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On board diagnostic systems (OBD) on 1996 and newer vehicles are being checked as part of Vermont’s annu-
al vehicle inspection program. OBD technology benefits motorists, automotive service technicians, and our envi-
ronment. It’s good for motorists because it monitors the vehicle’s performance every time it is driven and identi-
fies problems immediately, allowing repairs to be made before more serious problems develop. It’s good for 
technicians because it helps them to accurately diagnose problems, allowing for efficient and proper repairs. 
And it’s good for our environment and our health because it identifies problems that cause vehicle emissions to 
increase. 

What is OBD and how does it work? 

OBD technology was developed in the 1980s by vehicle manufacturers to help technicians diagnose and service 

the computerized engine management systems of modern vehicles. A new generation of OBD (often referred to 

as OBD II) is present on 1996 and newer vehicles. OBD II monitors all components of the engine management 

system and can detect a malfunction or deterioration of these components usually well before the driver be-

comes aware of any problem. When a problem is detected, the OBD system turns on a warning light on the in-

strument panel to alert the driver of the need to have the vehicle checked by a service technician.  

Why is the OBD check needed? 

Motor vehicles are the largest source of toxic and ozone-forming air pollutants in Vermont. While modern vehi-

cles are getting much cleaner due to newer engine management technology and emission control components, 

emissions stay low only when all these systems are working properly. OBD technology helps to ensure that ve-

hicles are operating as designed, and the OBD check ensures that the vehicle’s OBD system is doing its job.  

What does the OBD check involve? 

First, the vehicle is checked to see if the Malfunction Indicator Light (commonly called the “check engine” or 

“service engine soon” light) on the instrument panel illuminates when the ignition key is turned to the “on” posi-

tion and then when the engine is running. Next, an electronic device known as a scan tool is connected to the 

vehicle, and used to communicate with the vehicle’s on board computer. The on board computer is checked to 

confirm that the vehicle has completed self-tests, to determine if the computer has attempted to turn on the Mal-

function Indicator Light, and if applicable, to retrieve diagnostic trouble codes. The results are recorded, and the 

scan tool is disconnected from the vehicle. The entire OBD check typically takes less than 5 minutes.   
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What if my vehicle failed the OBD check? 

If your vehicle failed, it must be repaired in order to receive a new inspection 

sticker. Your vehicle should be repaired by a qualified, trained automotive ser-

vice technician equipped with the appropriate diagnostic and repair tools. De-

pending on your vehicle’s age and mileage, repairs may be covered by the 

vehicle manufacturer’s warranty. Refer to your vehicle owner’s manual for 

specific information on warranty coverage. 
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WARRANTY 

Depending on the model 

year and mileage of your 

vehicle, emissions sys-

tem repairs may be cov-

ered by the vehicle manu-

facturer.  

Vermont law requires that 

a vehicle’s entire emis-

sions control system be 

warranted for a minimum 

of 3 years or 50,000 

miles.  

Warranty coverage for 

the more expensive emis-

sions control components 

is extended to at least 7 

years or 70,000 miles, 

and the catalytic convert-

er is covered up to 8 

years or 80,000 miles.  

Some vehicles’ emissions 

control systems are war-

ranted up to 15 years or 

150,000 miles!  

Be sure to check your 

owner’s manual or war-

ranty booklet!  
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The following are the possible reasons for failing the OBD check: 

1) The vehicle’s OBD system connector has been removed or is otherwise 

not working properly. The OBD check cannot be completed if the connector 

is missing or is not working properly. 

2) The Malfunction Indicator Light does not illuminate at all when the ignition 

key is turned to the “on” position. When the vehicle’s OBD system detects a 

problem, it turns on the warning light to alert the driver to a problem. Howev-

er, if the light cannot illuminate because the bulb has burned out or is other-

wise not working, the driver would not be alerted to the problem. 

3) The Malfunction Indicator Light on the instrument panel is on (and/or com-

manded on by the vehicle’s on board computer) while the engine is running. 

This indicates that the OBD system has identified a problem which must be 

repaired. In this case, one or more diagnostic trouble codes will also be re-

ported by the vehicle’s OBD system and these codes will help your techni-

cian diagnose and repair your vehicle. 

What if my vehicle’s OBD system is “not ready”? 

If your vehicle’s OBD system is not ready, the inspection of the OBD system 

cannot be completed. While this does not necessarily mean that your vehicle 

has a problem, it does indicate that your vehicle’s OBD system has not yet 

completed it’s tests, and problems may be present, but not yet identified. A 

recently disconnected or discharged (run down) battery, or recent servicing 

using a scan tool are the most likely reasons for a vehicle’s OBD system 

being “not ready.” Note that there are a few vehicles which should not be 

rejected as “not ready”. Ask your inspection station or the Department of Mo-

tor Vehicles for further information about these exceptions.    

How do I get my vehicle’s OBD system “ready”? 

The vehicle should be driven under a variety of normal operating conditions 

in order for the OBD system to become ready. These operating conditions 

include a mix of highway driving and stop and go, city type driving, and at 

least one overnight-off period. Your vehicle owner’s manual should provide 

more specific information on getting your vehicle’s OBD system ready.   
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By paying attention to your  

vehicle’s check engine light, 

you’ll help everyone breathe  

easier. 
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