Check out these great alternate transit & roadside assistance websites!
www.gomaine.org  (for good information and support with carpooling & vanpools, and to register your carpool for free emergency rides home)

www.exploremaine.org (for great information on bus service, bike routes, etc – all over Maine)

www.betterworldclub.org (excellent alternative to other roadside assistance providers (& also has a bicycle roadside assistance plan) – about the same initial price as AAA, & offers $40/yr in gas coupons)
Sarah’s Cheat Sheet for Maintaining Cars & Trucks
Engine Oil: Oil changes are critical.  Not doing them with proper regularity creates a strong possibility for major engine failure – condemning a car to an early death in the junkyard.  

--Fluid: clear-ish tan when new – dark brown to black when used; oily to the touch
--Check once a month, with engine off.  

--Replace oil and filter every 3,000 miles or three months, whichever comes first (5,000 miles for synthetic oils, i.e., Mobil 1).  Oil lubricates an engine’s moving parts and also cleans the inside of the engine by removing contaminants (metal, carbon, rust, dirt, and acid-creating particles.)  Higher miles between oil changes clearly create a fouled environment inside the engine.
--Two notes: (1) Used engine oil is a carcinogen and therefore should be treated with caution (use latex gloves).   (2) Synthetic oils have been found to increase fuel economy slightly (among other benefits) and are a good choice for people who want to depend less on petroleum-based products.

Coolant/Anti-Freeze: A healthy cooling system is very important for extending the life of an engine.  Coolant that develops scale, sludge and/or rust will corrode the system’s protective properties and clog passages inside the engine (as well as inside other components).  Also, a system that is allowed to rust will never be the same and will need to be flushed at least once a year. 
--Fluid: green, orange, or red; has a slippery feel 

--Check every oil change (look at the reservoir bottle with the car either always warmed-up or always cold).  If the level goes down from its normal position in the bottle, this indicates a leak.  

--Replace every 2 years, reverse flushing if possible.  (Extended or “long-life” coolants: change every 3 years.  Manufacturers often suggest 5 years or 150,000 miles but this length of time compromises many systems.)  

--Note:  Coolant has a sweet taste and, because it is very toxic, should be kept away from children and pets.

Automatic Transmission Fluid: The transmission is a very sensitive component and contamination affects it greatly.  It is also very expensive to replace.  If it is not taken care of and fails, it often means the vehicle will be sent to the junkyard – before its time.

--Fluid: reddish-pink; oily  
--Generally, check every oil change with engine running and vehicle warmed-up.  (Very easy to misread and overfill).  If fluid is low, indicates a leak. 

--Replace every 60,000 miles or every 4 years, whichever comes first.  

--Note: Used transmission fluid is also a carcinogen and should be handled as engine oil above.

Manual Transmission Fluid (See above)

--Fluid: some systems use engine oil, some use gear lube (a thick, strong smelling fluid with a color similar to engine oil)
--Check every other oil change or so.  This usually entails removing a fill plug on the transmission itself, with the vehicle on the lift – so ask your mechanic to do this for you.  If fluid is low, indicates a leak.
--Replace every 60,000 miles as above.

Brake Fluid: The vehicle should not be driven if there is any major drop in brake fluid level –  with loss of brake hydraulic pressure the vehicle will not stop.  Also, brake fluid should be replaced every 2 years because it begins to absorb moisture.  This moisture attacks the mechanical components in the brake system, compromising its integrity and the safety of the vehicle.

--Fluid: clear-ish tan when new, dark brown when dirty; slippery feel
--Check every oil change.  Level will drop slightly over time as brake pads and shoes wear down (thus increasing the path of travel of the brake mechanisms).  But level should not be allowed to drop below “minimum”.  
--Replace fluid every two years.  
--Note: Brake fluid is very caustic and will strip paint and other surfaces.

Power Steering Fluid: Address a leak as soon as possible for safety reasons – and also to protect the power steering pump from failure due to lack of fluid.

--Fluid: some systems use “power steering” fluid, some use automatic transmission fluid – it should be indicated on the cap or in the vehicle owner’s manual; power steering fluid is clear when new, brown when dirty; slippery feel
--Check every oil change, generally with engine running.  If fluid is low, indicates a leak.    
-- Replace fluid every 3-4 years.  (Manufacturers generally do not recommend a fluid change interval – but replacing fluid helps better maintain the pump and inner seals.)  
Tune-up Components: A well running engine cuts down on internal engine wear and greatly improves fuel economy.

--Replace air filter at least once a year.  Very inexpensive way to protect engine from highly wearing dirt particles.

--Replace spark plugs, fuel filter, distributor cap and ignition rotor (if equipped), and PCV (positive crankcase ventilation) valve (if equipped), every 30,000 miles or 2-3 years – whichever comes first.

--Replace ignition wires every 60,000-90,000 miles. 

Hoses/Belts/Thermostat: These should be checked & replaced preventatively to avoid the inconvenience (and cost) of a break-down when they fail.

--Have hoses (radiator, heater, and any bypass hoses) checked during spring and fall check-ups to monitor condition (hardening, cracking, softening due to oil drippage on the rubber, etc.)

--Replace radiator hoses once every 5 years – other hoses can be replaced closer to 10 years

--Have drive belts checked during spring & fall check-ups, too.  Check for cracking, fraying and glazing – replace if needed.

--If a belt squeaks when starting the vehicle get it checked and adjusted as soon as possible.  It may need to be replaced if it is stretched beyond tightening or shows signs of wear.

--Replace thermostat every 5 years (use a high quality, heavy duty thermostat).
--Check to see whether your vehicle has a timing belt and, if so, when it should be replaced.  Then replace it at that interval.  Failure to do so can cause major engine damage.
Tires/Wheels/Steering/Suspension: A correctly aligned car with balanced and properly pressurized tires creates significantly less wear on tires, steering & suspension.  This saves money on parts, sends fewer tires to the landfill, and improves fuel economy.

--Check tire pressure once a month with tire pressure gauge.  Correct pressure for tires are found on the Tire Loading Information Label sticker, located somewhere on the car – the owner’s manual will explain where.  (Don’t go by how tires look.  And don’t assume a general number – e.g. 30 PSI – is right for the vehicle.  Correct pressures are very specific to each make and model.)  Check when tires are cool (before driving).  Put it on your calendar to remind yourself.

--Rotate tires every 6 months – a good thing to do during the spring and fall check.  (More often if you put more than 15,000 miles a year on the car).

--Balance tires and get an alignment once a year.  Frost heaves and potholes put cars in the “severe” service category and are very hard on correct car alignment.  Also, a technician will do a pre-alignment inspection for too much movement in your steering and suspension components – a good check to have done.
--Get tires, steering, suspension, & alignment checked if any steering symptoms or have hit a significant road hazard at a speed over 20 mph.
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