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On-Board Diagnostics (OBD) 
 
What is OBD and how does it work? 
On-board diagnostic systems (OBD) were 
developed in the 1980’s to help technicians 
diagnose and service the computerized engine 
systems of modern vehicles. A new generation of 
these systems called OBD II is present on 1996 
and newer vehicles. These new systems, 
regardless of the type of vehicle, now monitor 
standard components, use similar computer 
“language,” and have similar criteria for 
evaluating the systems and indicating problems 
to the driver and the repair technician. 
 
OBD monitors the components that make up the 
emission system and key engine components. It 
can usually detect a malfunction or deterioration 
of these components before the driver becomes 
aware of the problem. When a problem that 
could cause a substantial increase in air 
emissions is detected, the OBD system turns on a 
dashboard warning light to alert the driver of the 
need to have the vehicle checked by a repair 
technician. 
 
What does this have to do with air 
pollution? 
Motor vehicles are the largest source of smog 
forming air pollutants in Oregon. Modern 
vehicles are getting cleaner due to newer 
technology and emission control components, 
but the emissions are only low when all the 
systems are in proper working order. When an 
engine is not running as efficiently as possible, 
performance is lost, fuel is wasted, and air 
emissions increase. OBD can detect problems 
that may not be noticeable upon visual 
inspection. By detecting emission control 
component deterioration and/or failures, and 
alerting the driver to the need for potential 
repair, vehicles can be properly serviced before 
more serious and expensive problems develop. 
 
How does DEQ Test OBD? 
DEQ performs an OBD test on 1996 and newer 
gasoline and diesel powered vehicles up to a 
gross vehicle weight (GVW) of 8,500 lbs. 
Gasoline powered vehicles with a GVW between 
8,501 lbs and 14,001lbs receive the basic tailpipe 
test.  Diesel powered vehicles of 8,501 lbs GVW 
are not tested. 
 
The test consists of a plug that connects to the 
vehicle's computer and downloads emission 
system information. The test does not change, 

alter or otherwise affect the computer. It only 
reads emission system information. 
 
Why is the OBD test better? 
This test is quicker and more effective than the 
basic emissions tests. It can also lower repair 
costs if there is a malfunction because the test is 
more specific about the problem and can help 
save troubleshooting time. 
 

 
 

The OBD test consists of a scan tool that plugs 
directly into the vehicle’s computer, giving an instant 
reading on the status of the emission systems. 
 
Early diagnosis followed by timely repair can 
often prevent more costly repairs to either 
electronic or mechanical components. For 
example, a poorly performing spark plug can 
cause the engine to misfire, a condition 
sometimes unnoticed by the driver. The engine 
misfire can, in turn, quickly degrade the 
performance of the catalytic converter. With 
early OBD detection of the engine misfire, the 
driver would be faced with a relatively 
inexpensive spark plug repair. However, without 
OBD detection, over time the driver could be 
faced with an expensive catalytic converter 
repair in addition to the spark plug repair.  
 
How does the driver know there is a 
problem? 
When the OBD system determines that a 
problem exists, a corresponding “Diagnostic 
Trouble Code” is stored in the computer 
memory. The computer also illuminates a 
dashboard light indicating “Service Engine 
Soon” or “Check Engine” or displays an engine 
symbol. This light informs the driver that a 
problem has been detected and vehicle service is 
needed. 
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The illuminated dashboard light is intended to 
inform the driver of the need for service as soon 
as possible. Certain severe engine malfunctions 
may cause the light to blink or flash, indicating 
the need for a reduction in speed and immediate 
service. Consult a dealer, a qualified repair 
technician, or your vehicle owner’s manual for 
further guidance. 
 
Can anyone service an OBD related 
problem? 
Only qualified, trained technicians equipped with 
the appropriate diagnostic and repair equipment 
should conduct OBD related service. With the 
population of modern technology cars growing, 
many repair shops should have qualified 
personnel for this service. Vehicle owners should 
ask if the technicians have received proper 
training and have access to the necessary 
equipment to properly service OBD equipped 
vehicles. 
 
For a list of “Recognized Auto Repair Shops” 
contact DEQ at 971-673-1630 x0 or ask your 
DEQ inspector. 
 
When the car is delivered to the repair shop, a 
service technician can quickly retrieve the stored 
diagnostic trouble codes from the computer 
memory using a computer “scan tool.” By using 
this information, the technician can identify the 
problem and make the proper repair. 
 
What does “not ready” mean? 
Your vehicle’s computer reviews the status of its 
emission systems within the vehicle. After most 
repair procedures, the service technician will turn 
off the dashboard check engine light, which 
resets the status of all the vehicle’s emission 
system components to “not ready”. This may 
also occur by disconnecting the battery. The 
status stays “not ready” until the vehicle’s 
computer reviews that component which can 
sometimes take up to a week. For 1996-2000 
model year vehicles, if more than two 
components are detected by DEQ as “not ready”, 
the vehicle will fail the test.  All 2001 model 
year and newer vehicles will fail if more than 
one component is “not ready”.  Also if a vehicle 
fails for a catalyst or evaporative code, these 
emission system components will be required to 
be at “Ready” status to pass the test.  Other 
conditions may prevent your vehicle from 
passing the emissions test. Please consult your 
auto repair specialist. 
 
 
 

 
 
How do I make the statuses “ready”? 
After resetting trouble codes or disconnecting the 
battery, the repair technician may be able to 
drive the vehicle through a special driving cycle 
and review the readiness status using a scan tool. 
If you do your own repairs and have reset the 
trouble codes or disconnected the battery, you 
should drive the vehicle in normal fashion, both 
at cruising speeds and “stop and go” driving for 
a week before coming to the test. This will give 
the computer a chance to review most of the 
systems and, if the vehicle was properly 
repaired, reset the statuses to “ready”. 
 
Can the dashboard light be turned off? 
After fixing the problem, the service technician 
will turn off the dashboard light. There are also 
situations under which the vehicle’s OBD system 
can turn off the dashboard light automatically if 
the conditions that caused a problem are no 
longer present. If the OBD system evaluates a 
component or system three consecutive times 
and no longer detects the initial problem, the 
dashboard light will turn off automatically. As a 
result, drivers may see the dashboard light turn 
on and then turn off. For example, if the gas cap 
is not properly tightened after refueling, the 
OBD system can detect the vapor leak that exists 
from the cap not being completely tightened. If 
the gas cap is subsequently tightened, the 
dashboard light should be extinguished within a 
few days. This is not an indication of a faulty 
OBD system. 
 
How do I know if my emission control 
systems are covered under warranty? 
Federal law requires that the emission control 
systems on 1995 and newer model year vehicles 
be warranted for a minimum of 2 years or 24,000 
miles. Warranty coverage for the on board 
computer and catalytic converter (only) is 
extended to 8 years or 80,000 miles for these 
same vehicles. Many automakers provide 
extended warranty coverage beyond that required 
by law. Depending on the model year and 
mileage of your vehicle, emission system repairs 
may be covered by the manufacturer. Consult 
your vehicle’s warranty documents for more 
information. 
 
Alternative Formats 
Alternative formats of this document can be 
made available.  Contact DEQ’s Office of 
Communications & Outreach for more 
information at (503) 229-5696.

 


