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Purchasing

Price definitions

Invoice price: The price the manufacturer charges the dealer for the vehicle.

Base price: The cost of the car without options but with the factory warranties.

Manufacturer's Suggested Retail Price (MSRP): Also known as the sticker price, this is the price at which the manufacturer suggests the vehicle be sold. You can sometimes negotiate a vehicle sales price that is lower than the MSRP. 

Monroney Sticker Price: A required label on new cars that can only be removed by the purchaser. All new cars must have one attached to a side or front window. It includes the vehicle's make and model, the final assembly point, its destination, the manufacturer's suggested retail price for the vehicle (or MSRP), the manufacturer's suggested retail price for each accessory or item of optional equipment, the manufacturer's transportation charge and the fuel economy.

Dealer Holdback Payments: Monetary credits towards the purchase price of a vehicle, paid by the manufacturer to the dealer when the dealer sells a car. Manufacturers issue holdback payments to dealers on a quarterly basis. They are contingent upon criteria such as a dealer's customer service index, advertising budget and other associated operational costs. Dealer holdbacks are typically non-negotiable.

Carry-Over Allowances: Dealers are usually offered cash incentives by the manufacturer for purchasing end-of-model-year vehicles. Usually, these carry-over vehicles are anywhere from $500 to several thousand dollars cheaper. Even though they're not required to, certain dealers will pass along these cash incentives to you in the form of a discounted sales price.

Packs: There are many costs involved with displaying, maintaining, insuring, advertising and selling vehicles. Divide these costs by the number of cars sold the prior year, and you get a per-car overhead charge that is added to each car’s price. These charges are called packs. In most cases, a dealer's costs to maintain and sell a vehicle is non-negotiable (similar to dealer holdback payments) and won't reduce the selling price of a vehicle.

Dealer Incentives: Certain vehicles may carry incentives programs (or cash rebates) to dealers depending on whether the vehicles are going to be replaced with new models or when production of certain vehicles is scheduled to stop. Similar to carry-overs, dealers may realize lower prices on these vehicles. As a result, they may be willing to pass that savings along to you. There are also certain manufacturer-to-consumer incentive and rebate programs that might be applicable to the vehicle you're interested in purchasing. Ask the dealer if any rebates and incentives apply to your car.

Nine steps to smart purchasing

1. Drive current car until it is junk.

2. Think “Tiniest used wheels possible”

Let someone else drive those expensive early miles. 

Consider buying an electric bike, moped, or motorcycle instead of a small car, especially if you are just using the car for commuting. If that’s not possible, look for a car with a good miles/gallon ratio and with side impact airbags for extra safety. In particular, find a vehicle that performs well and has a good record for reliability, but through no fault of its own carries a lower resale value – which makes it more affordable in the used-car market – than other models in its class. Collect the appropriate MSRP information, features, options, and reviews.  
Websites to research
· Consumer Reports: Read its last April issue (http://www.consumerreports.org). It starts circulating in March and is devoted 100 percent to car buying. See which cars are listed as most reliable and which ones aren't.  
· Hybrid cars: www.hybridcars.com and www.fueleconomy.gov/feg/hybrid_sbs.shtml
· J.D. Power and Associates’ Vehicle Dependability Study: http://autos.jdpower.com/ratings/dependability.htm 
· Insurance Institute for Highway Safety awards: Look for cars that got the "Top Safety Pick Plus" award. http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Insurance_Institute_for_Highway_Safety. Look at their safety ratings for the front-crash test.

3. Test-drive through a rental agency

You learn very little on a 10-minute test drive at a car dealer.  Rent the car you think you want on the weekend from an airport car rental agency or from an Enterprise office in town.  Car rentals are dirt cheap on the weekends, and getting two days to really put a car that you think you want to own through its paces can help you decide whether to buy it or write it off your list.

4. Determine average retail values 

For the cars you like, determine their average retail values (high, medium, and low) (also known as True Market Value). To do this, use sites such as kbb.com, edmunds.com, nada.com, autotrader.com, intellichoice.com, autobytel.com, carsdirect.com, carmax.com, samarins.com, and NADAguides.com. NADAguides.com has a free VIN check option for once you find a specific car at a dealership.

Then go to CarsDirect (http://www.carsdirect.com) to get a fixed price for each model equipped the way you like.  You can buy from CarsDirect or use it as a guide to what price you want to beat.  

5. Set your low offer and high limit

Now that you have an idea about a used car's fair market value, set a realistic low offer as well as a high price limit you would feel comfortable paying for the vehicle. Be firm about those limitations. 

6. Research the dealers online

On their websites, search their inventory.  For the dealers that have your preferred car, search their name online to see if someone has complained about them or has said it is a great place to do business.  You may also want to search for the dealer on the Better Business Bureau site (www.bbb.com). 
7. Negotiate from your home computer

Through email, request a quote on a specific vehicle.  

Ask about extra fees such as “doc fees,” “exterior wax and interior fabric guard,” and “alarm” fees.  

Also check for guarantees. Is the car you're buying covered under some type of warranty? The car may be covered under a manufacturers certification program. Other times, it may be covered under a dealer-backed warranty. If no warranties of this type exist, you can buy an independent, extended warranty. Certified cars (ones with manufacturer warranties) go through a rigorous inspection process. Vehicles covered under a manufacturers warranty (referred to as CPO, or certified pre-owned cars) typically cost more than standard used cars. In some situations, a CPO car may cost more depending on the make and model.

Then start with your low offer and be prepared to work upwards. 

· Tell the dealer it’s your first time buying from that maker.  People who replace cars with newer models of the same make pay more than what other customers pay.

· Don’t tell dealer that you are going to pay in cash.  Allude that you are “thinking about maybe doing car payments.”
· Don’t tell a dealer about your trade-in.
· Don't take a 'great deal' on the outgoing model year. The car will ultimately be worth less at trade-in time than a more recent model year car.  That will be much less of an issue if the model year version is unchanged from the previous year.  If the new version is all new or substantially changed, though, watch out.  Your car will be seen as "old" the minute the new version hits the roads and will take a steep drop in value.  In that situation, only a huge discount will make up the loss.  Or, if you just like the old version better, the extra cost may be worth it to you.
When the negotiating is done, ask them to fax you the deal in writing so there will be no surprises when you arrive to get your car. 
8. Check for quality and then pay

Before buying, run the model’s vehicle identification number (VIN) through a title-search service like CarFax to make sure it hasn’t been previously flood-damaged or salvaged and subsequently rebuilt. Also request to have a certified third-party mechanic conduct a comprehensive exterior, interior, mechanical, and financial appraisal. If you are happy, then sign the papers at the dealership and pay.

9. Sell your existing car

Decide what category of retail value your car is in.   Then check trade-in values on kbb.com, edmunds.com, nada.com, autotrader.com, intellichoice.com, autobytel.com, carsdirect.com, carmax.com, and NADAguides.com. 
If one is in your area, visit a CarMax or AutoTrader location to see how much your car is selling for. That helps let you know whether the dealer is giving you a fair amount for your old car.  If you can't scare up a good enough offer, you can try to sell your car yourself. You will generally clear from $1,000 to $1,500 more selling yourself, but it is no picnic.

Categories of retail value for used cars

Low-Retail Value

A low-retail vehicle may have extensively visible wear and tear. The body may have dents and other blemishes. The buyer can expect to invest in bodywork and/or mechanical work. It is likely that the seats and carpets will have visible wear. The vehicle should be able to pass local inspection standards and be in safe running condition. Low-retail vehicles usually are not found on dealer lots.

Average-Retail Value
An average-retail vehicle should be clean and without glaring defects. Tires and glass should be in good condition. The paint should match and have a good finish. The interior should have wear in relation to the age of the vehicle. Carpet and seat upholstery should be clean, and all power options should work. The mileage should be within the acceptable range for the model year. An average-retail vehicle on a dealer lot may include a limited warranty or guarantee, and possibly a current safety and/or emission inspection (where applicable). Vehicles with low mileage that are in exceptionally good condition and/or include a manufacturer certification can be worth a significantly higher value than the average-retail price shown.

High-Retail Value

A high retail vehicle should be in flawless condition. All power equipment should be functional. The paint should match and have a high gloss finish. The carpet and seat upholstery should be clean and have minimal wear. The engine should start quickly and run smoothly. The tires should be like new with a spare and jack. The mileage should be significantly below the acceptable mileage range for the model year.

Get the right type of insurance

Have bodily injury coverage, comprehensive coverage, property damage liability (at least double your assets), and uninsured/underinsured motorist liability.  Skip insurance riders.  AAA membership, a security alarm, air bags, and anti-lock brakes lower premiums.  When the book value of your car drops below $2,000, consider dropping comprehensive coverage.  Lastly, bypass collision insurance on rentals.

Website to find the cheapest gas station

http://autos.msn.com/everyday/gasstations.aspx?zip=&src=Netx
Cleaning your car

The exterior
Regularly wash the outside of your car to maximize its lifespan.  A clean car protects against dirt, salt and other contaminants.  Follow the guidelines below when you're ready to suds up:

· Wash your car in a shady spot or on a cloudy day.  If a car is not kept cool while washing, the water will evaporate too quickly and could possibly leave spots. 

· Use suds specifically formulated for washing a car.  When you use a car wash shampoo, you'll know it's made for a car.  Follow the manufacturer's instructions for the proper shampoo to water ratio. 

· Start with the wheels, and wash them thoroughly.  Use a lot of soapy water and a scrub brush to scour the wheel and rubber tire to remove deep down dirt.  Rinse, then use a sponge or washcloth to do a follow-up cleaning. 

· Use something soft to wash the surface.  Good choices include a natural sea sponge, cotton chenille pad or sheepskin mitt. 
· Wash from the top down, and rinse the car often.  Use a final rinse of free flowing water (nozzle off the hose) to allow the water to sheet off the car.

· Wax it too.

· Try polishing dry glass with crumpled newspaper.  

The interior

· Vacuum what you can. Use a narrow hose-end attachment to get into narrow crevices - a collection point for dirt and crumbs. 

· Wipe down hard, non-glass surfaces. Use a damp cloth to wipe down areas such as the dashboard, center console, steering wheel and column and the inside of doors. 

· Wipe leather surfaces with a clean, damp towel. 

· Clean the inside of the glass. Use a clean, dry paper towel and non-ammonia glass cleaner to remove any dirty, filmy buildup. When the glass is dry, polish it with crumpled newspaper.  

Jump-starting the car

One of the by-products of the electrochemical reaction within the battery is hydrogen gas.  A spark can cause a serious explosion and send sulfuric acid into your face.  Should that ever happen (it is rare), baking soda will counteract the battery acid.

To jump-start a car, do the following:

1. Connect each end of the red cable (or the red grippers) to the positive terminal of both batteries.  The positive terminal can be identified in one, two, or three ways: by a plus ( + ) etched into the battery post, and/or by “pos,” usually printed beneath the post on the battery, and/or by the color red, usually on the cable connected to it.

2. Connect the black cable (black grippers) to the negative terminal of the good battery.  The negative terminal ( - ) can be identified similarly to the positive cable.

3. Connect the other black cable to the engine block, or other exposed metal of the car to be started.  This reduces the chance of an accidental spark.

4. Start the car and disconnect the cables in reverse order.

Finding a good mechanic

· Ask friends for mechanic recommendations.  Tell the mechanic who referred you.  Never underestimate the power of a personal introduction.  When a regular customer of a repair shop is willing to make the initial contact for you, the shop will extend to you the same courtesy it would extend to the regular customer.

· Look for ASE certifications from the National Institute for Automotive Service Excellence.  Ideally your mechanic should be an ASE Certified Master Technician (a mechanic certified in all eight specialty categories).

Talking to the mechanic

Ask for a written estimate if you don’t already know and trust the mechanic.  If you already know the mechanic, just ask for an oral estimate.  Also, if you want to sound somewhat knowledgeable at the repair shop and not appear completely gullible, make a request along the lines of this: 

“Could you have the mechanic look for oil leaks, transmission leaks, and holes in the exhaust system?  I don’t think there are any, it’s just that I’m in the habit of checking them out myself at each oil change.  Also, if the computerized diagnostic tests will be an added charge, please only do them if you think they are really necessary.”  

Never say, “Just fix whatever you think is wrong.”

Then go back and thank the mechanic several days after picking up the car.  Mention how much better the car rides now.  Your compliment will be remembered for a long time.

Breaking down in another town or city
Even though we have cell phones, 911 service, state patrol vehicles constantly cruising, AAA roadside assistance, and towing services, it is challenging to find the right repair shop.

Try the following services:

· Ask the state patrol who stops when your car breaks down where the patrol gets its cars repaired.

· Ask the officer to contact the local sheriff’s office or police station for a recommendation.

· Call the local branch of your auto insurance company.

· Contact the local chamber of commerce and ask the person on the other end of the line where she gets her car worked on.  Ask if she’ll contact the garage to tell them you are coming in.  This makes the repair shop personnel feel good that someone has recommended their services, and they’ll be on their game to please both you and the person who thought so highly of them.

· Call a large local church.  Larger churches are apt to be staffed full-time, and a recommendation from someone at a church may motivate the mechanic and his conscience to do even a better job than he would do with a referral just from someone at the chamber of commerce.

Buying and maintaining your tires

Get a tire that is rated A for traction and heat resistance.  For treadwear rating, the higher the number, the better the tire is.  The shop should “balances” the tires that they have sold to you and should give you new valve stems too.  They should also have a free or very cheap offer to rotate your tires yearly.  Be sure that you have a spare tire too.

Check the air pressure level in your tires at least once a month.  The less inflated your tires are, the more fuel you burn, and the more likely you are to have a blowout.  Your owner's manual should specify the ideal air pressure for your particular tire.  Purchase a good quality pressure gauge, and keep it in the glove compartment.

Doable maintenance on your own

· Change the oil and oil filter regularly. The owner's manual will specify exactly how often you should do this, but a good rule of thumb is to change them every 3,000 to 4,000 miles. If you change the oil and filter yourself, be sure to dispose of the used oil properly. 

· Check all the fluids. This includes brake, power steering, transmission, coolant, transaxle, windshield washer and antifreeze fluids. Your owner's manual will tell you how to check these. 

· Ensure your lights work. This includes headlights, turn signals, brake lights and taillights. 

· Replace the windshield wiper blades periodically. If your wiper blades are cracked or torn, or if they begin to streak, it's time to replace them.
· Keep the tires properly inflated.

· Inspect the engine belts. They should not have cracks or missing segments. 
· Check the air filter. The filter should be clean, not clogged or damaged.
Fighting speeding tickets
1. Fight every ticket. In court, attacks on the legality of a speed-limit sign have been known to work. Attacks on the chain of evidence have worked too. In the Melendez-Diaz v. Massachusetts case of 2009, the Supreme Court ruled that the sixth amendment right to face one's accuser applies to lab tests. In California, courts have interpreted this to mean that photo tickets are not valid unless the technician who analyzed the photo testifies in court.

2. Check for the technical calibration of radar. Usually radar evidence is admissible, presuming calibration. But in some states, any laser ticket is thrown out automatically because there is no calibration possible. To do this, check the manufacturer specifications for the device via a FOIA (Freedom of Information Act) request to the police department that issued the ticket. Ask for a description of how the police department abided by the calibration specs, which usually involves checking a radar gun's frequency with a tuning fork provided by the radar gun manufacturer and sending the unit to the manufacturer to be recalibrated. It's worth investing the time to get your ticket overturned. First thing to do is pull up the vehicle code.

3. Check the Manual on Uniform Traffic Control Devices (MUTCD), which you can find online. If the speed-limit signs aren't up to code, you can beat the ticket on a technicality. Even the font of the sign is specified. And many places hide speed cameras behind signs and bushes.

4. Record the conversation you have with the ticketing officer. If there is a contradiction between the recording and the officer's written report, his credibility is shot. Just be sure to check your state laws before you do this. There have been arrests in two states for recording conversations with police although the trend is for courts to dismiss these instances.

5. Ask the officer where he was when he first stopped you, and how long he paced you. Then, photograph the speed-limit sign where you were stopped, the location where you first saw the officer, and the location where the officer says he first saw you. Pacing is one of the top methods used for tickets, but in some states the officer needs to have followed you for 0.3 mile to use pacing. Often they don't pace that far.
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