “That particular site on 139 fits the bill.”
Safety Officer Bob Foulsham of the Marshfield Police
Department noted that the spot has been used repeatedly for roadside compliance checks through the years,
without incident.

Sergeants Christopher Jones (left) and Paul Catanoso of the Marshfield

“We like it because we’re in a prominent spot and the sight Police Department question the driver of one of the many vehicles stopped
lines are good. Drivers see us long before they get to us,” during a recent roadside compliance check in town.
he said. “The road is a little wider here -- good for pulling
As the stops continued, and as the well established process of
them over – and the cemetery is an out-of-the-way spot to line up checking vehicles, drivers and documents unfolded, the line of
cars. It’s worked well for us.”
cars parked in the main roadway of Cedar Grove often numbered
Shortly before 8:00 a.m. on December 21, RMV field investigators Bob Cedrone and Jim Regan stationed themselves on the
side of the westbound lane of Route 139, approximately 75 yards
before the entrance to Cedar Grove Cemetery. Their job was to
spot vehicles with expired stickers, rejection stickers or no stickers, and to radio that information to colleagues down the road:
Paul Harkins, Mark LaFrance and Paul Mann, who were near the
cemetery entrance.
As the targeted vehicles came close, Harkins and the others would
quickly affirm or discount the reports of their colleagues. If they
decided a car should be stopped and checked, they would signal
that intention to the drivers with arm and hand gestures. From
that point on, the Marshfield police were in charge.
With a nearly continuous stream of traffic heading west, toward
Route 3, the RMV needed every set of available eyes to scan all
those windshields. And even then, the spotters and signalers were
certain some vehicles that should have been stopped were avoiding detection.
“Given the volume and speed of traffic, (approximately 30 miles
per hour), it was impossible to catch everyone who was out of
compliance,” said LaFrance, who manages the Enhanced Emissions & Safety Test program for RMV and was the ranking agency
manager on site.
The volume of traffic, however, virtually guaranteed that the
roadside compliance check team would have plenty of “customers.” Within the first minute, two cars had been pulled over, and,

six or seven, even though the police made a deliberate effort to
identify minor offenders and move them along.
“You have to use discretion,” Foulsham said. “If I’ve got a local
woman driving a two-year-old mini-van with a sticker that expired
three weeks ago, the best thing is to give her a verbal warning and
send her on her way.”
If, in the officers’ judgment, a motorist simply forgot to get his or
her car inspected a week or two ago, and the vehicle is in good
shape, the law can be served by ordering the driver to proceed to
the nearest inspection station, say the Marshfield officers.
“I’m looking them in the eye and telling them to take the car right
now to the nearest station, which is just down the street. I see the
relief that they’re not getting a ticket, but I also see something else:
they’re mortified because they got stopped by the police, and they
want to make up for it as soon as possible,” said Sgt. Jones.
After an hour and 15 minutes, the traffic was thinning, the police
officers had writer’s cramp from filling out citations, and everyone
was chilled to the bone. Investigators Cedrone and Regan were
recalled from their scout positions, and almost everyone went to
their cars and onto their next assignments.
Only Sgt. Catanoso stayed behind in the cemetery, waiting for
a tow truck to remove a car driven by a young woman detained
because the vehicle’s sticker had expired 14 months previously
and the driver appeared dazed and disoriented. She was held until
arrangements could be made for a safe ride home, and would later
answer charges in court. ■
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There’s a Wide World of Resources on the Web
Repairs
www.iatn.net
International Automotive Technicians’
Network. Members discuss all automotive
repair subjects by posting questions and
answers. Vast, searchable database also
available.
www.identifix.com
Identifix enables technicians to find repair
info on specific vehicles easily.
www.nastf.org
National Automotive Service Task Force.
Gathers and shares up-to-date vehicle
info.
http://vehicletest.state.ma.us/repairer.
html
Section for repairers on site of Enhanced
Emissions & Safety Test program.

Readiness and
Drive Cycles
http://www.obdii.com
http://www.mitchell1.com
http://www.alldata.com/techtips

Hybrid Repairs
www.hybridcars.com
www.insightcentral.net
www.auto-careers.org

…And Other Resources
Inspection Station and Repair
Station Hotline: 877-297-5552
Emissions Repair Assistance
Hotline: 781-251-0753
Motorist Hotline (for consumer
issues): 877-387-8234

Station Hotline
877-297-5552
For workstation and other
equipment problems
Motorist Hotline
877-387-8234
For consumer issues
Department of
Environmental Protection
617-292-5745
For emissions issues
Registry of Motor Vehicles
617-351-9333
For various Registry issues
Web Site
www.mass.gov/vehicletest
General program information

References to web sites in Inspection Update do not constitute endorsement by the state agencies that administer the Enhanced Emissions & Safety Test program.
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