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Meet the author

A car is usually the second largest purchase we make after a house. But while few would buy a house without professional help, many think nothing of spending thousands on a new car with little more research or care than they would put into replacing their fridge.

I want this book to help the ordinary driver, not the enthusiast or amateur mechanic, to learn responsible car ownership from purchase to trade-in or scrapping. I’ve tried to make it non-technical and easily understood but to help you, any word in the glossary on page 246 is in bold type when it first appears in the text.

Hopefully, this book will enable you to buy a car as painlessly as possible. Once you have bought the car, this book will help you keep it safe and running efficiently. But no book of this kind is a replacement for your car’s handbook. If your handbook says one thing and this book suggests something else, you’d be safer to follow the handbook. This is because it might be a feature that is unique to your car.

Motoring laws and regulations change constantly and vary throughout the world. This book is written for the UK market – your legal responsibilities as a car owner and driver vary greatly around the world, so should be checked locally. While this book will be updated from time to time, you must be aware that legislation changes, so even in the UK there may be differences. If you have any doubt, seek professional advice from a car dealer, government agency or motoring organization.

 

John Henderson 2010


1: Only got a minute?

It is not vanity to look after your car, it’s common sense. Taking a financial view, a car is a big investment for anyone, even if you can only afford an old one, and it makes sense to protect that investment as much as you can by keeping it in reasonable condition. But unlike almost any other purchase, your life can depend on your car and how you look after it. A neglected washing machine might flood the kitchen but it is unlikely to kill you. A neglected car may put you and your family under a truck.

Yet you do not need special skills to keep a car safe. Anyone can check a tyre’s pressure and tread depth, look at a brake fluid reservoir or read the handbook to see how often the car needs servicing. Checking oil level on a dipstick requires no special abilities and nobody needs instructions on how to clean the windscreen to make it easier to spot road hazards.

Noticing when things are wrong and doing something about it can save you money in the long run because spotting a small fault can stop it becoming a big one.

As you learn about your car, you also become less likely to be taken for a ride. If you know what that uneven tyre wear means you are not going to buy a used car showing it without insisting the seller gets the wheel alignment sorted and replaces the tyres.

Furthermore, if you are more car aware you are much more likely to buy a car that suits your needs and your pocket. You will recognise what is important and what can be ignored when buying a car and are more likely to know the questions to ask. You won’t be the sort of person who doesn’t think to check whether the boot is big enough or who buys a car with expensive alloy wheels sporting low profile tyres that give a hard ride and are expensive to replace, just because it looks cool.


5: Only got five minutes?

The most important part of buying a car is research, whether you plan to buy a brand new Range Rover or a well-used hatchback. If you find out as much as you can about your choice you are far less likely to make expensive mistakes.

Remember, if you get rid of a car soon after buying it, you lose a lot of money. That is because you lose any taxes paid on it and it is unlikely you will be able to sell it for as much as you paid for it, especially if it was a new car. So, make sure you buy something you can live with.

Whether you are buying new or used, think carefully about your needs. A country dweller with a family and a large dog has very different needs to an urban bachelor. Also check running costs are within your means, including getting insurance quotes – and have a look at depreciation, either by visiting a car pricing website or simply by doing a used car search. All new cars lose more money in the first year than subsequent years (the VAT alone creates a huge ‘loss’) but some lose more than most, making them an unwise new car buy but a good second-hand prospect.

Look at what equipment the different versions have and decide what is important to you. There is no point paying extra for the top model if a mid-range one has all you want. But if you are buying new and add extras, you will not get that money back when you sell the car, so buying the next model up makes more sense than adding lots of kit. Used car buyers who do not know what was standard on a particular model in a certain year cannot complain if they find it hasn’t got air conditioning because it was only standard on the next model up that year.

If you are buying used, try to find out about common faults in the car you want. There are plenty of online sources, or you can have a chat with a friendly mechanic.

Car prices are negotiable. You are unlikely to get a discount on a new model, anything with a waiting list or something rare and desirable, but you might be able to talk them into including accessories or things like extended warranties. New cars dealers often have price leeway to secure sales but, in general, the cheaper the car the less you are likely to get off because the profit margins also shrink.

With used cars, though there are ‘book’ prices on them, the car is worth what people will pay for it. Many sellers price over the odds with the intention of coming down and if you know this car is priced, say, £1,000 over what the guides say is reasonable, you have a good bargaining start point.

Keep calm when haggling and remember that car sales people are trained negotiators, so don’t feel too sorry about pushing the price down – they are not going to sell it for less than they know they can get. If you push them too far down, they’ll just dig in and that’s when you must decide whether to shake on the deal or walk away. Do not be influenced by claims like ‘I’ve got someone coming to see it this afternoon’ if you are not happy with the deal or want to think about it. Call their bluff: if they do sell it, there will be another one; if they don’t, you can use it to haggle the price down.

Having gone to all this trouble to get the car you want, look after it. If you have ever bought a second-hand car you know that when you saw one that was obviously not looked after, it created a bad impression and made you less willing to risk buying. If you do not care for your car and keep a service record, you reduce its resale value when you come to sell it. The more your car is worth when you replace it, the less money you must find for the next one.

Looking after it starts with listening to what the sales person tells you on delivery and then reading the handbook when you get home. In the later chapters of this book we explain all the other tricks to keeping it smart, from regular safety checks to cleaning it. Apart from the hard-earned cash this vehicle represents, your safety and convenience also depend on looking after it.


1

Choosing your car

In this chapter you will learn:


	how to choose a car

	how to find finance and insurance

	environmental considerations.



Choosing a car, even if you are not an enthusiast, is a head and heart matter. Your head may say the most sensible car to buy is the economical hatchback but your heart may be won by the small sports car. This is not necessarily a bad thing. Too many people fail to realize that a car is something they have to live with for years, and knowing you have saved lots of money on something sensible or on a showroom bargain soon loses its appeal if you can’t stand the sight of the thing on your drive. However, you mustn’t let your heart run away with you because the fun will go out of the sports car just as quickly if it doesn’t suit your lifestyle or drains your pocket of more than you can afford.

In recent years car designers have excelled at creating cars to meet every need and style. Indeed, the latest evidence is that buyers are moving away from the traditional car classes to seek more style, practicality and individuality. This is one reason why 4×4s have become so popular when so few people actually need their abilities, but it also applies to smaller cars. For example, in Europe there are increasing numbers of what are sometimes called compact multi-purpose vehicles (MPVs) which offer the versatility and shape of the large seven-seat MPV ‘people carriers’ (a ‘van’ in the USA) but in a five-seat body little bigger than a small hatchback. In many countries, demand for saloons is fading away because of their lack of versatility.

This means however and wherever you live and whatever your budget, within reason, there is something to suit you. However, if you live and work in a large city you should seriously consider whether you really need a car. A car costs you money even when it is parked, through tax, insurance, depreciation and servicing (it still needs to be serviced at least annually), so if it is only being used for the odd shopping trip or the occasional weekend in the country, might you be financially better off taking a taxi or hiring a car for the odd times when public transport is impractical?



Insight

I was shocked to find on a used car website that if I entered a London postcode I found several cars that were three or four years old with less than 5,000 miles on the clock. In fact, one had done less than 1,000 miles a year; just think of the cost per mile the owner was paying!



Size matters

Traditionally, cars are split into classes. Using the Ford European range as examples, because everyone knows what they are, the Ka is class A, Fiesta is B, Focus is C and Mondeo is D, and so on. However, many cars now bridge these classes: compact MPVs often sit between classes B and C while some cars, like Ford Focus C-Max, Volkswagen Golf Plus and Vauxhall’s Zafira, are about the same size as a C-class hatch but have the space of a D-class or better. Car classes vary in other markets, as do perceptions. The American and Australian idea of a ‘small’ car is not the same as the European one. Indeed, the smallest car Ford sells in the USA is the Focus and in Australia it is the Fiesta. But wherever you live, the bigger the car you have, the more money you will spend on fuel, and the more you will be contributing to your world being damaged by people burning more fuel than they need to.

BIGGER ISN’T BETTER

Generally, the bigger the car the more expensive it is to buy and run, though there are exceptions especially among the latest turbodiesels which often give large cars the fuel consumption more usually associated with much smaller ones: you can now get luxury diesel sports saloons which reach 60 mph in less than eight seconds but still do better than 50 mpg.

These days you do not have to buy a bigger car than you need to get a high level of equipment, safety or refinement. Upmarket versions of even the smallest hatches are now very well equipped and, while bigger and more luxurious cars have extremely high levels of safety and refinement, the gap between them and more mundane cars, in this respect, is shrinking. There are plenty of small hatchbacks in which you cannot hear the engine at motorway speeds, while wind and road noise are also subdued. Manufacturers these days often compete with each other to be able to boast ‘best safety in class’.

BIGGER INSIDE

So, your first consideration is to work out how big a car you need. Even if you have a family and need space in the back, don’t discount B-class hatches – some have a lot of passenger room for their size. Indeed, many of the latest have more room in the back for long legged people behind a tall driver than some much larger executive saloons. A good indicator of interior space is wheelbase, the measurement between the front and rear wheels. The further the wheels are apart, the more room there is to put things between them, so if you have two cars that are the same overall length, the one with the longer wheelbase is likely to have more space. But also consider how this space is used. If you are very tall and have no children, maximum room in the front may be more important to you. If you want a car to carry dogs or scuba gear, a large load area may be more important than rear passenger space.

Think carefully before you go up a size. It might be nice to have the extra space but if you don’t need it you are paying for extra metal and, usually, extra fuel to carry it around. However, trying to cram everything into a smaller car than you need is neither convenient nor safe and if you end up having to use a roof rack, fuel consumption will suffer.



Insight

I am tall at 6 ft 2 in and people are often surprised when they see me getting out of a small car saying it’s comfortable. But computer-aided design has allowed car designers to make the best of what the industry calls the car’s ‘packaging’, which is the way they fit everything into the space available. Today I often find that even in small cars I can put the driver’s seat in my long legged position and am still able to sit comfortably in the seat behind it. True, in a larger car I might be able to spread out more, but the days are gone when all Fiesta-sized cars were only viable transport for two adults and two children. So, before you dismiss the next car size down as ‘too small’ have a sit in one instead of just looking through the window, and see if it really is as cramped as you expected.



OPENING DOORS

The number of doors is also important and there are two schools of thought here. Some say four doors are always better than two because the car will be easier to sell on and usually retains the extra cost of the back doors. It is also true that even if you do not often carry passengers, the extra doors are more convenient, they often make it easier to lower rear seats and give you extra access to the luggage area when you do.

However, a single person or childless couple may so rarely use the rear doors that, if they are on a tight budget, it is not worth paying several hundred pounds more for a feature they might only need a few times a year. In addition, there are some two door cars where the doors are so long that access to the back is little harder than in a four-door, though even these can be awkward for those with mobility problems. If you have children, remember: getting them strapped into a child seat in the back of a two-door car can be very difficult even with a co-operative child.

Hatchbacks and estate cars are often called three- or five-doors because the hatch is considered to be a door. These are the most versatile of cars, but if load carrying is important, take a good look at that back door, because not all are as practical as they seem. The ideal shape is a hatch that opens as near as possible to the full width of the load area all the way down: there is no point having a wide floor if the lower part of the hatch is only half that width. A hatch that opens as near to the floor as possible also makes loading and unloading much easier.

If you regularly carry large objects, a rear seat that folds completely flat is a must because it makes it easier to slide things in and means objects are totally supported by the floor, not angled up against a sloping seatback.

Engines

Choosing an engine is bound to be a matter of compromise. In general, the more powerful it is, the more fuel it consumes but it is stupid to choose a high economy engine if it can’t do what you want. A small, economical engine might haul your chosen car happily through town traffic but if you do a lot of motorway driving it could prove frustrating and a false economy.

BALANCE OF POWER

Do not assume the smallest engine is always the most economical. There is an optimum engine size for the car and the work you intend to do. For example, there is a 1.5 turbodiesel engine used by Nissan and Renault that is available in two power outputs, and the official fuel consumption figures show only slightly better fuel consumption for the more powerful one. But on the road, while both do around 60 mpg in town, taking them onto a motorway sees the lower powered engine’s fuel consumption worsen more markedly than the more powerful version’s.

In general, a more powerful engine is working less hard when maintaining cruising speeds and accelerating up to speed on faster roads. Similarly, if you want to tow or carry heavy loads, a more powerful engine is likely to manage it better. If you only want to potter around town, however, you’d probably be best opting for the smaller engine, which should still prove more economical.

UNDERSTANDING FIGURES

So how can you tell what engine will suit you best? It helps to understand the engine performance figures quoted in brochures and road test articles. Most people understand ‘power’, usually expressed as brake horsepower (bhp) or kilowatts (Kw), though you may also see it as PS which is the abbreviation for the German word for horsepower. A kilowatt is 1.341 bhp while 1 PS is 0.986 bhp. This is power like a racehorse going flat out, carrying the car on to its maximum speed.

Car specifications show these figures as ‘X bhp or lb ft at Y,000 rpm’. This means the engine develops its maximum power, or torque (represented by ‘lb ft’ – see below), at that many engine revolutions (revs) per minute (rpm). This can give you important clues as to how that engine feels. Generally, if the engine revs shown are high, it needs to be worked hard to get the best from it.

TORQUE EXPLAINED

The less understood torque is more important than horsepower for day-to-day driving. Torque is often described as the twisting power of the engine – what gets the wheels turning. Think of it like the energy you see as a heavy horse leans into the collar and starts a cart moving. Many people call it pulling power and it is what gives the car its gutsy flexibility. Flexibility means having to work it less hard, having to change gear less and getting more relaxed cruising where the car maintains and regains speed more easily. Torque is usually shown as pounds-feet (lb ft) or the metric Newton Metres (Nm). A Newton Metre is 0.738 lb ft.

With torque, the lower the engine revs the better as this means the engine will show good flexibility from low speeds. However, a good spread of torque is also important, meaning that the engine develops useful levels of it across a wide rev range. Some diesels hold their torque peak for a long time, so the specification might read ‘200 lb ft 1,800–2,550 rpm’ which suggests extreme flexibility. With the right gearbox you might be able to keep it in or near that 750 rpm range from 60–70 mph in top gear giving you very relaxed, flexible and economical cruising and good progress on country roads in higher gears.

Sometimes you see engine performance expressed as a simple graph with a steep curve for power and a flatter one for torque (see Figure 1.1 ). They usually show engine revs across the bottom with power up one side and torque up the other. This can tell you a lot more than the bare figures by showing you how the engine delivers its performance. For example, you might have a petrol engine which develops peak torque at fairly high revs, but the graph shows how it produces more than, say, 85 per cent of that peak over 2,000 or 3,000 rpm and would be much more flexible than the bare figures suggest.

[image: Image]

Figure 1.1 This torque graph for a Honda 2.4 litre petrol engine shows that while torque (flatter curve) peaks at fairly high revs, flexibility is assured by good output at lower revs.

This may sound very technical, but it is worth understanding because it will stop you discounting cars for the wrong reason (and mean nobody can baffle you with ‘torque talk’). For example, many people look at 0–60 mph or 0–62 mph (100 kph) standing start figures as the ultimate indicator of acceleration and are then baffled that a car that takes longer to hit 60 mph feels so much quicker on the road, as is often true with diesels. That is because a car with a good torque spread but lower power is likely to be much more flexible in normal driving than one with a lesser torque spread and higher power, which shows if top gear 50–70 mph acceleration is quoted. Unless you are a bit of a boy racer, you are unlikely to want to send a car wheel spinning from standstill to hit 60 mph as quickly as possible, but you often want to accelerate from 50 to 70 in top gear.

So, those are the characteristics you are looking for. The next choice is petrol or diesel.

DIESEL

Diesel sales are booming all over Europe, with good reason. Though these engines are almost always more expensive to buy than petrol engines, because they are more expensive to produce, fuel economy is between 20 and 30 per cent better than equivalent petrol units. This used to mean suffering a lot of extra noise and sluggish performance but that is no longer the case and the latest generation diesels give little clue to the fact that there is anything different under the bonnet – if anything, it will usually only be that they have a deeper sound.

Many dealers will sit you down and do calculations based on your mileage to point out that you will never get the difference in cost back on fuel savings. However, you will get a substantial lump of it back, good diesels currently hold their value well and the best of them are so much nicer to drive than petrol engines of similar, or even inferior, economy that these facts alone can make them worth more. This is particularly true of smaller cars where the diesels have a much more drivable nature than small petrol engines can manage. Indeed, on car press launches it is increasingly common for the after drive talk among journalists to be how the diesel is the best of the bunch. There are even hot hatch, convertible and roadster diesels now, offering style and sporty performance with high economy.

If you need or want a 4×4, a diesel is really the only sensible option, bringing fuel consumption into affordable realms and significantly improving its resale values (if a buyer can afford petrol off-roader consumption, they can afford to buy a new one). Diesels also have the ideal power delivery for the towing and off-road work these vehicles do in rural areas.

PETROL

Despite the view of diesel cars above, if you do very low mileage in an ordinary car it can be difficult to justify the extra cost of a diesel and most car models come with a much wider range of petrol engines. Increasingly, the larger petrol engines are designed for flexibility rather than power while modern fuel systems, like direct petrol injection, drastically improve fuel efficiency.

HYBRID

A few cars are powered by petrol electric hybrid systems, with the first diesel electric hybrid launched in 2010. Here the conventional engine is supplemented by an electric motor with a battery pack. The fuelled engine charges the batteries and cuts in when the power demanded is more than the electric motor can deliver. Petrol hybrids are popular in America and Japan (where diesels are unpopular for historical reasons) and with Westminster politicians because they can look green while avoiding London congestion charging, but it is debatable whether their exemption from the charge is justifiable. The theory is that at low speeds they run on non-polluting electric power but in practice they can only do this at very low speeds and when fully charged, so much of the time they run on petrol or a combination of petrol and electric. True, the petrol engine cuts out when the car halts in traffic jams and restarts automatically, but there are conventional engined cars that do the same, and there is nothing to stop you turning the key.

Cost has been their biggest drawback with the difference between petrol and petrol electric as much as five times the difference between petrol and diesel. However, cheaper models are appearing that cost little more than rival diesels. But for all the extra technology, the fuel economy of a petrol hybrid is not much better than a diesel’s, while there are also concerns about the high-energy use during manufacture and recycling batteries.

There is more information on greener fuel options in the section on environmental concerns later in this chapter.



Insight

The official EU fuel consumption figures are unusually kind to hybrid cars because the test’s urban cycle is so gentle that they run on electric power much more than in real-life traffic. The British magazine What Car? found when comparing EU consumption figures with more realistic tests that all EU figures are optimistic but the greatest difference between official and test consumption figures was in hybrid cars. As a rural driver, I achieve nothing like the official figures when testing hybrid cars, yet with diesels may even do better.



FUEL PROS AND CONS

 



	Diesel pros

	Diesel cons




	Good economy

	Dearer to buy




	Lower emissions

	A few are loud




	Safer than petrol

	Fuel smell lingers on hands and clothes




	Good driving flexibility

	Older diesels’ emissions not as clean as petrol




	Good ones hold their value well

	Disliked in America for historical reasons




	Considerable tax advantage on fuel in some countries

	 




	Greater range from a tank full

	 




	Most diesel is at least partly plant derived

	 




	Some small diesels avoid congestion charges

	 





 



	Petrol pros

	Petrol cons




	Cheaper cars to buy

	Higher CO2 emissions




	Wide range of engines

	Its vapour ignites easily and explosively




	Fuel soon evaporates if spilled

	Less range than diesel from the same sized tank




	Higher powered engines

	Solely a fossil fuel





 



	Hybrid pros

	Hybrid cons




	Lower emissions than equivalent petrol engines

	Expensive to buy




	Good flexibility as electric and petrol work together

	Higher energy use in manufacture than conventional engines




	Shuts petrol engine off in jams

	Rarely runs on electric alone




	Zero emissions when running on electric

	Complex




	Avoids congestion charging

	Batteries have limited life and must be carefully recycled




	Tax concessions in some countries

	Heavier than equivalent petrol cars




	 

	Diesels usually match their economy and emissions




	 

	Same safety drawbacks as petrol cars





Gearboxes

Choosing between a manual or automatic gearbox is largely a matter of personal preference. Modern automatics often perform well, responding quickly and rarely getting in the way of spirited driving. A few even offer the same performance and economy as manual gearboxes.

Basically, the more gears you have available, the better. All new cars have at least a five-speed manual box, though, increasingly, high performance models and the better diesels have six speed.

Diesels’ high torque means they can often cope with very tall top gears for extremely relaxed cruising. Some high performance cars though, have a sixth gear no taller than most ordinary cars’ fifth, but this allows the ratios between the other gears to be ‘closer’. This means when you change gears up or down, the change in engine speed is not so great, making it easier to keep the engine in its most responsive rev range.

AUTOMATICS

Most automatics are four- or five-speed, though six-speed automatics are becoming more common and some luxury cars have seven- or even eight-speed gearboxes. Modern automatics also often offer a choice of ‘normal’ or ‘sports’ modes, where the latter holds gears longer, responds more quickly to use of the throttle and, in some, avoids using top gear. Increasingly they have a manual touch-change, sometimes called a sequential shift, pioneered by Porsche with its Tiptronic system. This allows you to shift up and down in sequence manually by tapping the lever back and forth or using steering wheel mounted paddles and can be used when extra control or quicker responses for harder driving are required.

True automatics have a device called a torque converter, which uses hydraulics to move between gears as required, but there are an increasing number of automatic and semi-automatic gearboxes with some sort of electronic clutch. Some are very good, like Volkswagen’s Dynamic Shift Gearbox, which uses two clutches so one is getting the next gear ready while the other is engaged, but some of those in smaller cars produce very jerky shifts in auto mode, especially at modest speeds, so check you can live with them in town.

CVT

You may also come across continuously variable gearboxes or continuously variable transmissions (CVT). This is an automatic box but, instead of having a combination of set gears to engage, it has electronically controlled pulleys and steel belts which, as the name suggests, continuously vary the ratio being used. That means they ideally match themselves to the demands
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Additional costs




	depreciation

	servicing

	tax

	insurance.
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MAKING COMPARISONS


CUTTING COSTS




	Volunteer to pay a higher ‘excess’, which is the first few hundred pounds of a claim. You may be able to claim this back from another driver’s insurance if you were not to blame.

	Limit the drivers to named people.

	If you do unusually low mileage you may be able to get a discount but check what happens if you go over the mileage limit set by the premium. You don’t want to be worrying if, say, you have to make frequent long journeys to see a sick relative.

	Have a relationship: young men putting a woman on the policy as a second named driver can sometimes get a reduction because it suggests the stabilizing influence of a long-term relationship. Likewise, married couples usually pay less than singles in similar circumstances. There may eventually be an insurance company that does the same for gay couples who have entered civil partnerships.

	Be a woman: some companies offer discounts for cars driven only or mainly by women because, as a group, they have fewer and less serious accidents.

	Get a driving qualification: new drivers taking the UK’s Pass Plus additional tuition course can get discounts, as can those who pass advanced driving tests like those run by the Institute of Advanced Motorists and the Royal Society for the Prevention of Accidents.



GAP INSURANCE


TELL THE TRUTH


Breakdown cover






Choosing how to buy






	
	



	
	



	
	



	
	



	
	



	
	



	
	



	
	



	
	







	
	



	
	



	
	



	
	



	
	



	
	



	
	



	
	










	Choose a size of car that suits your needs but do not go on external size alone because many small cars are roomy.



	Choose an engine that suits your type of driving: a small engine may not be so economical for someone who does lots of motorway driving.



	Diesels are more expensive to buy but have better fuel consumption and are kinder to the environment.



	If you have strong environmental views, research the issue properly: biofuels and petrol-electric hybrid cars are not necessarily the greenest options.



	The newer the car, the cleaner its engine will be. Running an old car does not help the environment.



	Safety items like airbags and electronic driving aids are well worth having.



	If you have children, a car with Isofix mounting points allows you to use safer child seats.



	Get to know what your chosen model has as standard and what the extras are.



	Check you can afford insurance before buying the car and always look at what policies include when making price comparisons.



	Do not buy a car just because you were offered a good deal: you must live with it long after the money you saved has been forgotten.
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