by Fred MH. Gregory

How to put the squeeze

on the automotive
fruit peddilers
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eople who buy cars are haunted by
fear of The Lemon, a kind of
“Amityville Horror” on wheels. A Le-
mon is a car that doesn’t do what it’s
supposed to do: it won’t start, doesn’t
run right, turns when you want it to go
straight . . . and, worse yet, it defies re-

air. A Lemon behaves like it has a
demented mind of its own.

Lemons are inevitable. World wide,
about 20 million cars roll off produc-
tion lines each year. A small percentage
of them are destined to be flawed to
some degree. No amount of diligence
or quality control is going to eliminate
The Lemon. If you find this difficult to
accept, remember the Apollo program,
the most expensive, impressive and
thorough technological undertaking ever
attempted by man, Two Apollo space-
craft were Lemons; three astronauts
died in one and three others were near-
ly stranded in space in another. Nothing
is perfect.
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In a recent interview with Automotive
News, a trade weekly, Henry Ford Il
admitted that Lemons still bloom forth
from his factories, although he claimed
there are “far fewer” than in the past.
Lemons are a fact of life that we must
grudgingly accept. The law of averages,
of course, is in our favor; the odds are
against buying an out-and-out, ripe Le-
mon. But what can we do if by chance
we get stuck? And what can be done
about the occasional Lemon taste that
so many new cars tend to leave in our
mouths?

First, let’s dispel the notion that there
are automobiles which are irretrievably
screwed up from the moment the last
bolt is tightened during assembly. Any
car can be made right. Sometimes,
though, the effort isn’t worth it; the cost
of laboriously rebuilding a car is greater
than that of manufacturing it. Recently,
a foreign auto maker, Jaguar, gave up
trying to fix a number of its terminally
afflicted cars and bought them back
from their irate owners. This came as a
result of protracted litigation, negotia-
tion and frustration for these luckless
consumers. If you should find yourself
stuck with a Lemon that’s this far
beyond repair, look forward to the
same kind of grief. There’s no good,
quick way to rid yourself of a Lemon
and be compensated fully for it, as far
as your peace of mind is concerned.

Super Lemons are rare. But problems
with new cars are not. Sometimes, these
difficulties can get so bad that you
might think youwre one of the cursed
few. This situation, though, is avoidable
to a great extent.

You should expect any new car to
have some teething pains. Almost with-
out exception, they will be covered by
warranty and corrected by your dealer.
At least that’s the way it’s supposed to
work. Whether it does or not depends a
great deal on you. _

Warranties have been confounding
consumers for years, what with their
impenetrable thicket of legalese and
small print. But a recent law, the Mag-
nuson-Moss Warranty Act, has cut
through a lot of this confusing gibber-
ish. The law orders that warranties be
written in “ordinary language” and re-
quires that every term and condition be
spelled out.

A warranty is a written guarantee by
a manufacturer that he will stand be-
hind his product. A full warranty prom-
ises that defective parts will be fixed or
replaced free of charge. It is good for
anyone who owns the product during
the warranty period and cannot require
unreasonable effort by the consumer
(like driving a car to Detroit to get it
fixed). If the product can’t be fixed
within a reasonable time, you’re entitled
to a new one or your money back.

A limited warranty eliminates some
of these guarantees. It may, for in-
stance, cover parts but not labor.

Among auto manufacturers, warran-
ties are also a marketing tool; some
promise more than others. Service con-

tracts, sometimes incorrectly called ex-
tended warranties, are simply insurance
policies which give extra protection for
extra money.

In addition to any written warranties,
there also exists an implied warranty on
every new car. It is grounded in state
laws and requires that your car do
whatever a car is generally expected to
do. If the wheels fall off as you drive
away from the showroom, and a written
warranty doesn’t specifically refer to
this contingency, you’re still covered be-
cause it is reasonable to expect that the
wheels will stay on.

Verbal promises and advertising
claims can be warranties, but to dispel
any doubts that may arise, get it in
writing.

So, as far as the laws of the land are
concerned, you’re in good shape. Get-
ting your complaints handled without
resorting to the courts may be another
matter.

Buying from a reputable dealer is the
first step in avoiding future problems.
You can check with your local Better
Business Bureau about the frequency of

Total Recall

n the eyes of the government, a Le-

mon is only a Lemon if there’s a
safety defect. If the flaw turns up in
enough cars of the same type, they
can be recalled for correction.

Though recalls are technically or-
dered at the initiative of the manufac-
turer, most come about as a result of
consumer complaints,

If you feel your car has something
inherently wrong with it that makes it
unsafe to any degree, describe the
problem and fire off a letter to:

Office of Defect Investigation
NES 30

400 7th St., S.W.
Washington, D.C. 20590

Also, you can call the National
Highway Traffic Safety Administra-
tion’s Auto Safety Hotline. The toll-
free number is (300) 424-9393.

Ralph Nader’s Center for Auto Safe-
ty also keeps voluminous files on Le-
mons and has been effective in getting
action. The center’s address is 1223
DuPont Circle Building, Washington,
D.C. 20036.

complaints against particular dealers for
starters. You can also assume that a
dealership which has been in business
for generations is one that is concerned
about repeat business, and they may go
that extra step to keep you happy so
youw’ll come back and buy your next car
from them.

Once you've bought a car, don’t drive
it from the lot without giving it a thor-
ough going-over. Look for flaws that

come under the heading of *“‘normal
wear and tear”: scratches, nicks in the
paint, ill-fitting or torn upholstery,
dings and dents, doors and hoods that
don’t shut properly, and anything else
that appears abnormal. Check under-
hood fluid levels and have the salesman
accompany you for a spin around the
block. If anything seems awry—the
brakes pull, you hear funny noises, the
windshield wipers don’t wipe—refuse to
accept the car. At this point there’s no
question about the dealer’s responsi-
bility or who’s at fault for any damage.

For the first few weeks and months
you own the car, treat it as though you
were a critic being paid to discover its
every flaw. Keep a pad and pencil
handy and note every glitch that arises,
describing it as precisely as possible and
cataloging it by date and mileage.
Whenever you find something wrong,
let the dealer know. Go on record as
having registered a complaint.

Establish a relationship with whomev-
er the dealer has charged with the re-
sponsibility of keeping you happy; it
may be the salesman, service manager,
customer relations person or the owner
of the store. List the time and date of
your calls, the nature of your complaint,
the name of the person you spoke with
and his recommendations.

In your log, keep track of visits to the
dealer and the work he did, and save
all receipts and paperwork. This record
keeping may may strike you as being
tedious and unnecessary, but it might
prove to be invaluable, should your
problems resist solution. It will also
keep you from forgetting to report mi-
nor complaints. And, having an accu-
rate biography and service record of
your car can’t hurt when it comes time
to sell. .

This is as far as most of us will get in
our relationship with a dealer. Ideally,
he’ll have taken care of our complaints
and we’ll be satisfied. But what if he
doesn’t?

After you've given the dealer a cou-
ple of chances and he still hasn’t come
through, go to another dealer. You are
under no obligation to have your car
serviced by the place that sold it to you.
Your warranty must be honored by any
dealer selling the kind of car you’ve
bought. ,

If you're still not content, take your
case to the manufacturer. There is a
number for you to call, usually toll-free,
listed in your owner’s manual. Each
auto manufacturer has a system to proc-
ess and handle complaints.

It works like this: You contact the
manufacturer’s customer service repre-
sentative in your zone (each auto maker
divides the country up into regions),
and he, presumably, investigates your
complaint and works through the dealer
to correct it. In recent years, the manu-
facturers have been working to improve
their performance in this area. General
Motors spells out the procedure in
every owner’s manual. Ford has estab-

continued on page 76
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Lemon-Aid

LOOking for continued from page 73
lmpOfted cal' & TtuCk p arts" lished consumer appeal boards in many

parts of the country. These boards are
made up of three consumer representa-
tives, one Ford dealer and one Lincoln-
Mercury dealer. They review complaints
and arbitrate solutions. A board’s find-
ing is binding on the dealer, but not on
the customer. If he’s still unhappy, he
can take the matter to court. Chrysler
has also established such panels in parts
of the country, as well as a central
clearinghouse for complaints in its De-
troit headquarters.

Arbitration panels are also being set
up around the country by the National
Automobile Dealers Association and lo-
cal dealer associations. They operate in
the same way as Ford’s but are based
more broadly among the dealers of var-
ious makes of cars.

If you’ve gone this far and are st111
unsatisfied, take your case to state and
local authorities. Most states have some
mechanism to deal with problems like
yours. You can start by calling the po-
lice or department of motor vehicles;
they will steer you in the right direc-
tion. In some states there are special
consumer protection departments; in
some, the attorney general’s office is the
place to go; in others it may be the
DMV. Many cities and counties have
also set up consumer affairs offices. A
call to your state representative or sena-
tor should help you in locating the
proper agency to contact.

On the federal level, complaints
should be directed to the National
Highway Traffic Safety Administration
(NHTSA) in Washington. And if you
think there’s something inherently
wrong with your car, drop a note to
Ralph Nader’s Center for Auto Safety
(see box for addresses).

There isn’t much the feds and Nader
can do for you personally, but your
complaint can lead to a recall, which
may ultimately be of benefit. And, as
far as state and local agencies are con-
cerned, their direct authority is prob-

With over 38000 part numbers in our ably limited to making the dealer fulfill

S G s e UL e the letter of the law, that is, to hold up
computerized inventory. east and west coast his end of the written and implicd war-
warchouses and more than 600 retail outlets. ranties. It’s a time-consuming ordeal,
s e At RADACZEON e which may still leave you dissatisfied.

you ” hl_}dﬂlhd[. E)Ap_/(jh()N 15 You may find yourself in a situation
America’s Full-Line Supplier of where the dealer claims, and can prove,

he’s done the work, but you feel it is
inadequate. At this point you have a
difference of opinion that can only be
resolved in court. And that involves
lawyers, depositions, legal fees...you
can imagine the trouble. But it’s an op-
Eor furth _ tion many have taken.
DL =T A : . One guy exhausted all the remedies
orithe lacation of your negrest Participating BAH/GEON Distributor and stilf5 fth he’d been screwed. So, he
: I toll free 800/421-1425. trailered his car to the plant where it

collect 213/537-1254.
GEON Automotive Inc P.O. Box 5000 Compton, California 90221 ?:ditbelfnwzssse:l?rl)z(ilaaclﬁafu;réil:ﬁlC;;(;l:

Ask for your free Preferred Customer Discount Card. made all the papers. It landed him in
jail, but he’s no longer the owner of a
Lemon. (Mr)

Imported Car & Truck Parts.
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