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Wisconsin emissions waiver

By Gitte Laasby of the Journal Sentinel July 24, 2012 Just two weeks into the shift of Wisconsin emissions testing to 198 repair shops and dealerships, the number of failing vehicles is already higher than normal. For the past two years, an average of 6% to 7% of vehicles failed their tests at the nine centralized stations in southeastern Wisconsin,
according to state data. But the average fail rate has increased to 9% since the test sites shifted to private businesses on July 2, according to a Journal Sentinel analysis of the 18,600 tests conducted through July 18. Eight of the new testing locations had a fail rate of 20% or more. State officials say there is no cause for concern because technicians
can't tamper with test results. Technicians say facilities in some geographic locations are bound to have higher fail rates because they receive a larger proportion of cars in bad condition. Meanwhile, some drivers are complaining that the new test facilities are trying to sell them overpriced repairs they don't need. They say unlike the old facilities -
which only conducted emissions tests and did not offer other services - the newly designated facilities have an incentive to sell drivers other services to make up for the mere $2 they make from the state for conducting each test. Marianne Meunier said her 2007 Chevy Malibu had never failed a vehicle emissions test, so when a mechanic on
Milwaukee's north side told her this month that the car had failed and would need $2,500 worth of repairs to pass an inspection, she was distraught. "I haven't had a problem with my car," she said. "I didn't have the money to fix it. My husband is really sick. So we have to watch how much we spend." Meunier, 82, was skeptical but planned to take out
a loan to pay for the repairs, which consisted of a broken sensor, a fuel pump part and a broken circuit board. Her son, Terry Meunier, persuaded her to take her car to an auto-parts store instead, where a worker hooked it up to a meter that confirmed she needed the new sensor and fuel pump unit, but no circuit board. Based on that, a mechanic at
another site gave her a new estimate of $417. "That's for a tuneup, replacing the NOx sensor and replacing the sending unit in the fuel pump in the gas tank," Terry Meunier said. "When I found out they were trying to rip my mother off for $2,500 for work she didn't even need . . . Governor Walker shouldn't have done what he did. I didn't have a
problem going to those emission test places. Now I have to go to these garages and deal with these crooks." Saving money, time The federal Clean Air Act mandates that vehicles are inspected in areas with air quality problems. Vehicles must be tested if they're kept in one of seven Wisconsin counties; Kenosha, Milwaukee, Ozaukee, Racine,
Sheboygan, Washington and Waukesha. Approximately 650,000 tests are performed under the program every year. Through the end of June, emissions tests were conducted at nine centralized inspection facilities run by Envirotest Systems Corp. under a contract with the Wisconsin Department of Transportation. On July 2, automotive repair
businesses, dealerships and oil change shops took over that testing after the state signed a new contract with Systech International LLC. The change is supposed to save the state about $600,000 per year. Under the old system, Envirotest received $3.2 million in 2011 - about $4.95 for each of the 645,611 tests conducted. Systech won a new five-year
contract with a bid of nearly $2.6 million for 2012 - an expected $4.02 per test, assuming the same number of tests. The test facilities get half of that - $2 per test. The advantage for the participating facilities is that they can try to sell additional services to those who come in for tests, or attract customers back for other work or to buy a new car. The
advantage for customers is the convenience of decentralized locations, which means a shorter drive and, presumably, shorter wait times. So far, the state has had about 20 complaints from drivers, said Scott Selbach, state supervisor of the vehicle emissions testing program. "A couple of concerns about the ability just to find the facility," he said.
"Another concern about inspection facilities, where they felt the inspection facility has tried to sell them something at the end of the inspection. The first week, I think we had a couple of complaints about rudeness from the facilities." 'Kind of junky' Last year, the statewide fail rate averaged 6.4%. So far this year, one test facility, Durand Automotive
Center in Racine, registered a fail rate of 28%. Keith Hartley, an emission technician, said the high percentage at his facility was random and a result of cars being in such bad shape that their owners didn't want to fix them. "The cars are failing," he said. "They're kind of junky. We're the lucky recipient of them." Another location, National Muffler &
Brake on Fond du Lac Ave. in Milwaukee, has a 25% fail rate so far. Owner Mickey Govani said some drivers arrive in vehicles that have their "check engine" lights on - a sure sign they'll fail the test - but still want them tested. "If they bring it in, it'll be a fail. Or they'll turn the light off before they come to you because they don't want to spend the
money. It doesn't go through," he said. "We're in a neighborhood where people don't have a lot of money. They try to get through whatever they can. I don't blame them; the climate is bad." He said drivers hope that either their cars will squeak through, or they can use the free diagnosis of what's wrong with the car to fix it themselves. The Journal
Sentinel analysis shows so far this year, 70% - 139 out of 198 facilities - have fail rates that are above last year's statewide average. All the technicians the Journal Sentinel spoke to said they couldn't alter or tamper with the results of the tests. "It's 100% fail-proof," said Tim Gallitz, service director at Boucher Kia in Milwaukee. "It's physically
impossible to make someone fail that wouldn't have. . . . There's a camera on the wall watching the full thing. That's your proof nobody tampered." The fail rate at his dealership was 0%. Gallitz said at least three of four people who come in for emissions tests are new customers. He hopes customers will like the dealership's polite service and nice
facility so much they'll come back for service or even a car. Finding a location Five of the 198 approved facilities have an F rating with the Better Business Bureau, mainly because the businesses did not respond when the bureau approached them on behalf of unsatisfied customers. Another facility has a D rating. The Milwaukee location that Meunier
complained about has an A+ rating. The Wisconsin Department of Trade and Consumer Protection has only one complaint on file about the business, and it was from 2010. Unhappy customers can complain directly to the testing facility or to go Systech, the state or the Better Business Bureau. "It always comes down to, are people actually filing
complaints," said Jerad Albracht, a spokesman for the state Department of Agriculture, Trade and Consumer Protection. The state requires that test result forms include a statement saying motorists are under no obligation to get any repairs done at the facility that did the test. Selbach said the state's contract with Systech states that businesses are
not allowed to pressure drivers into purchasing services they don't need. Selbach added that the state has the power to remove a facility from the list of approved facilities if inspectors find consistent violations. The state plans to stop by unannounced to inspect the facilities. To do so, the state has filled three inspector positions that were previously
vacant, bringing the total to five inspectors compared with two last year. "Ultimately, the market is going to drive the success or failure of these businesses," Selbach said. *** Find an emissions test site and check a facility ** EMISSIONS TESTING TIPS Don't get your emissions test if your "check engine" light is on. Your car will fail the inspection.
Get the problem fixed first. (This only applies to the engine light, not other warning lights pertaining to oil changes etc.) Before you go, check out the business you're considering doing business with in the Better Business Bureau's database. If you don't trust the facility that said your car failed, double-check your diagnosis at an auto-parts store. Most
can hook up a meter to your dashboard and read the codes your car sends out for what is wrong with it. Many will do it for free. Remember you're under no obligation to get the repairs done at the same facility that conducted your emissions test. The emission results document will contain a list of 10 other places where you can get work done. Before
getting work done, get at least one other estimate. Then you know whether the car repair is necessary and the price is fair. But be aware that although a repair facility does not need to be on the list of facilities approved to do emissions tests, only money spent at a recognized repair shop can be used for a cost waiver. Complain if you're not happy with
the facility that inspected your car. You can comment online with Systech, the company that contracts with the facilities. You can also complain to the state's Department of Agriculture, Trade and Consumer Protection by calling (800) 422-7128. Did you know you can get your emissions test up to 180 days before your car's registration is due for
renewal? You don't have to wait for the state to mail you renewal papers. Just go to a state-approved facility and it can look up your car information. *** Have a tip? Do you know of a government waste issue we should investigate? A person who's scamming the system? Did a company scam you? Contact the Journal Sentinel's consumer affairs
investigator, Gitte Laasby, at (414) 223-5385 or glaasby@jrn.com. What is OBDII and how does it work? [Back to Top] The first on-board diagnostic (OBD) systems were introduced in the early 1980's to lower vehicle emissions and help automotive repair technicians in the diagnostics and repair of computerized engine controls. As a results of
improved technology, a new generation of OBD (OBDII) was developed for 1996 and newer vehicles. The new OBDII systems monitor the vehicle's electronic sensors and actuators while the vehicle is being driven to insure they are working "as designed" by the manufacturer. The on-board computer has the ability to identify a problem well before the
driver is aware of any problems, such as lack of performance, high emissions, or poor fuel economy. Early detection helps avoid costly repairs and can improve the vehicle's emissions. How is the driver notified? [Back to Top] A light on the dash, called a Malfunction Indicator Lamp (MIL), will illuminate if an emissions related problem is detected.
Below are some "MIL" examples since there is no standard MIL symbol being used by manufacturers. Your vehicle's OBDII system will turn the MIL light "ON" when it finds a fault that may cause high engine or evaporative emissions. A flashing MIL, indicates a severe fault is occurring and that immediate service is needed to prevent expensive
damage to the catalytic converter and ultimately resulting in higher emissions. (Check your owner's manual for detailed information.) Do I have to go to the dealer to get my OBDII car fixed? [Back to Top] No. Properly trained and equipped independent repair shops are capable of utilizing the diagnostic information from the OBDII system and can
make repairs just like dealers. In fact, several of the provisions incorporated in the OBDII regulation are intended to make it easier for independent shops to diagnose and repair vehicles accurately and in a cost-effective manner. The Federal Clean Air Act requires that catalytic converters and Onboard Diagnostic devices on 1995 and newer vehicles
be warranted for a minimum of 8 years or 80,000 miles. What does a North Carolina emissions inspection consist of? [Back to Top] A North Carolina emissions inspection consists of connecting a certified analyzer to the vehicle's OBDII system to verify that all vehicle emissions components/systems are working per the manufacturer specifications
along with a visual safety/tamper inspection. My Check Engine light is on, what does that mean? [Back to Top] Most manufacturers advise having the vehicle serviced as soon as conveniently possible. Since there are many different problems that can cause the light to illuminate, it is hard to generalize how severe a problem may be. However, often
the problem will have a noticeable effect on fuel economy, performance, or drivability of your vehicle, and extended driving without fixing the problem could possibly damage other components. Additionally, there are certain malfunctions that can cause the warning light to blink. This indicates that a malfunction is currently occurring which could be
damaging your catalytic converter. Because replacement of the catalyst can be expensive, many manufacturers recommend having the vehicle serviced as soon as possible. I failed my emissions inspection. My MIL (check engine) light did not come on. What do I do now? [Back to Top] The inspector mechanic is required to verify the MIL light bulb is
working by turning on the key without starting the engine. A bulb not working as a result of being burned out bulb or due to a blown fuse will cause you to fail the emissions inspection. My check engine light was on. What do I do now? [Back to Top] Your check engine light illuminated indicating something has been detected outside the
manufacturer's specifications in your vehicle's emissions control system. Your Vehicle Inspection Receipt/Statement (VIRS) will list Diagnostic Trouble Codes (DTCs) that indicate the general area of the emission control systems that do not pass inspection. If the check engine light remains on, you will need to have the problem properly diagnosed and
your vehicle repaired prior to retest. The retest is free if you return to the original inspection station within 60 days. Make sure to allow ample driving time after repairs for the vehicle to complete it's drive cycle and the OBDII computer to become "Ready" for testing (1-2 weeks, including some highway driving). Motorists should beware of offers to
turn the "Check Engine" light off in an attempt to pass the OBD II test without making repairs. If the light has been turned off without making necessary emission-related repairs, it will come back on and the vehicle will not pass the test. The vehicle will be rejected for being "Not Ready." Contact your vehicle manufacturer or repair technician and
inquire about Recalls, manufacturer applied Extended Warranties, and Technical Service Bulletins (TSBs) regarding the emission control system (research by your VIN). My vehicle was rejected for being "Not Ready", what does that mean? [Back to Top] On-Board Diagnostic II systems (OBDII) perform self-tests of their various emissions system
components utilizing various monitors while the vehicle is driven. Therefore a vehicle that has received a North Carolina emissions inspection result of "not ready" due to recent maintenance or vehicle's battery replacement or disconnection must be driven to reset monitors to a ready status. These components are referred to as "readiness monitors"
and identify whether the vehicle's computer has meet the vehicle manufacturer "enable criteria" conditions to run the required "diagnostic tests". The following are suggestions that may help get your monitors to a "Ready" status: Drive your vehicle for several days under normal conditions including some highway driving at the speed limit. Contact
your vehicle manufacturer or repair technician and inquire about Recalls, manufacturer applied Extended Warranties, and Technical Service Bulletins (TSBs) regarding the emission control system (research by your VIN). Make sure all thermostats and fuses are working properly. If your vehicle has had an after-market radio, CD player or security
system installed, make sure that the wiring is not interfering with connection to the vehicle's computer or battery system. Have a diagnostic analysis performed using an OBDII Generic Scan Tool. You may be able to obtain a copy of your vehicle's "drive cycle" from your vehicle manufacturer. You may also find information regarding your vehicle's
"drive cycle" in the owner's manual. My vehicle will not communicate, what does that mean? [Back to Top] Communications between the certified emissions analyzer and your vehicle could not be established. Below are several suggestions that could be followed to ensure you receive a North Carolina emissions inspection: The inspector-mechanic
should attempt to test the vehicle at least three times. If your vehicle has had an after-market radio, CD player or security system installed, make sure that that the wiring is not interfering with connection to the vehicle's computer or battery system. Research vehicle recalls, technical service bulletins (TSBs) and manufacturer applied extended
warranties to determine if there are any recommended repairs regarding the emission control system. Have a diagnostic analysis performed using an OBD Generic Scan Tool. Contact your local DMV district office and they can check your vehicle for communications using their scan tool (DMV License & Theft Bureau Office). What is a drive

cycle? [Back to Top] Vehicles equipped with an On-Board Diagnostic II (OBDII) perform self-test of their emission system utilizing various monitors while the vehicle is driven. These tests are referred to as "readiness monitors" and identify whether the vehicle's computer has meet the vehicle manufacturer "enable criteria" condition to run the
required "diagnostic tests". Your everyday driving patterns over a period of time should be sufficient to set all the monitors. If a North Carolina emissions inspection is required and your vehicle's battery is replaced or emission repairs were completed, the monitors will be set to "not ready" status. In this situation, your everyday driving pattern may
not be sufficient to set required monitors in a short period of time. Therefore a manufacturer's "drive cycle" must be driven. This "drive cycle", which should not be performed by inexperience drivers, is designed to allow monitors to operate in a compressed time and distance drive pattern. The correct drive cycle for your vehicle can vary greatly
depending on the vehicle model and are available from most auto manufacturers. My check engine light is on and my annual emissions inspection is due. Should I get my vehicle repaired before bringing it in for an emissions inspection? [Back to Top] If your emission inspection is due soon, have the vehicle inspected first. The vehicle will fail due to
the MIL light being commanded on, but you will receive the Vehicle Inspection Receipt/Statement (VIRS), which will document the cause of the failure. You can then provide this information to your repair technician (repairs must be made within 60 days of the initial failure to receive a free re-inspection). If the vehicle then returns for re-inspection
and fails a second time, you may be eligible for one-year waiver from DMV. See the question dealing with waivers qualifications below. What does the gas cap have to do with emissions? [Back to Top] If your gas cap is damaged or not tightened per manufacturer requirements, this will allow excess evaporative emissions to escape from the vehicle
causing the evaporative monitor to set the MIL light. Corrective action would be to replace the gas cap if damaged, but most cases retightening will solve the problem. How do I get a waiver? [Back to Top] Waivers are available for vehicles unable to pass an emissions inspection test and are granted by authorized DMV personnel. A vehicle receiving a
waiver is exempted from meeting the full requirements of the emissions test portion of the inspection for one year. For more information concerning waivers please contact your DMV License & Theft Bureau Office. Parts Waivers A parts waiver can be issued if an emission control devices has either been tampered or is inoperative and the part is no
longer available. The vehicle owner must produce three (3) forms of documentation from a dealership, automotive part store, and salvage yard supporting the claim the part is no longer available. This documentation must be signed on the company letterhead. Repair Waivers A repair waiver can be issued when a vehicle cannot pass an emission
inspection but the owner has made the attempt in correcting the emission failure. The following are the basic steps that need to be followed in order to be eligible for a repair waiver. The "OBDII Failure Brochure" which describes the repair waiver in more detail can be provided to you upon request from your inspection facility. Vehicle fails the
emissions inspection test, that is, fails the analysis of data provided by the On-Board Diagnostic (OBDII) equipment, but has passed the visual and safety portion of the inspection. The vehicle owner takes vehicle in for repairs and the repair facility provides a repair receipt listing the OBDII trouble codes that resulted in the emission inspection failure,
itemizing the repairs costing at least $200.00 made to the vehicle to correct the OBDII failure. NOTE: Repairs are to be made after vehicle fails an emission inspection. The vehicle owner must take the vehicle that failed the emission inspection, the two failed emission inspection records (VIRS), and the original repair receipts to the local DMV office.
DMV will review all documentation and inspect the vehicle for the repairs before a waiver can be issued. Non-Communication Waiver =~ A non-communication waiver can be issued if a vehicle fails the OBDII emissions inspection because the vehicle failed to communicate with the approved state analyzer, but has passed the visual and safety
inspections.The vehicle fails the OBDII emission test due to non-communication, but has passed the safety and tamper portions of the inspection. Owner takes the vehicle to the local DMV Office to be tested with an independent scan tool. If vehicle does not communicate with the scan tool, the vehicle must be repaired and communicating though the
genric OBDII protocol. If the vehicle does communicate with the scan tool, the OBDII pass/fail requirements will then be applied to the scan tool test results and a waiver can then be issued. "Not Ready" Waivers In order to receive an emission inspection the vehicle's OBD monitors must be in a "ready" state. If a vehicle has too many "not ready"
monitors, the vehicle will be rejected from receiving an emission inspection and receive a Not-Ready Rejection VIRS. The vehicle must be driven in order to set the OBDII monitors to a "ready" state. Some vehicles become "ready" very easily while some are more difficult to become "ready". Acceptable limit of "not ready" monitors are: (2) - for all
1996-2000 model year vehicles (1) - for all 2001 and newer model year vehicles The vehicle is rejected from receiving an emission inspection because it has too many "not ready" monitors, exceeding the acceptable limit. The customer attempts to get the vehicle's monitors to set by performing any of the following steps. Repairs, and/or Normal
Driving (daily driving habits, i.e. trips to store, work, activities, road trips, etc), and must be documented by a reasonable mileage change between the first and last VIRS or A manufacturer's drive cycle may be conducted in place of driving the vehicle for several days. The drive cycle performed must be presented to DMV personnel. The vehicle
returns for another inspection and again has too many "not ready" monitors, exceeding the acceptable limit. Another Not-Ready Rejection VIRS will be issued. At this point a "not ready" waiver can be issued. Owner takes the two Not-Ready Rejection VIRS to the local DMV office along with the manufacturers drive cycle, if one was used. If a "Not
Ready" Waiver can be issued, DMV personnel will make the proper arrangements with the inspection station where vehicle will be inspected. Under the supervision of DMV the inspection station will proceed with the OBD inspection making special allowance to complete the emission inspection. The vehicle must pass the visual tamper and safety
inspection portion of the emission inspection before a waiver number can be entered into the analyzer There are different scenarios when a "not ready" waiver can be issued. Please contact your DMV License & Theft Bureau Office for specific information. Below are the general procedures for the "not ready" waiver. Is my vehicle eligible for an
exemption? [Back to Top] DMV personnel may issue three types of exemptions: Kit Car/Custom Built Vehicle Out of I/M County One year Contact your local DMV district office for more details (DMV License & Theft Bureau Office).
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