How to Buy a Car: 
steps to purchase your own set of wheels
1. Try not to be in a rush – you’re always in a better position to get a good deal if you can take time researching and looking.
2. Figure out what you have to spend – remember how much it costs on average just to keep the car for a year.  Write up an estimated budget of all the different yearly items (gas, insurance, maintenance (ave. $1500), state inspection, excise tax, registration, roadside assistance) and make sure you have the money for all those items first.  Then decide how much you want to spend to buy the car from what is left over.  And remember, the least expensive way to own a car is to pay cash for a used, reliable vehicle (you’ll save thousands a year over buying new or taking out a loan on a newer used vehicle).

3. Figure out what you really need (reliability, room for 2-4 people, fuel efficiency (30 mpg) etc.) – not what you just want (color, style, etc.).  Look for something that is a 1996 or newer model – but at least 3 years old.  That way you avoid the heavy hit of depreciation on a new car, and you are still buying a car with later model engine efficiency and can still find parts easily.
4. Research for reliability.  The last three years of the April edition of Consumer Reports should be in your local library – and these include recommendations not just for new cars but also for cars up to about 8 years old.  Compare what you’ve decided you need, to what they recommend.  Make an appointment to talk about it with your regular mechanic – and take their advice into consideration.  Also check online – use a search engine to check for reviews on the makes and models you are interested in.  Don’t just listen to what a lone friend or a relative has to say.
5. Research for fuel efficiency.  Go to www.fueleconomy.gov and compare the miles-per-gallon different vehicles get.  Try to buy something that gets at least 30 miles to the gallon (or just under).
6. Research for price.  Go to www.kbb.com and www.edmonds.com and search for each make and model and get price ranges from which to start.
7. Then, start checking the classifieds.  Buying privately – directly from the current owner – is a much better deal financially than buying used through car dealerships or used car dealers.  Plus, you will get a sense of who drove the vehicle in the past.  Try your local newspapers, Uncle Henry’s, www.craigslist.org, etc.
8. Contact the owners of cars you are interested in.  Take the car out for a test drive.  Ask about the car’s maintenance history and any records they have, what kind of driving the car was used for, any problems they have had, and when the timing belt was last replaced (if the car has one).  Most people are very honest and would like to find a good new home for their vehicle.  

9. Get the vehicle checked out by an expert mechanic – a test drive and a look over will tell you very little about the true state of the car.  So if find you are really interested in a particular car, ask to leave your license information and a deposit with the owner (suggest $100) and make an appointment to take the car to your regular mechanic for a pre-purchase inspection.  Arrange to bring the car in and have your mechanic look over the list on the back of this sheet (expect to pay about $100).  Use the information gained from the mechanic’s review to decide whether you want to buy the car.  
10. If you decide you want to buy the car, use (1) the online price estimates, and (2) the mechanic’s information and estimates of what maintenance the car needs – all cars will probably need some – to renegotiate the price with the owner.  Expect to compromise at some point, but if the owner is completely unwilling to work something out, be prepared to walk away.  There are always other cars out there. 
Vehicle Pre-Purchase Checklist 

(to be performed by an automotive expert)

Note: * indicates items that would be included in a Maine State Inspection. 

1.  Road test for vehicle feel, engine operation, and supplemental systems (e.g., 4 wheel- 

     drive, if equipped)

2.  Heater & A/C operation

3.  Accessory operation (dash lights, horn*, radio, etc.)

4.  Warning light indicators activated on dash *

5.  Emergency brake operation *

6.  Wiper/washer operation & condition of blades (front & rear) *

7.  Headlamp & other exterior lights operation, and/or plastic lens damage *

8.  Condition of vehicle glass *

9.  Seatbelts & inflatable restraint system *

10.  Tire wear/condition *

11.  Condition of driveshaft joints/boots *

12.  Condition of suspension system *

13. Condition of steering system *

14. Condition of front and rear brakes (mechanical & hydraulic) *

15. Condition of exhaust system *

16. Condition of fuel tank and fuel lines *

17. Condition of body (accident damage, rust*, etc.) 

18. Engine (when oil change is due, condition of filter, description of oil leaks *)

19. Clutch operation, linkage, hydraulic system (if equipped)

20. Automatic/manual transmissions (operation, & fluid level and condition)

21. Transfer case/differential(s) – if equipped (operation, & fluid level and condition)

22. Condition of cooling system (component operation, leaks, Ph of coolant, etc.)

23. Condition of spark plugs/wires & other tune-up components (air filter, fuel filter, etc.)

24. Condition of battery (load test) & battery cables

25. A/C, power steering, and/or alternator operation/noise

26. Check on mileage of last timing belt replacement (if equipped)

27. Engine compression (or relative compression) test

It is also recommended that each of the above items be checked in both spring and fall (with the exception of # 24 – load test the battery only in the fall, and #27 – recommended for purchase).
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