What is On-Board Diagnostics (OBD)?

How does OBD help motorists?

OBD is a computer package installed on 1996
and newer cars and light-duty trucks. The
engines in today’s vehicles are largely electronically controlled. Sensors and actuators sense and
control specific components (such as the oxygen
sensor and the fuel injectors) to maintain optimal
engine performance. An on-board computer
monitors all of these systems and provides an
early warning of potentially high emissions.

OBD systems are designed to alert drivers when a
component in the emission control system begins
to deteriorate or fail. Early diagnosis followed by
timely repair can often prevent more costly
repairs on the emission control system and other
vehicle systems that may affect vehicle performance. For example, a poorly performing spark
plug can cause the engine to misfire, a condition
possibly unnoticed by the driver. In turn, this
engine misfire can quickly degrade the performance of the catalytic converter. With OBD
detection of the engine misfire, the driver would
be faced with a relatively inexpensive spark plug
repair. However, without OBD detection, the
driver could be faced with an expensive catalytic
converter repair, in addition to the spark plug
repair.

Why perform OBD inspections?
OBD is designed to ensure that vehicles emit the
minimum amount of pollutants throughout their
useful life. The five-parish Baton Rouge ozone
nonattainment area is required to implement a
vehicle inspection/maintenance (I/M) program
with OBD testing. Through I/M programs,
emissions of ozone-forming pollutants from
motor vehicles can be reduced. The health
effects from prolonged ozone exposure can
include respiratory problems and damage to lung
tissue.
Which vehicles are subject to OBD inspections?
During a vehicle’s annual safety inspection,
along with the current safety and emission tests,
OBD testing will be conducted on 1996 and
newer gasoline fueled vehicles with a gross
vehicle weight rating (gvwr) of 10,000 pounds or
less, and which are registered in the parishes of
Ascension, East Baton Rouge, Iberville,
Livingston, and West Baton Rouge. Model year
vehicles 1980 through 1995 will continue to
receive visual anti-tampering checks and fuel
cap pressure tests. All vehicles will still receive a
safety inspection.

How is the driver alerted?
A special light illuminates in the dash when an
emissions related problem is detected. The
Malfunction Indicator Lamp (MIL) is reserved
for emissions problems only and cannot be used
for other failures. The MIL is activated when the
on-board computer finds a fault that could cause
emissions to exceed standards. For example, an
improperly tightened or absent gas cap can cause
the MIL light to display. Once the problem has
been addressed, the light will turn off.
Which light is the MIL?

Vehicles use a variety of warning lamps to alert
drivers of different conditions. However, in the
case of the MIL, either the phrase “Service

Engine Soon” or “Check Engine,” or a standard
symbol can be used.
What does it mean if the MIL is on?
OBD activates the MIL when it finds a fault
that may cause high exhaust or evaporative
emissions. In some cases, it means that
immediate service is needed to prevent costly
damage and high emissions. If the MIL is
flashing, immediate service is required or
costly damage may result. Please follow
manufacturer’s recommendations.
What does OBD analyze?

With the key on and engine off, the MIL
bulb is checked to verify functionality. The
inspection tool is connected to the onboard computer checking the OBD system
status. The following photograph depicts a
typical OBD connector.

Information analyzed from the vehicle’s OBD
system includes:
• Emissions MIL command – on or off;
• Which, if any, fault codes are stored;
and
• Readiness monitor status.

What are fault codes and readiness monitors?
Fault codes stored in the vehicle’s computer
indicate which system or component might be
causing the problem.
Readiness monitors are used to determine that the
emission components have been evaluated. In
other words, if all monitors are set to “ready,” the
emission components have been tested by the
vehicle’s computer system.
What are the criteria for passing the OBD
emission inspection?
The following conditions must be met in order to
pass the OBD inspection:
• The MIL must illuminate with the key
on and engine off;
• The MIL must be commanded off by the
OBD system; and
• Required readiness monitors must be set
and analysis completed.
Consumers can confirm that the MIL is activated
when the key is turned to the engine-on position,
but without the engine running. The engine can
then be started to see if the MIL stays on. If the
MIL stays on with the engine started, the vehicle
must be repaired before the test can be passed.
Readiness monitors are likely to be set unless a
vehicle’s battery has been recently disconnected
or a technician has recently cleared fault codes.

The vehicle failed inspection because the
readiness monitors were not set. How can they
be reset?
There are many reasons the monitors could be set
to “not ready.” Usually this is caused by routine
maintenance. For instance, if the battery is
disconnected for any reason, the monitors of most
vehicles need to be reset. In some cases, the car
must be driven to reset the monitors. Some
manufacturers recommend driving procedures to
reset the monitors while others do not. The
vehicle manufacturer or a qualified service
technician is the best source for this information.

Federal law requires that the emission control systems on 1995 and
later model year vehicles be warranted for 2 years or 24,000 miles.
Many vehicle manufacturers provide extended warranty coverage
beyond what is currently required by federal law. Federal law also
requires that the on-board computer and the catalytic converter on
1995 and later model year vehicles be warranted for 8 years or
80,000 miles.

If a vehicle does not pass, what should be
done?
It depends on the reason for failure, but
consumers will probably need to have their
vehicle serviced. If the MIL is on, the OBD
system has found a problem that needs to be
corrected. If the MIL is malfunctioning, then the
bulb and/or circuitry may have to be repaired.
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