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About the Author 
 

Dan Wyatt has more than 25 years of auto-body-

repair experience, along with used-car purchas-

ing and sales experience. Dan has been licensed 

as a Motor Vehicle Damage Appraiser by the 

North Carolina Department of Insurance since 

August 2003. He began assessing damaged 

repaired vehicles for diminished value in October 

2003. He was first recognized as an “expert 

witness” on vehicle value in Mecklenburg County 

Superior Court, Charlotte, North Carolina, on July 

26, 2004. Since 2004, he has been recognized 

as a diminished-value expert witness in many 

other North Carolina courts. 

Dan’s credibility as an expert witness on vehicle diminished value has afforded him the     

opportunity to be retained by both plaintiff and defense firms in North Carolina. He has been a 

consultant to legal professionals in Arizona, Florida, Massachusetts, New Jersey, New York, 

North Carolina, South Carolina and Texas.  

 

Dan  has appeared several times as a guest speaker on Attorney Tom Woodruff’s Internet talk 

show, “Meeting by Accident,” which is aired on VoiceAmerica.com, to share his insight and 

expertise.  

 

He has obtained more than 17 training certificates from the Inter-Industry Conference Auto 

on Collision Repair (I-CAR), which was formed by the collision industry in 1979. I-CAR is an 

international, not-for-profit training organization that develops and delivers technical training 

programs to professionals in all areas of the collision industry. Also, Dan was trained in the 

retrieval of “crash data information” from the Accident Reconstruction Network (ARC 

Network), an Internet resource portal for the industry of accident reconstruction and traffic 

accident investigations. Dan received his classroom training from the Collision Safety Institute 

(CSI), an independent traffic collision investigation, reconstruction training and research center. 

This training has assisted Dan in assessing the appropriate repairs needed to repair a damaged 

vehicle, along with the ability to recognize compromised repairs for crash worthiness. 

  

Numerous requests from consumers and legal professionals led Dan to share his insights and 

expertise with this book, “Signs of a Wreck.” His hope is that consumers will gain a better 

understanding of how to recognize the signs of damaged repaired vehicles and to uncover the 

signs that “they don’t want you to know about.” 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Introduction 
 

As much as I hate to say this, some new/used car dealers and individual/private sellers will lie 

when selling a vehicle.  One of the common lies is “the vehicle has never been in an accident.”   

Being in the business of assessing vehicles for their Diminished Value or DV, (a vehicle’s loss of 

value after being in a collision then repaired), I occasionally have a DV client who did not know 

their vehicle had been in a prior accident.  This compelled me to write my book, “Signs of a 

Wreck”.   Two separate married couples came to me with concerns about their cars.  One 

couple found out from their insurance agent after they purchased a dealer certified 2003 XJ8 

Jaguar that it had recently undergone $14,000.00 in auto body repairs.  The local Jaguar 

dealership had advertised the Jaguar as a dealer certified vehicle (most certified pre-owned 

programs include at least a 100-point inspection of the vehicle, and if problems are found, the 

factory-trained technicians should fix it or disqualify the car from the program).  During the 

process of insuring the Jaguar, they discovered the salesperson had failed to disclose a 

CARFAX Report that clearly disclosed a Kentucky Police Report on 8/05/2008 of having 

“Moderate Damage.” The couple’s attorney referred them to me to inspect the Jaguar and 

prepare a report of my findings for a lawsuit against the Jaguar dealership. The attorneys filed 

for discovery of the Jaguar file and this is when the Jaguar dealership finally admitted to having 

prior knowledge of the CARFAX Report documenting the vehicle’s damage history. I purchased 

an AUTOCHECK Report on this Jaguar and it was reported as: “left front impact with a fixed 

object.” (See Discovery definition on page G1)  

 

The other couple had purchased a 2005 Lexus ES330 from a local Chevrolet dealership and 

within weeks, they were involved in an accident where they were rear-ended.  This couple came 

to me for a Diminished Value assessment.  While assessing the Lexus for its Diminished Value, 

I discovered that the Lexus had also been damaged in the frontend.  When I questioned the 

Lexus owners if they knew it had been previously damaged in the frontend, both husband and 

wife were dumbfounded!  My rough estimate of the total repairs was about $7,000.00. 

While purchasing the 2005 Lexus ES330 from the local Chevrolet dealership, the wife 

specifically remembers asking the salesperson if the vehicle had ever been in a wreck.  The 

salesperson assured her that it had not.  Now, with my background, a Chevrolet dealership 

selling a low mileage (26,773 miles) Lexus ES330 is a red flag to me.  There are sister 

dealerships (multiple chain group of dealerships) that swap cars around, however, in this 

particular case, there was no history that the car was swapped.  I then suspected the Lexus 

possibly came from an auto auction or was traded from another dealer.  Had you seen what I 

observed when I inspected both cars, you would understand my next statement.  The prior 

repairs made to both cars was so obvious that any professional with a trained eye in the 

business of buying and selling of used cars could not miss the “Signs of a Wreck”. 

 

The Lexus CARFAX Report showed the Lexus was first registered as a lease vehicle in Virginia 

on 10/15/2004, with 24 miles on it.  Then it was sold at a Florida auto auction listed as a fleet 

vehicle on 01/09/2007 with 25,198 miles on it. The report showed the vehicle status, serviced 

maintenance inspection completed 1/15/2007 by South Carolina Cadillac dealership.  On 

7/24/2007, it sold again at auction in the Southeast Region listed as a dealer vehicle with 26,590 

miles on it.  On 7/30/2007, the CARFAX report shows that it was inspected in North Carolina, 

and passed emissions inspection. On 10/09/2007, this couple took possession of the vehicle.  

The frontend damage history did not show on the CARFAX Report and that really got my 



curiosity up.  I went to the local state DMV Office and requested a special database search on 

the Lexus’ prior damage history.  What the DMV Report showed was only the recent repairs of 

$9,344.85 reported by the insurer paying the claim from the rear end accident, whereas the 

frontend damage was not reported in the DMV database.  I also purchased an AUTOCHECK 

Report, which to me contained less information than the CARFAX Report, about this Lexus. 

 

If the first original owner wrecked the Lexus, there should have been an insurance claim on it 

and it should have shown in DMV database.  I recommended to the owners of the Lexus to 

obtain a “Certificate of Title” search from the North Carolina Department of Transportation, 

Motor Vehicles Division to verify all transfers of the vehicle.  The Certificate of Title search 

showed the paper trail on how many dealers this car passed through.  

 

What the CARFAX and the AUTOCHECK reports could not show on this Lexus was the total 

amount of the five transfers without registration.  It’s important for you to know that the vehicle 

has to be registered for CARFAX and AUTOCHECK to see it.  THIS IS NOT CARFAX’S  or 

AUTOCHECK’S FAULT.  CARFAX, along with AUTOCHECK are not able to report dealer 

transfers.  Now, the DMV Certificate of Title search showed the first dealership to register the 

Lexus was the South Carolina Cadillac dealership, which had it from January 2007 to March 

2007.  The next dealer, a South Carolina Honda dealership, had it from March 2007 until July 

2007, and then sold it at an auto auction to a North Carolina used car dealer in late July 2007.  

This used car dealer then sold it to another North Carolina used car dealer and this used car 

dealer then sold the Lexus to the Chevy dealer on 8/17/2007.  Finally, the Chevy dealer sells 

the Lexus to my clients on 10/09/2007.  It sounds crazy and I swear it’s the truth!    Now 

because of the amount of time (4 months) the South Carolina Honda dealership had the Lexus, 

I‘d bet that the Lexus was wrecked when the Honda dealership had it.  The reason why I think 

this is that this particular dealership was a sister dealership with a Lexus dealership in its family, 

and could have easily transferred the Lexus there.  They obviously chose not to, as they 

wouldn’t be able to give it a clean certification.  Instead, there was an in-house repair done to 

bypass disclosure for damage, so the dealership paid for repairs and did not file a claim with an 

insurance company to keep it hidden, and quickly unloaded it at the Southeast Auction.  

 

Because of the lies told to consumers and used car dealers, I designed this book to be simple 

and yet informative.  Both consumers and used car dealers will have a better understanding 

about what to look for when purchasing a used vehicle and how to recognize “Signs of a 

Wreck”.   Once you read my book and look at the examples of photos enclosed in this book, 

you should be able to avoid purchasing a vehicle with prior damage history.  One more thing I 

would like to say, if you have chest pains, you would not go to a dentist for help, would you?   

My advice to you is to find someone who specializes in “Pre-Purchase Inspections” and have 

the vehicle you are looking to purchase inspected thoroughly.  On the other hand, go to an auto 

body shop if you suspect the vehicle you purchased has been in a prior accident, not a 

mechanic.  For those consumers considering purchasing a vehicle from a “body shop and/or 

rebuilder” you may reconsider your decision after looking at the many examples of photos in this 

book that shows “Signs of a Wreck”.  For those of you that have had prior body shop repairs, 

this book should help you determine if your vehicle has “Signs of a Wreck”.  Thank you for 

purchasing my book and I sincerely hope that “Signs of a Wreck” will help you avoid buying a 

“used vehicle that has been in a prior accident.”  

 

 



Foreword 
 
I've read Danny's handbook on identifying prior damage to a motor vehicle, and think it should 

be required reading for all automobile/truck dealers who sell used vehicles. As Danny notes, the 

vast majority of all dealerships are owned and managed by honest, ethical and hard-working 

individuals. In addition, in the vast majority of cases, it is never the intent of the dealership to 

intentionally sell or offer for sale a vehicle that has sustained prior damage. Not only must one 

consider whether an optimal repair was made but also whether the vehicle is safe and 

structurally sound. 

Additionally, common wisdom dictates that a vehicle with repaired damage is worth less than an 

identical one that has never sustained damage. Accordingly, the unknowing buyer may be 

paying more for the vehicle than what it would subsequently bring upon resale when that 

damage is discovered. Good and honest dealers believe in the golden rule, and this handbook 

can help prevent an honest mistake that could lead to customer dissatisfaction, regulatory 

action or even serious litigation. I believe having this handbook and making note of Danny's 

hints and clues can save individual purchasers of used vehicles hundreds or thousands of 

dollars and inordinate amounts of aggravation, discontent and negativity. This is a must-read for 

dealers and consumers alike! 

 

James L. (Jim) Edwards, CAE, ARM, AU 

Chief Staff Officer 

Carolinas Independent Automobile Dealers Association  

President, Dealers Risk and Insurance Services  

PO Box 1088  

Harrisburg, NC  

www.theciada.com 
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Disclaimer  
 

This book is designed to provide general information and insight with regard to the subject 

matter covered. It is sold with the understanding that the publisher and author are not engaged 

in rendering legal counsel or legal services. If legal and/or other expert advice and/or 

counsel/assistance are required, the services of a competent professional should be sought.  

 

The purpose of this book is to educate consumers and auto dealers to avoid unknowingly 

purchasing a damaged repaired vehicle. The author and publisher shall have neither liability nor 

responsibility to any person or entity with respect to any loss or damage caused or allegedly to 

be caused directly or indirectly by the information contained in this book. When in doubt, seek 

legal advice from your attorney.  

 

As you read this book, you will have the opportunity to examine and consider in great detail 

numerous examples of damaged repaired vehicles that clearly show “The Signs of a Wreck.”  

The examples are explained as accurately and simply as possible, to better educate auto 

dealers and consumers so they may avoid purchasing a damaged repaired vehicle and to help 

legal professionals determine if an expert is needed. 

 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Part 1 --- Buyer Beware 
 

New- and Used-Car Dealers 

You should be aware of all car dealerships. Regardless of their size and appearance, from small 

“buy-here pay-here” shops to large dealerships, use caution when buying a used vehicle from 

them. Many consumers lack the funds to acquire a late-model used vehicle and/or have credit 

scores that are too low to obtain traditional financing. In those cases, the only alternative is for 

the consumer to seek out those dealers who not only sell the vehicle but also provide financing. 

Given the fact that buyers who purchase vehicles from these dealers are viewed as a “high 

credit risk,” an unethical dealer might be tempted to sell a buyer a previously damaged vehicle 

without proper disclosure. Be very cautious of these types of sellers. 

  

As an industry expert, along with other professionals in the industry, I recommend that buyers 

ask dealers if they are a member of the appropriate professional trade association, such as the 

National Automobile Dealers Association (NADA) or the National Independent Automobile 

Dealers Association (NIADA). Dealers who choose to be a member of a professional trade 

association must subscribe to the association's Code of Ethics. While this is not a guarantee 

that the dealer will practice ethical behavior when selling you a vehicle, his or her membership 

in the respective professional trade association should provide you, the buyer, some degree of 

comfort when conducting business with that dealer. Remember to do your homework—check 

these dealers out and watch for Signs of a Wreck. (To view the Codes of Ethics of these Associations, visit 

http://www.nada.org and www.niada.com.) 
 

Body Shops 
 

Body Shops/rebuilders that sell used cars are the most likely place where a buyer could end up 

acquiring a total-loss-repaired or flood-repaired vehicle without knowing it. A total-loss-repaired 

or flood-repaired vehicle could possibly provide safe and useful transportation, disclosed or not, 

but there is really no way for the buyer to know. Improperly repaired vehicles, disclosed or not, 

can be a safety risk—and the buyer may pay far too much for the vehicle. Any disclosed rebuilt 

vehicle that sells for more than rough Black Book wholesale value is too much. 

 

Internet Sellers 
 

Consumers should be very cautious of all Internet sellers, especially when the price is well 

under the value of the “clean” NADA Guide value or Kelly Blue Book value. And, if you choose 

to purchase an out-of-state vehicle, you should consider retaining the services of companies 

that provide pre-purchase inspections (PPIs).  
 

Individual Sellers 
 

Beware of individuals who may have several cars in their yard for sale. They could be selling 

vehicles for a used-car dealer, and they could be total-loss-repaired vehicles. 
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Problem Cars – Title Washing 

Problem cars such as the Lexus discussed in the introduction have undisclosed damage and 

repair or could have a salvage title. Salvage titles are assigned to cars that are deemed a total 

loss by insurance companies. A salvage title can be extremely difficult for an individual to have 

reassigned, yet dealers can do so when transferring vehicle registrations from state to state. 

“Title washing” is an industry term for the unethical practice of hiding a vehicle’s history. 

Salvaged or not, it seems to be a common practice by unethical dealers. 

Consumers can do an AUTOCHECK or CARFAX VIN check to track a vehicle's history, even if 

the vehicle is moved to another state—as long as it’s registered. Once a vehicle has been 

branded and that information is reported to AUTOCHECK and CARFAX, it remains in their 

records, no matter how many states it's sold in. The title may no longer indicate severe damage, 

but a vehicle history report will. "Washing" a title doesn't wash away computer records. Keep in 

mind that title-washed vehicles are sold by individual sellers as well as car dealers. Don't 

assume that because you are purchasing a car on a lot that its title hasn't been washed clean. If 

you can, obtain a title guarantee, in writing, from the dealer. This should not be difficult if the 

seller is a reputable dealer. 

Auto Insurers 
 

Auto insurance companies DO NOT report every damaged vehicle to AUTOCHECK and 

CARFAX. There is an information database that auto insurers report damage claims to—but 

consumers are not allowed access to this information. I have tracked vehicles that were        

supposedly declared a total loss by auto insurers only to find MANY of these vehicles with clean 

titles. So when the person who is trying to sell you a vehicle claims that AUTOCHECK or 

CARFAX shows the vehicle without a damage history, you should still have a qualified person (a 

Pre-Purchase Inspector) look the vehicle over before you make the purchase. 

 

The owners of the Jaguar and Lexus wish they had done that now. (See the Glossary for AUTOCHECK 

and CARFAX disclaimers.) 
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Part 2 --- Outside Inspection 
 

Walk-Around Inspection 

When you are inspecting a vehicle from the outside, the first thing you should do is a general 

walk-around inspection of the vehicle. Look for signs of body repair and “paint mismatch or color 

variance.” I want you to “sight the body.” Sighting is one of the best ways to see if the body 

panels are straight or not. Squat down behind the rear bumper of the vehicle and look down the 

side, all the way to the front of the vehicle. Repeat the same process from the front bumper   

looking down the side to the rear of the vehicle. Poor body repairs will show up in the quarter 

panels, doors and fenders as having a “wavy” appearance. 

   
 
Color Variance or Mismatched Paint 
 

At some point in time we have all looked at a vehicle and wondered if the vehicle had been 

wrecked before because there was a mismatch in the paint due to color variance. Depending on 

the amount of sunlight and the angle you are viewing the vehicle, a color variance in the paint 

may be obvious or may not show up at all. 

 
The photos below are of a gray 2007 Honda Odyssey that shows, in my opinion, noticeable 

color variance. I was fortunate to be able to photograph the van both on a cloudy day and on a 

sunny day to show you how lighting may change the way we see a color variance. On both 

days, the color variance was noticeable. Look closely at the next two photos and see if you can 

recognize the color variances in the gray paint. 
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The color variance in the paint is at the top edge of the fender to the “windshield pillar.” The 

painter “blended” the front doors, but he did not blend the paint onto the windshield pillars. 

Blending means to paint onto the next adjacent body panel so that a color match occurs. The 

painter DID NOT blend the paint onto the windshield pillar, so a mismatch of paint or color 

variance has now occurred.  

 

                            Cloudy Day                                                        Sunny Day 

    

The rear bumper does not match to the rear quarter panels, either; this is because of 
“prior repairs” to the rear-end of the Honda. 
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Keep in mind that vehicle manufacturers may even have some color variance in their bumper 

covers when they are matching paint to the front fenders or to the rear quarter panels. Many 

vehicle manufacturers have companies supply them with pre-painted bumper covers, and a 

color variance will occur that way. So we should not jump to the conclusion that the vehicle has 

been damaged just because the bumper covers are not the exact color of the original paint. 

Paint Finish Defects  
 

Sunlight can also hide other defects in the paint such as dirt, fisheyes, orange peel, pinholes, 

runs or sags, as well as sand scratches in the paint finish. Look for paint tapelines and paint 

overspray on parts that should not have paint on them. I highly recommend inspecting the 

vehicle under adequate florescent lighting when looking for any paint defects. 

   Dirt                                                                   Fisheyes 

    

Orange Peel                                                        Pin Holes 

    

    Runs or Sags                                                      Sand Scratches 

    
 
Orange peel is a common effect seen on many new vehicles, do not assume that a 
vehicle has been damaged when you see orange peel.  
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Paint Flaking 

 

Paint flaking or cracking occurs generally on a replaced bumper cover. When you see this, it 

means the replacement bumper cover was not properly prepared for refinishing or painting. A 

simple thing like a stone hitting the bumper cover can cause the clear coat to begin to flake or 

crack off from the bumper cover.  

 
Look closely at the pictures below and see the clear coat flaking off the edge of this bumper 
cover.  
 

 
 

Here is a close-up view. 
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Paint Overspray 
 

The photos below are of overspray that occurred when the painter did not properly “mask” the 

vehicle. When you see paint overspray on vehicle parts, most likely there will also be “shoddy 

repairs” made to the vehicle. 

 
                    Paint on Outside Window Seals                    Paint on Lower Left Windshield Molding 

    

 
Tapelines 
 

“Tapelines” are a buildup of paint against the masking tape during the spraying process. 

Tapelines can be obvious even to the untrained eye. You might find tapelines inside the fender 

edges under the hood, doorjambs of the quarter panels and trunk lid openings. A very good 

painter will take extreme pains not to have tapelines and overspray. So do not look for tapelines 

or overspray only in the areas I have mentioned. 

                 Paint on Quarter Glass Rubber                Tapeline Inside of Quarter Panel Doorjamb 
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Part 3 --- VIN Numbers and Information Labels 

 

Vehicle Identification Numbers (VIN) 

Motor vehicles sold in the United States have Vehicle Identification Numbers (VINs). The VIN 

“plate” is attached to the left front portion of the dash near the windshield. 

 

 
 

VIN Dash Plate 

 

The VIN label is either attached to the driver’s door or the center post. It contains additional 

information such as the manufacturer’s name, build date, wheel/tire size, air pressure and 

vehicle weight. Its “code” uses 17 letters and numbers to identify a vehicle’s: 

 

 Nation of origin 

 Maker 

 Model line 

 Restraint system 

 Body type 

 Model year 

 Engine type 

 Assembly plant 

 

Make sure the numbers and letters on the VIN plate on the windshield matches those on the 

VIN label on either the driver’s door or center post. If you do not see the VIN label on either 

area, that part was replaced. When in doubt, compare it to another vehicle like it. 

 
                          Driver’s Door VIN Label                                             Center Post VIN Label 
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National Insurance Crime Bureau (NICB) Labels 

Not all vehicle manufacturers place NICB labels on their vehicles so do not jump to the 

conclusion the part has been replaced when you do not see a label. For the vehicles that do 

have NCIB labels, the numbers on all the labels will match. If the numbers do not match, it 

means the vehicle has been wrecked and is from a salvaged vehicle. NICB labels are not 

reproduced and do not come attached to new replacement Original Equipment Manufacturer 

(OEM) body panels. However, with today’s technology, counterfeiting VIN and NICB labels is 

possible. 

 

NICB Label Examples: The photos below show NICB labels on a Toyota fender and on a 

Honda hood with an information warning label. 

                               Toyota Fender                                                          Honda Hood 

    
 

The diagram below shows where NICB labels are placed by those vehicle manufacturers who 

use them. 

National Insurance Crime Bureau (NICB) Label Locations 
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Under-the-Hood Information Labels 

Information labels under the hood provide just that—information. However, these labels are not 

always attached to the underside of the hood. You may find them attached to the radiator 

support or to other parts. The following information is on this type of label:    

 Emissions information   

 Cooling information 

 Engine belt layout 

 Engine size 

 And more 
 

   

    

No labels under the hood? You might just want to walk away from the vehicle. 

(R DOT) Label 

The R DOT Label indicates a replacement body panel. Depending on the location of the R DOT 

label, many body shops will either remove or paint over it. The photo below shows an 

aftermarket body panel R DOT label. The manufacturer of this aftermarket body panel is TYK. 
This particular R DOT label was on the inside of a fender hidden by the splash shield.  
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Part 4 --- Hood – Fenders – Bumper 

 

Aftermarket – OEM Body Panels 
 

The original vehicle manufacturer does not make aftermarket parts. Depending on whom one 

asks, the aftermarket parts used may be equal, better or worse in quality than the original 

manufacturer parts. (See Vehicle Manufacturer’s Statement, page 66, Ford; pages. 69-70 General Motors on 

Aftermarket parts). 

 

The first two photos below are the underside of two 2007 Honda Odyssey hoods. The one on 

the left is the aftermarket hood, and the one on the right is the Honda OEM hood. The 

aftermarket manufacturer stamped its logo and part number on the hood, whereas the Honda 

OEM hood had an information label and the FATS label. 

 

Aftermarket Odyssey Hood                           Honda OEM Odyssey Hood 

   
 

The photos below are of Honda Odyssey left fenders—an aftermarket and the Honda OEM 

original. 
 

                         Aftermarket Fender                                                     Honda OEM Fender 

   
 
Again, compare the vehicle you are considering buying to other vehicles so that you can avoid 
purchasing a damaged repaired vehicle. 
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Front-End Body Panels – Alignment & Gap Openings 

Check for proper hood alignment between the bumper, fenders, grille and hood. 

 

 
 

Let’s observe these two 2005 Ford Explorers. One Explorer had front-end damage; the other did 

not. Can you tell the difference between the two? Look closely at the front edge of the hoods 

and compare. 

 

          Fit of Right Side-Fender to Hood                       Fit of Left-Side Fender to Hood 
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The repaired 2005 Ford Explorer had an aftermarket bumper cover installed rather than a Ford 

OEM. Observe the difference in shape and fit. The upper portion of the aftermarket bumper 

cover is a little shorter and has a tighter fit to the right fender than of the OEM fender does. 

 

                  Aftermarket Right Side                                             OEM Right Side 

   
   

The rear edge of the aftermarket fender does follow the same curve as that of the Ford OEM 

bumper cover. But the upper bodyline in the aftermarket bumper cover does not meet the upper 

bodyline of the OEM left fender. 

 

                  Aftermarket Left Side                                               OEM Left Side 
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A quick way to check for a repaired or replaced front bumper cover is to look into the lower 

opening of the bumper cover to see if there is any masking tape or duct tape. 
 

    
 
The photos below are of the Jaguar 2003 Jaguar XJ8 that I mentioned in the Introduction. It has 

an aftermarket front bumper cover installed, and it fits poorly. Look at the lower part of the grille, 

and you will see the poor fit. 

 

 
 

Both the right and left sides fit improperly. 
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Also, check the fasteners to see if they match and/or if any are missing. There is one missing on 

the bumper cover below. Do you see where the fastener should be? 

   

 

Splash Shields – Fender/Lower 
 

All vehicles have front fender splash shields and come in all shapes and sizes. You may need to 

turn the wheels to see any signs of missing or odd fasteners in the splash shields. Can you find 

the spot where the missing splash shield fasteners should be? 
 

Fender Splash Shields With Missing Fasteners 

   

Full lower splash shields can and will hide prior damage made to a vehicle’s upper and lower 

uni-body frame rails and radiator support, so removal may be necessary for an adequate 

inspection. Many vehicles will use a combination of plastic “push-in” fasteners along with “bolt-

on” fasteners. Be prepared to either lie on the ground or find a garage with a lift so that they can 

raise the vehicle to remove the lower splash shield and inspect underneath. When you are 

checking underneath, make sure all the fasteners match up and none are missing. 
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Splash Shields: Hidden Dangers 
 

What may be behind the splash shield may cost you, your family or your friends a life! 

 

I am going to show you the hidden dangers that can remain after a body shop makes repairs. 

These types of repairs are the ones you do not want to have any part of. I was inspecting the 

repairs made on a 2007 Acura MDX for its diminished value. This Acura MDX had more than 

$12,000 in repairs made to the front-end. After removing the front lower splash shields, along 

with the right and left fender splash shields, I found a rolling disaster. The front lower uni-body 

frame rails still had damage to both sides—they HAD NOT BEEN repaired. 

 

2007 Acura MDX 

 

The photo below is a portion of the right front uni-body frame rail. Look closely to see if you can 

find the damage. The large hole on the left has buckled inward, and there is a tear in the uni-

body frame rail on the right. The complete right uni-body frame rail should have been 

replaced—not repaired! 
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The left lower uni-body frame rail also should have been replaced. Look closely and you will see 

the buckle in the uni-body frame rail. Had this Acura MDX sustained a second front-end impact, 

the uni-body frame rail would have failed to collapse as designed by Honda/Acura. As a result, 

the air-bag sensor would not have responded as designed and may sense the impact as a soft 

impact. Then it may have deployed the air bags too late or not at all. 

 

   Left-Side View of Uni-body Frame Rail Buckle     Underside View of Uni-body Frame Rail Buckle 

    
 
 

The circles in the photo below are factory spot welds that CANNOT BE DUPILCATED by body 

shops. Many body shops have a STRSW Welder (Squeeze-Type Resistance Spot Welder), 

but cannot duplicate the same type and size weld as the vehicle manufacturer’s robotic welders 

can. STRSW welders are generally limited primarily to exterior panels such as door skins, roof 

panels, quarter panels and the rear body panel. Yet they may be used to weld other panels if 

“recommended” by the vehicle manufacturer. 
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The next alternative is “GMA” (MIG) plug welding. I am not going to go into much detail about 

GMA (MIG) plug welding other than to say that, with three days of adequate training, for eight 

hours a day, anyone who is not physically handicapped could learn how to plug weld. 

 

In the photo below are some of the scariest man-made plug welds I have ever seen made to a 

structural part. The Society of Automotive Engineers (SAE) would not be giving this particular 

technician their seal of approval on these plug welds. 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
This is a close-up of plug welds made through the entire front end of this Acura MDX. 
 

      
 

The Acura MDX repairs were made under the owner’s collision policy by the recommended 

repair shop of his auto insurer. To make a long story short, the owner demanded a re-inspection 

of his Acura MDX by his auto insurer. After the auto insurer representatives re-inspected the 

vehicle, they declared the Acura MDX a “total loss.” The sad thing is that someone else will be 

riding in this Acura MDX sometime in the future. 
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Part 5 --- Under the Hood 

 
 

You can spot several indications of a damaged repaired vehicle under the hood, such as after-

market fenders and hood, missing “FATS” or information labels, shims or flat washers under the 

fenders, or scars on the bolts that are securing the hood and fenders. 

 

 
 
 

Scarred Bolts & Nuts 
 

The majority of all bolts and nuts under the hoods of vehicles are “painted” at the factory. Look 

for “scarring” of the paint on the hood hinge bolts and fender bolts. This is a quick way to spot 

signs of repair or replacement. 

 
         Left-Side Hood Hinge Bolts with Scars              Right-Side Hood Hinge Bolts without Scars 
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                        Scarred Fender Bolt                                                          Scarred Nut 

    

Sometimes a painter may try touching-up the scarred bolt or nut. If you look closely enough, you 

can see it. The photo below is of a trunk lid hinge bolt and hinge with a paint touch-up. 

 

 
 

Some manufacturers place plastic moldings on the inside fender-edge and trunk-hinge to cover 

up the bolts. This may hinder you from inspecting the bolts for possible scars. 

 
                Plastic Fender Bolt Cover                        Plastic Trunk-Hinge Bolt Cover 
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Missing Fasteners 
 

Repair technicians can be in such a hurry that they forget to put the fasteners (bolts, nuts, 
screws and clips) in place. Compare similar right and left parts when you see that a bolt, nut or 
screw is missing. 

 

   

The photos below are of the Jaguar we examined earlier in the book. The headlamp assembly 

is secured to the radiator support by nuts, and one nut is missing. 

 

   

Missing Bolt 
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In some fashion or form, vehicle manufacturers hide a portion of the radiator support, which is 

located behind the front bumper and in front of the motor. The radiator support secures the 

cooling system (radiator and air conditioning condenser) in place along with other front-end 

parts. There may either be a full front bumper cover, combination front bumper and plastic cover 

on the radiator support, or a partially opened area of the radiator support. Look to see if all of 

the fasteners match up or if any fasteners are missing. Also look for scarring on any bolt heads. 

 

The photo below is of a Toyota Camry upper radiator support that does not have a full bumper 

cover or plastic cover hiding the cooling system, by design. Many parts are exposed for 

inspection to reveal possible repairs. 

 

 
 

The photo below is of a Honda Pilot with a full front bumper cover and a plastic cover, by 

design. Look closely and you will see the plastic fasteners securing the cover. 
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Under the Hood Paint 
 

Vehicle manufacturers paint the parts under the hood in different ways. Some manufacturers 

use a clear-coat finish on the painted panels, whereas others will have a “semi-flat” look. I have 

seen many vehicles repaired where the painter put a clear coat on parts that were not supposed 

to have a clear coat. Some vehicle manufacturers have color codes for under-the-hood parts; 

others do not. When you inspect under the hood, make sure that all the colors match up. 
 

Alignment Holes 
 

When inspecting a vehicle under the hood, check for parts that are out of alignment. Many 

vehicle manufacturers have alignment holes located in the fenders and radiator supports. In the 

auto-body-repair industry, the alignment holes serve as one of many measuring points for 

checking the upper portion of the uni-body frame for being square, or aligned. Checking 

alignment holes is another way to check for possible repairs made. 

 

In the photos below are the right and left fender of a Toyota Tundra pickup that was involved in 

a left-side impact. Look just above the fender bolt on each side of the fenders to see how the 

fender alignment holes match to the alignment hole of the radiator support. NOTE: The larger 

black hole is not used as an upper-body alignment point. It is an access hole for technicians. 

 

Right Fender                                                         Left Fender 

   

The right fender is more in alignment than the left fender. The left fender is slightly pushed in 

and needs to be pulled out so that the left fender and radiator support holes align properly. This 

Tundra’s radiator support is over to the right and needs to be move to the left. In the section 

titled “Frame Repair Disasters,” I will show you one of the reasons why the Tundra left fender 

does not align properly. 
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Hood Hinges 
 

In the photos below, you can see that the hood of this vehicle is out of alignment by comparing 

the location of the left-side hood-hinge bolts to the right-side hood-hinge bolts. Do you see the 

difference? 

                                 Right Side                                                                     Left Side 

   

 

Hood Latch and Hood Striker 
 

Whether or not you see hood-hinge bolts appearing to be out of alignment, perform the open 

and close test. Open and close the hood slowly to see and feel if the hood latch closes evenly. 

When closing the hood, if you feel a noticeable push to the right or left when the hood striker 

locks in place to the hood latch, this can indicate prior repairs made to the front end of the 

vehicle. 

 
                                      Hood Latch                                                       Hood Striker 
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Alignment-Eye Test 
 

Remember the 2005 Ford Explorer? It was also out of alignment under the hood. The left lower 

photos are the repaired 2005 Ford Explorer. The right photos are of a 2005 Ford Explorer that 

has not been damaged. Look at each one and compare them closely. This is a test now, so 

these photos have no arrows pointing to the areas. Remember—I will not be with you when you 

are car shopping. 

 
   Right Side of 2005 Explorer, Repaired                Right Side of 2005 Explorer, Not Damaged 

    

           Left Side of 2005 Explorer, Repaired                    Left Side of 2005 Explorer, Not Damaged 

    

The repair technician pulled the Explorer’s right fender outward so it would align with the hood. 

He then pushed the left fender inward so it would align with the hood. Look closely to see which 

fender-front bolt head is scarred and which fender bolt does not match up to its original position. 

There is also a tapeline edge on the fender. 
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Prior Location 
 

Other indications of misalignment will be bolt-on parts not matching up with the original bolt-

head position. Several vehicle manufacturers have listed tolerances for the fitting of bolt-on 

parts. The technician may bypass the tolerances and make the hole larger to achieve a better 

fit. Making adjustments like this can be an indication of hidden upper-uni-body damage. The two 

photos below are parts that were realigned to fit. Can you see the indications of realignment to 

make the parts fit? Both are secured to the radiator support by bolts. 
 

    

Shims and Washers 
 

Years ago, vehicle manufacturers placed metal shims under front-end bolted-on body parts to 

achieve a better overall fit. Today, vehicles are much more precise in fit, and if a vehicle 

manufacturer does use shims, they are not often noticeable. However, in the collision repair 

industry, shims and round flat washers are common in repairing a damaged vehicle. Below is a 

photo of an example I created intentionally to provide you with a better understanding of why 

and how shims and washers are used. 

 

In this example, I used washers to lift up the front part of the fender from the radiator support as 

the radiator support is still down in the front. Had this example actually existed, it would have 

meant that other front-end structural parts were not installed properly, were not repaired 

properly and/or were still damaged. When you see this type of scenario, there are other 

problems with the vehicle, so you may want to consider walking away from it. 
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Part 6 --- Pillars – Hinges – Doors 

 

Pillars 
 

The automotive industry uses the term "pillar" for a body panel that offers structural support to 

other body parts. On all vehicles, regardless of whether they are two-door or four-door, the front 

doors are attached to the structural “A-pillar” or “front pillar” by hinges. On four-door vehicles, 

the rear door hinges are attached to the structural “B-pillar” or the “center post.” Both the front-

pillar and center post serve as integral structural parts to a vehicle. 

 

                       Front Hinge Pillar                                                            Center Post 

   

Door Hinges 
 

There are two types of door hinges, Bolted-on and Welded-on used in the manufacturing of 

vehicles. Bolted-on door hinges are adjustable whereas Welded-on door hinges ARE NOT. 

Depending on the level of damage to the door and hinge pillar area, technicians may have a 

real problem achieving a good fit and alignment. Compare all door hinges on the vehicle to 

ensure they are consistent. 

                          Bolted-on Hinge                                                        Welded-on Hinge 
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Most of the time there will be indications of scarring on the bolt heads and/or an imprint of the 

former location of the bolt itself, due to either repair or replacement of the door. You may even 

see rust developing on the bolt head. The two photos below show a door adjustment and rust 

on the bolt heads. 

 

   

The two photos below are the left-rear door hinges of a 2002 BMW M5. BMW does install 

“shims” similar to these between the door and hinge, but not to this proportion. This BMW was 

severely damaged on the left side, and the repair technician could not get the doors to align 

properly due to problems in the center pillar. If you see shims between a door and door 

hinge, walk away from this vehicle—it has other problems that you may not be able to 

see. 

 

   
 
 

Door Edge Seam Sealer 
 

Seam sealers are designed to help prevent moisture from entering between the inner edge of 

the outer door panel and the doorframe along with other areas in a vehicle. Not all vehicle 

manufacturers apply seam sealer around the inside edge of the doors, so don’t be 

alarmed if you don’t see seam sealer installed on the vehicle. 
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The photos below show the difference between a replacement driver’s side door and an original 

passenger door. In this case, the manufacturer DID use a seam sealer, as evidenced on the 

original passenger door. The repair technician installed a replacement driver’s door without 

applying the seam sealer. If you see this kind of discrepancy, there could be other hidden 

damage. 

Replacement Driver’s Front Door 

 
 

Original Passenger Front Door 

 
 
Let me repeat myself: “Not all vehicle manufacturers apply seam sealer around the inside 

edge of the doors. 
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Remember the 2003 Jaguar XJ8 I discussed earlier? Both of its doors on the right side had the 

outer door panels replaced. Reapplying seam sealer so that it appears consistent can be tricky 

for even a good repair technician. This particular technician used masking tape around the edge 

of the doors when he applied the seam sealer, leaving a visible tapeline edge and inconsistent 

thickness of the seam sealer. Check inside all of the door edges to see if they are consistent. 
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Uni-side Welds 
 

When a vehicle is damaged on the uni-body side of the front pillar, center post or quarter panel, 

it may require a little closer inspection. If I suspect that the uni-body panel has been replaced, I 

will pull the weather-strip seal down to check the welds. I will repeat myself: “Body shops DO 

NOT have welding equipment that can duplicate the vehicle manufacturer’s robotic 

welds.” 

 

In the photo below is a partial view of factory robotic welds to a uni-side panel. 

 

 
 

The photo below is a partial view uni-side panel of a 2007 Infiniti QX56 that was in a rollover 

accident and then repaired. The repair technician placed the welds too far apart from each 

other, and he did not finish smoothing the welds he made. 

 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 

31 



Signs of a Wreck                                                                                       Pillars – Hinges – Doors 
 

 

Many spot-welded areas of a vehicle are easy to see, so it is not hard to spot a replaced panel. 

Compare the lower left photo of another 2007 Infiniti QX56 that was never damaged to the 

photo on the right of the damaged and repaired 2007 Infiniti QX56. 

 
             2007 Infiniti QX56, Never Damaged                               2007 Infiniti QX56, Repaired 

   
 
Door Alignment & Door Gap Openings 

 

An improper repair or replacement of the front pillar, center pillar and quarter panel will cause 

the doors not to align or close properly and will affect bodylines and gap openings. 
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The photos below are of the upper section of the right and left side front and rear doors of the 

repaired rollover 2007 Infiniti QX56. The repair technician did not properly align the doors, and 

you can see the front and rear doors almost touching at the top. When I opened both doors, I 

felt a “sag or drop” in them. When I checked the other side of the Infiniti, I felt the same problem. 

 
                                 Right Side                                                                    Left Side 

   

Check for “sag or door drop” by opening the door SLOWLY to see and feel if the door drops 

down. Then SLOWLY close the door to the point where it almost locks into place to the striker, 

to see if the door raises up. This 2007 Infiniti QX56 driver’s door had a “drop” in it when it 

opened, hitting the upper part of the rear door. 

The photo below is of the driver’s door. It is obvious that the driver’s door and rear door are 

making contact at the top when opened slowly. 
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This is why I recommend that you make a comparison if there are any doubts about the doors 

fitting properly. In this example, I compared another 2007 Infiniti QX56 using a paint paddle as a 

simple gauge to measure the gaps between the doors. I could not insert the paint paddle 

between the doors of the repaired Infiniti; however, it did go between the doors of the other 

Infiniti QX56 with no effort. 

 
                 2007 Infiniti QX56, Repaired                                    Infiniti QX56, Never Wrecked 

       

I also compared the door/fender gaps of the damaged and repaired 2007 Infiniti QX56 to 

another one. I took the paint paddle and placed it between the fender and door of the repaired 

Infiniti. I could slide the paddle only about halfway down the door and fender before it stopped. I 

then did the same test to the other Infiniti and was able to slide the paddle all the way down 

without any effort. 

                   2007 Infiniti QX56, Repaired                                    Infiniti QX56, Never Wrecked 
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Interior Trim Panels: Hidden Dangers 
 
What is behind the interior trim panels could cost you, your family or friends their life! 

 

Interior trim panels can hide disastrous body repairs, too. The following two photos are of a 

2003 Toyota Highlander that I inspected for a diminished value assessment. When I reviewed 

the repair estimate of this Highlander, I knew it was going to be a mess. I removed the right side 

trim panels to find structural damage on the inner front pillar, badly in need of replacing. 

The photo below shows the severely damaged right-front inner pillar that the body shop was 

paid to replace but did not. 

 

After seeing the condition of the right-front inner pillar, I then removed the seats and trim panels 

on the right side of the Highlander for a more thorough inspection. 
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The center post repair was unbelievable! Remember, this is a structural part of the vehicle. At 

the weakest point, the body shop technician sectioned the center post’s outer, center 

and inner panels, replacing them with only a small portion of the posts rather than the 

whole parts, as required. Look closely between the areas of the “red lines” and you will see 

this “repair.” With this type of faulty repair, if the vehicle were involved in another impact, it’s 

possible that the right side could collapse faster than designed by Toyota, possibly causing the 

side-impact airbags not to deploy in time—or at all—endangering the person riding in the right-

front and right-rear passenger seats. The body shop purchased the Highlander from the owner 

after a lawsuit was filed against them. The scary thought is that someone could be riding in it 

right now. 
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Part 7 --- Quarter Panels – Trunk Lid – Rear Bumper 

 

Quarter Panel Door & Trunk Alignment 
 

When looking the vehicle over, check all gap openings and bodylines to the quarter panel and 

door, quarter panel and trunk lid and/or rear hatch. As you have seen so far, if a repair 

technician does an inadequate job, poorly installed or repaired panels will be immediately 

evident. 

       

On cars, compare the upper edges, the quarter panel and trunk lid for proper alignment. On 

SUVs, compare the height to see if the hatch is higher, lower or flush with the quarter panels. 

Compare the gaps on both sides of the trunk lid or rear hatch down to the rear bumper. Open 

the trunk lid or rear hatch, then slowly close it to see if it pushes either to the right or left or 

closes easily. 

 

Below are photos of a 2005 Lexus 330 that had repairs made to the left rear. The replaced trunk 

lid had a noticeable push to the right after opening and closing it several times. 

        Left-Side Trunk Lid/Quarter Panel Edge                Right-Side Trunk Lid/Quarter Panel Edge 
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     Left-Side Rear Trunk Lid/Quarter Panel Gap        Right-Side Rear Trunk Lid/Quarter Panel Gap 

  

The rear bumper cover does not match up gap wise to either the right or left side of the rear tail 
lamps. 

 

   
 
Follow the gap opening of the rear bumper cover to that of the trunk lid, and you will see an 
uneven fit. 
 

 
 

Remember to compare bodylines and gap openings. Open and close the doors to check 

for dragging, along with opening and closing the trunk lid for any pushing when locking 

into place.     
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Truck Cab to Bed Alignment 
 

Repaired damage to pickup trucks should be easy for anyone to see once they know what to 

look for. Remember to sight the vehicle for proper alignment. 

 

Sight the front of the bed of the truck to the back of the cab to see if the two sections are level to 

each other and properly aligned. 

 

 
 

Compare the distance between the cab and bed, along with bodylines. 
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Quarter Panel & Bedside Panel Welds 
 

From our previous photo observations and discussions, you should be able to recognize the 

appearance of vehicle manufacturer’s or factory’s welds around the wheel opening of the 

quarter panel. In some instances, such as on GM Saturn models, there may be bolted-on 

quarter panels. Do not be afraid to ask the person selling the vehicle if the quarter panel is a 

welded-on or bolted-on panel. 

 

Quarter Panel Factory Welds 

 

Check the welds of both quarter panels closely and count them. You may encounter a vehicle 

that has wheel-opening moldings or seam sealer around the outside edge of the wheel opening, 

along with a wheelhouse inner-liner that may restrict you from seeing the welds. 

 

If these objects restrict your view, open the trunk lid or rear hatch and compare both sides of the 

quarter panels in the “water trough” area to make sure that the appearance of both the welds 

and the seam sealer match up on both sides. Look for any possible indications of sand 

scratches in the paint, tapelines or paint overspray. 

 

A simple way to spot a replaced bedside panel is to open the “tailgate” and look for the factory 

welds and any seam sealer. As I explained before, body shops cannot duplicate the factory 

welds, and seam sealer may or may not have been applied by the vehicle manufacturer. 
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Quarter Panel Water Trough 
 

The photo below is the left quarter panel water trough of the 2005 Lexus 330. 
 

 
 
Below are close-up views of the left and right rear section of the quarter panel / rear-body panel 

water trough, of the Lexus. Compare both sides, and you will see seam sealer “brushed on” on 

the left side and none on the right side. This is an indication of either a recently replaced or 

repaired left quarter panel. The rear-body panel is welded to both right and left quarter panels 

and rear trunk floor pan. 

                  Replaced Left Quarter Panel                                    Original Right Quarter Panel 
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The below photos are of the water troughs of the 2007 Infiniti QX56 and that of another 2007 
Infiniti QX56. Do you see the difference? 

                  Replaced Left Quarter Panel                                     Original Left Quarter Panel 

  
                    Replaced Right Quarter Panel                                  Original Right Quarter Panel  

  

Rear Bumper Cover & Rear Bumper 
 

Just like the front bumper, you want to check the rear bumper for proper alignment. 
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Compare the fit of the bumper cover on each side. 

   

Do the same for pick-up trucks. 

 

         

Quarter Panel Wheelhouse – Hidden Dangers 
 

As I have shown you, splash shields, interior trim panels and other trim panels will hide poorly 

repaired or replaced structural parts. The 2005 Lexus 330 had hidden dangers after it was 

considered “repaired.” I found that the left quarter panel had been “glued on” around the “mating 

flanges” of the quarter panel and outer wheelhouse panel. The Toyota/Lexus and Honda/Acura 

Motor Companies clearly state that “the quarter panels are not to be glued or adhesive bonded; 

they are to be welded on.” Gluing or adhesive bonding is considered “re-engineering the design 

of the vehicle’s structural integrity.” Yet many auto body shops throughout the U.S. continue to 

glue quarter panels in place. (See Vehicle Manufacturer’s Statement, page 73, Toyota/Lexus; and page 72, 

Honda/Acura, on Adhesive Bonding). 
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In the two photos below, you can easily see the glue oozing out around the quarter panel and 

outer wheelhouse mating flanges. 

Outer Wheelhouse 

   

 

The photo below is an example of how it should look around the quarter panel wheel opening 

with factory welds applied. 

 

 
 

When I removed the wheelhouse inner-liner of this vehicle, I found the outer wheelhouse still 

damaged. This is a structural panel, and it MUST BE “restored back to the original shape and 

form for structural integrity and crashworthiness.” In the event of another rear-end impact, this 

outer wheelhouse will collapse faster than it should, according to the Toyota/Lexus design. Look 

closely at the photo below around the green circle, and you will see the damaged outer 

wheelhouse panel. 
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The photo below is where the back glass seals to the quarter panel. When the repair technician 

replaced the left quarter panel, he made only six welds to it instead of the 11 factory welds 

made by Lexus, standard for the same area. The dark areas you see near the back glass are 

“weld burns.” 

 

While inspecting inside the doorjamb of this Lexus, I counted 15 of the repair technician’s welds 

against 22 factory welds made by Lexus. The repair technician is probably completely unaware 

that this Lexus will not react as designed in another rear-end crash after he unwittingly re-

designed it.  

 

In the photos below are more weld burns. In the right lower photo, I marked holes that needed 

welds with a black arrow. The dark gray color that you see is bare metal. 
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Part 8 --- Underneath the Vehicle 
 
 

Underside Uniformity 
 

All vehicles have their own distinct uniform appearance on the underside, from front to rear. The 

factory undercoating and seam sealers are applied in a uniform fashion. The underside is 

generally painted the same color as the outside, but with a flatter finish. Very few body shops 

attempt to match the underside of a vehicle after repairs. The “quick fix” for the underside of 

the vehicle by most body shop technicians is to using an aerosol can of black undercoating, to 

get the vehicle out the door. 

The photo below is the underneath-side floor pan of the 2005 Lexus 330. The original 

underneath paint color is flat gray and white from the front to the rear of this Lexus. 
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Here is a clear example of the lack of uniformity performed by a repair technician. The 2005 

Lexus 330 had a portion of the left rear frame and the entire trunk floor pan replaced. The repair 

technician sprayed black undercoating on everything from the rear suspension to the back 

of the trunk floor pan. The small amount of white paint on the trunk floor pan came from the 

painting of the rear-body panel. 

 
 
 

 
 
 

 

 
47 



Signs of a Wreck                                                                                        Underneath the Vehicle 
 

 

The repair technician who worked on the Lexus tried to cover up his poor-quality work, but 

others didn’t. The photos below show work performed by other auto body technicians, who did 

not even attempt to cover up the mess they created, probably assuming no one would look! 

 
                   Rust Inside the Weld Burns                           Sheet-Metal Screw and Holes, Not Welded 

    

I will repeat myself here: Repair techs love to hide or try to hide their sloppy repairs with 

black undercoating. 
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Uni-body Frame Clamp Marks 
 

Finding the signs of frame repair is not that difficult on many cars, trucks and SUVs. When re-

aligning a uni-body frame or full frame, the vehicle is secured in-place by four “clamping 

fixtures.”  On uni-body frame vehicles the clamping fixtures or clamps are attached to the lower 

part of the rocker panel called the “pinch weld.” 

 

The clamp marks may be very visible, depending on the amount of pressure applied to secure 

the uni-body clamping fixtures to the rocker panel-pinch welds. The clamping fixtures will leave 

either “horizontal, round indenting or slash” marks in the rocker panel-pinch welds. Most of the 

time, auto-body technicians do not take the time to repair the clamp marks or scars. If they do, 

they usually spray them with black undercoating. Special clamping fixtures secure several 

European vehicles in place such as the Mini Cooper, BMW and Mercedes, and in those cases, 

there will not be any signs of clamp marks. BMW and Mecedes require their vehicles unibody 

frames to be aligned on either a Car Bench, Celette or CAR-O-LINER (See Vehicle Manufacturer’s 

Statement, pages 64-65, BMW on required uni-body frame machines).  

 
 

Slash Mark 

 

The Clamp 
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Round-indented Mark 

 

The Clamp 

 
 

Horizontal Mark 

 
 

The Clamp 

 
 
By now, you should have a good idea what kind of marks you should be looking for with uni-

body frame repairs. The only thing that may restrict you from seeing any clamp marks is the 

“black undercoating” that the repair technician used to hide the clamp marks. Keep in mind that 

the black undercoating is a “dead giveaway” that a uni-body realignment.  
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Full-Frame Clamp Marks 

 

Full-frame truck and SUV clamp marks are simple to repair; however, the telltale signs will still 

be there. Look for black undercoating or black paint sprayed in the area that the clamping 

fixtures were located. If over-tightened on application, the clamps may also have left noticeable 

dent(s) in the frame. 

The photo below is a full-frame vehicle secured in place by CAR-O-LINER clamping fixtures. 

 

 
The two photos below are examples of a full-frame vehicle secured in place by CAR-O-LINER 

clamping fixtures. 

   
 

There are many other places to look for frame damage. I believe this brief overview will arm you 

with enough knowledge to keep you out of trouble when making your next used-vehicle 

purchase. (Credit to CAR-O-LINER for photos, www.car-o-liner.com) 
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Frame Repair Disasters 

 

All frames, whether they are uni-body or full-frame vehicles, MUST BE RESTORED back to the 

original shape and form! When they are not restored back to their original shape and form, then 

their “crash worthiness” is seriously COMPROMISED! 

 
The photo below is of a 2007 Honda Accord right-rear uni-body frame rail. The auto-body shop 

did not completely repair all of the frame damage. The black vertical line between the white 

round dots indicates a “buckle” in the uni-body frame rail. The other black vertical line located 

between the two white vertical lines is where the auto-body shop replaced a “section” of the uni-

body frame rail. As with our previous examples, if this vehicle were to sustain another rear-end 

collision, this frame rail would not perform as designed by Honda engineers and could possibly 

“collapse faster,” causing other systems to not react or fail due to the buckle. 

 

The photo below is of the 2004 Toyota Tundra I discussed earlier. The Tundra sustained 

damage to the left side, just under the left-side turn-signal lamp, (location of impact indicated by 

the black arrow) with the cost of repairs just under $3,000. The owner of this truck requested a 

re-inspection at my facilities of his truck by the insurer who was paying the claim. While I was 

inspecting the repairs made by the auto insurer’s recommended Toyota body repair shop, I just 

shook my head. 
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With the hood raised, I could look down onto the left front frame rail and see that the frame had 

collapsed in front of the engine cross-member. THIS IS NOT REPAIRABLE! This frame is not 

repairable due to inaccessibility to the inside of the frame rail. The damage MUST BE 

restored to its original shape and form to be crashworthy. After I made my inspection 

report, rather than paying out for “diminished value,” the at-fault-party’s insurer declared the 

truck a “total loss.” 

This frame damage is one of the main reasons why the body shop could not realign the upper 

body correctly. The photos below are of the left frame rail; green markings show where the 

frame damage is. (See Vehicle Manufacturer’s Statement, pages 74-75, Toyota/Lexus statement on Perimeter 

Frames). 

                                                          Damaged Left-Side Frame Rail 

   

Left-Side Frame Rail, Damaged 

 
 

Right-Side Frame Rail, Original Shape 
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The photos below show a 2004 BMW 330Ci that the owner was fortunate enough to photograph 

while it was on the frame machine. 

    

                                         Chain                                                     Chain 

The owner had been curious about why it was taking so long for the body shop to do the 

repairs. She went to the body shop to check on her car, saw her BMW 330Ci on the frame 

machine and took photograpghs of it. She captured a real KODAK moment. The body shop’s 

frame machine was not the required machine specified by BMW for unibody frame realignment. 

The body shop’s special clamping fixtures was a set of chains to secure the BMW 330Ci in 

place!  

The below photo is a view of the left underside suspension front-lower control arm of this BMW 

330Ci, secured by a chain. The right side was secured in the same manner. 

 

                                                            Chain                Left Lower Control Arm 
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The photo below shows an Anchor Hook wedged into the upper portion of the Strut Tower 

attached by a chain. This is not a proper way to secure the Strut Tower for unibody realignment 

pull. 

 

            Anchor Hook                      Strut Tower 

This body shop caused more than $3,000 in damages to this BMW 330Ci while attempting to 

repair it. The owner of the body shop was sued for fruadulent repairs and damaging the BMW 

330Ci durning the repairs. (See Vehicle Manufacturer’s Statement, pages 64-65, BMW). 
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Part 9 --- Body Shop Fails to Disclose  

 

Toyota Corolla Deathtrap 
 

1998 Toyota Corolla 

 
 
A young woman purchased this 1998 Toyota Corolla from a local body shop in the year 2000. 

Later, in the year 2005, this Corolla was involved in a Side Impact Collision (also known as a T-

Bone or Broadside Collision). Side Impact Collisions have a higher fatality probability than front-

end or rear-end collisions of equal or similar force. Although side airbags can reduce the impact 

to the passengers, the side of a vehicle is far less protected than the front or rear and side 

airbags offer very little in a serious Side Impact Collision. When this young woman’s vehicle was 

“broadsided” on the driver’s side, affecting both doors and the rocker panel, the vehicle began to 

break apart into two sections. You can just imagine the terror she went through. On further 

investigation, this collision exposed that her vehicle had been “CUT INTO or CLIPPED.”  This 

was news to the young woman as the auto body shop owner who sold her the vehicle NEVER 

DISCLOSED that the car had been declared a “TOTAL LOSS” and then REBUILT!  

 

“Clipping” means to cut and remove a large section of the vehicle’s damaged area and then 

replace it with another section from a donor salvage vehicle. When a clipped vehicle is in 

another substantial impact, it can break apart.  

As the saying goes, “a picture is worth a thousand words.”  These photos tell a complete book!   

                            Right Side C-pillar                                                 Left Side C-pillar 
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The photo below is the “inner quarter panel or inner C-pillar” in auto body industry terms. 

Multiple panels join this area together. The outer quarter panel, center panel and the inner 

quarter panel make up the C-pillar. Some vehicle manufacturers do not consider the outer 

quarter panel a structural part. However, the center panel and inner quarter panel are structural 

parts.  

The inner quarter panel (A) is a complete part extending above the headliner (B). The inner 

quarter panel (A) mates to other inner structural panels above and below to provide the strength 

to a vehicle. The body shop cut and welded (C) the right inner quarter panel at the weakest 

point (D), a large opening. Look closely at the area (D) and you will see rust forming, that will 

eventually weaken the welds made in that area over time. 

 

(A) Inner Quarter Panel    (B) Head-liner      (C) Area of Cut and Weld   (D) Opening & Rust 
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The photo below shows the left rocker panel with what appears to be scratches. On closer 

examination, these “scratches” are actually CRACKS in the body filler. (Body fillers are thermal-

set plastics used for filling and smoothing out parts in a body shop, usually referred to as Bondo. 

Bondo is a brand name that has become a generic name for body fillers over the years.)  These 

cracks in the body filler are an indication that the welds underneath have been stressed. I also 

placed a black line (A) to indicate this area. The rocker panel can be made up of two parts 

(outer and inner) or to having multiple re-enforcement parts.  

(A) Left Rocker Panel Cut and Welded Area 
 

 

The body shop cut the floorboard just in front of the rear passenger seat. One minute your 

passengers are there, next they are gone.  

Cut Area 

 

Unfortunately, some auto insurers will have a claimant’s damaged vehicle clipped to save the 

insurance company thousands of dollars rather than declaring the vehicle a total loss. 

Eventually these vehicles are traded or sold to someone else, who will more than likely have no 

idea they just purchased a “rolling death trap.” (See Vehicle Manufactures Statement, page 76 -Toyota /Lexus 

statement on clipping – also see pages 67-68 Ford – page 71 General Motors – page 72 Honda/Acura ).  
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Part 10 --- Damage Disclosure Laws 
 
 

Each state is different when it comes to laws of disclosure of damaged repaired vehicles. For 

instance, in Florida, only “total loss” repaired and “flood vehicles” have to be disclosed. 

Therefore, a vehicle in Florida can have $10,000.00 of auto body repair, since it was never 

declared a “total loss”, the vehicle owner does not have to disclose it. Here in North Carolina, 

we have a “Catch 22” situation regarding damage disclosure. Listed below is the official 

language regarding disclosing prior damage history of a vehicle in North Carolina. 

Chapter 20. Motor Vehicles. 

Article 1. 

Division of Motor Vehicles. 

 

§ 20-71.4. Failure to disclose damage to a vehicle shall be a misdemeanor. 

(a) It shall be unlawful for any transferor of a motor vehicle to do any of the following: 

 

(1) Transfer a motor vehicle up to and including five model years old when the transferor has 

knowledge that the vehicle has been involved in a collision or other occurrence to the extent that the 

cost of repairing that vehicle, excluding the cost to replace the air bag restraint system, exceeds 

twenty-five percent (25%) of its fair market retail value at the time of the collision or other 

occurrence, without disclosing that fact in writing to the transferee prior to the transfer of the vehicle. 

 

My comments to this particular section are: 
 

(1) Many individuals that have had a damaged vehicle repaired generally have no clue as to 
what the percentage of damages is to the vehicle’s actual cash value (ACV).   
 

(2) If the vehicle owner kept the original “repair estimate”, they should know the cost of 
replacing the airbag system or “Safety Restraint System (SRS).” Reading a repair 
estimate may be tricky for some people and they still may have no idea about the total 
amount of replacement cost. The North Carolina “Certificate of Title” damage disclosure 
section does not mention anything about the Safety Restraint System or airbags, 
although they are part of the overall vehicle’s safety design.                   

 

(2) Transfer a motor vehicle when the transferor has knowledge that the vehicle is, or was, a flood 

vehicle, a reconstructed vehicle, or a salvage motor vehicle, without disclosing that fact in writing to 

the transferee prior to the transfer of the vehicle. 

 

(a1)  For purposes of this section, the term "five model years" shall be calculated by counting the model 

year of the vehicle's manufacture as the first model year and the current calendar year as the final model 

year. Failure to disclose any of the information required under subsection (a) of this section that is within 

the knowledge of the transferor will also result in civil liability under G.S. 20-348. The Commissioner 

may prepare forms to carry out the provisions of this section. 

 

My comment to this particular section is: 
 

(1) There is NOTHING on the backside of the North Carolina “Certificate of Title” that 
mentions anything about the “five model years.” 
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Here is the proof! 
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Decision Time 
 

If you do find out your vehicle has been in an undisclosed prior accident, you now have some 

decisions to make on what to do.  

 

(1) Take the vehicle back to the person you bought it from and see what they are willing to 

do about it or,  

 

(2)  Seek legal advice.  

  

I recommend that you do this:  

 

(1) First, either contact your local state Attorney General’s Office and/or you local 

Independent Automobile Dealers Association to find out the laws on damage disclosure 

and what your rights are.  

  

(2) You can also go online to the website www.naca.net, the “National Association of 

Consumer Advocates.” This group provides legal professionals across the U.S. and 

many of them are in the practice of “Automotive Consumer Fraud.”  

 

(3) You can also contact your local State Bar Association for legal professionals and ask 

them for legal professionals in your area and/or conduct an Internet search for legal 

professionals practicing in “Automotive Consumer Fraud.”  

 

In any case, if you choose that route you will need an expert witness who specializes in 

“damaged repaired vehicle cases” to support your claim. Many legal professionals will need an 

expert to provide them with information to support any “prior undisclosed damaged repaired 

vehicle” claim.  
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Part 11--- Conclusion  
 
 

As I stated in my Introduction, “if you have chest pains, you wouldn’t go to a dentist, would 

you?”  My recommendation is before you purchase a used vehicle; seek out a reputable body 

shop known for “high quality” repairs. Many consumers make the mistake of taking a vehicle to 

a mechanic to look over, but a mechanic generally does not do body work. When you take the 

vehicle to the body shop, ask them to put it in writing any indications of repairs made to the 

vehicle you want to purchase. If you have already purchased a vehicle and found out that it was 

in a prior undisclosed accident, a body shop may be reluctant to get involved. If this happens, 

you will need to seek out a professional expert witness who provides vehicle inspections reports 

along with testifying in court.  

 

I recommend that you have the seller put it in writing that “they will purchase the vehicle 

back at the full amount if it is found that the vehicle had prior damage. This request alone 

may make or break the sale of the vehicle. 
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Glossary 

 

Aftermarket Parts:  Aftermarket parts are not made by the original manufacturer. Depending 
on whom one asks, the aftermarket parts used may be equal, better, or worse in quality than the 
original manufacturer parts                                                                                                                        

Alignment:  The process of adjusting parts so that they are in proper relative position. 

Alignment holes:  Factory holes in fenders and radiator supports for the process of adjusting 
parts so that they are in proper relative position.                                                                                                                         

AUTOCHECK:  A vehicle information provider of vehicle history.  

“Accidents are reported by state agencies, police departments and other sources and varies 
from state to state. It is recommended to have pre-owned vehicles inspected by a third party 
prior to purchase.” (Source AUTOCHECK website branding glossary)     

Bedside panel:  The bedside panel is the body panel part that encloses the truck bed on both 
sides of the truck, It also partly hides the various parts underneath the truck bed, including the 
suspension and the exposed truck frame, 
           

Bolted-on Hinge:  A hinge secured by bolts, used on doors of a vehicle.    

Buy-here pay-here Dealer:  Is the term used for that of used car dealer providing their own 
financing on a vehicle for individuals with poor credit or no credit. The vehicle purchased is 
usually an older model vehicle being sold.                                                                                                                

CAR BENCH Manta: A dedicated bench for uni-body frame repairs.       

       

CARFAX:  A vehicle information provider of vehicle history.  

“CARFAX Vehicle History Reports are based on information supplied to CARFAX. CARFAX 
does not have the complete history of every vehicle.”  (Source CARFAX website)                                                                                                

CAR-O-LINER:  A manufacturer of precision uni-body and full frame alignment equipment. Car-
O-Liner products are well known for their high quality, advanced technology and ergonomic 
design. 

Celette Sevenne: A dedicated bench for uni-body frame repairs. 
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Clamp marks:  Marks in the rocker panel pinch weld of a vehicle made by the clamping fixtures 
that secure a vehicle in place during the re-alignment process.                                                                                                                                             

Color variance:  Also known as wrong color, off shade, mismatch, fading, off color. The color of 
the repaired part differs from that originally on the object being painted. 

       Origin and Potential Causes: 

 The appropriate formula or alternate was not used. 

 Incorrect spray gun setup or PSI. 

 The original finish has changed due to weathering or exposure. 

 Incorrect application technique (especially applicable to metallic’s), too wet, too dry, poor hiding or coverage. 

 The color was not well stirred. 

 Variations of the OEM finish. 

                                                                                                                    

Damage Disclosure Law(s):  A law or laws made by the General Assembly of a state to 
protect consumers and transferors of motor vehicles that may be unaware of prior damage.     

Discovery:  A formal investigation -- governed by court rules -- that is conducted before trial. 
Discovery allows one party to question other parties, and sometimes witnesses. It also allows 
one party to force the others to produce requested documents or other physical evidence.                                                                                                               

Door gaps:  The distance around the door between the edge of the door and the aperture (the 
opening into which the door fits). 

Door edge seam sealers:  A flexible rubberize compound which is applied to the door-edge 
flange area to prevent moisture from entering the door. 

Door hinges:  Hinges that either secure the door to the front pillar or center post of a vehicle.   

Fasteners:  Bolts, nuts, screws made from plastic or metal made in various shapes to secure 
one part to another. 

   

    

 FATS labels:  An auto industry acronym that stands for Federal Anti -Theft Standard label. 
These labels are located on various places on a vehicle’s body panels.                                                                                                                             

Splash shields:  Covers placed inside of the wheel well of a vehicle to prevent water and dirt  
from getting  into  other areas of the vehicle. Splash-shields can hide prior repairs.                                                                                                    

Gluing or adhesive bonding:  A repair process to secure two panels in place, rather than 
welding the two panels together. A process limited or not recommended by vehicle 
manufacturers.                                                                                                        

Hood hinges:  Hinges used to attach the hood to the front cowl of a vehicle.        

Hood latch:  A locking device mounted to the upper part of the radiator support that secures the 
hood in place by the hood striker.  
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Hood striker:  Is mounted by either bolts or welds to the underside of the hood. When the hood 
is closed the hood striker and hood latch will mate, securing the hood in place.                                                                                                     

MIG Plug Welding:  A welding process used to replace OEM spot welds. A plug weld  is made 
by aiming the electrode tip through the hole in the top panel at a 90-degree angle to the base 
metal, and circling around the hole to fuse the edges.         

        

                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                     

NACA:  The National Association of Consumer Advocates (NACA), a nationwide organization of 

more than 1500 members who represent and have represented hundreds of thousands of 

consumers victimized by fraudulent and predatory business practices.         
                                                                                                                            

OEM:  Acronym for Original Equipment Manufacturer, and associated with parts / products 
supplied by the original manufacturer. 
 
Out-of-alignment:  Components requiring adjustment for coordinated functioning. 

Paint defects:  Paint defects can occur under many conditions, from dirty compressed air to 

improper surface prep or even mixing errors by “eyeballing” a mixture as opposed to measuring, 

applying a second or third coat of paint with insufficient drying time between coats, and so on. 

(Dirt, fisheyes, orange peel, pinholes, runs or sags, sand scratches) 

Paint flaking:  A condition where a vehicle's color coat lifts away from the underlying anti-

corrosion primer coat, that is generally a dull gray color .                                                                                                                           

Paint over-spray: A visible mist of paint on areas where it doesn’t belong. Check glass, rubber 

moldings, other painted surfaces for the tell tale signs that a vehicle  may have had  body work 

done or has been painted .                                                                                                                           

Pillars (A-Pillar or Front Pillar; B-pillar or Center pillar):  In the Automotive Industry, the term 

"pillar" denotes a vertical shaft or column that provides structural support and strength. The 

location of the pillars is by design for passenger safety during a vehicle rollover. Properly 

designed support pillars will not allow the roof to collapse during a vehicle rollover. Most 

vehicles have 3 to 4 Pillars with the exception of modern convertible and vintage hardtop 

convertible vehicles.  

A-Pillar - The A-Pillar or Front Pillar support the roof and windshield.  

B-Pillar - The B-Pillar or Center Pillar supports the center of the vehicle and is located directly 

behind the front passenger seating position. As previously noted modern convertibles and 

vintage hardtop convertibles do not have a B-Pillar.  
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C-Pillar - The C-Pillar supports the roof and rear window and is located directly behind the rear 

passenger seating position on a sedan.  

D-Pillar - The D-pillar is located at the rearmost area of the vehicle, and is used on sport utility 

vehicles (SUVs) and station wagons. A sedan will not have a D-pillar.    

Quarter panel:  A rear section of the body that incorporates the rear fender and usually the C-

pillar. In late model cars, the rear fender usually is no longer a separate welded or bolt-on panel, 

it fits into the bottom of the rear window frame and the rear panel.                                                                                                    

Quarter panel water-trough:   Directs water away from the inside of the trunk area of a vehicle. 

R DOT label:  Is attached to replacement body panels. It contains the large capital letters 

RDOT without a VIN number, along with the manufacturer's logo. It is required by federal statute 

for replacement panels on high theft line vehicles. 

SAE (Society of Automotive Engineers):  SAE International has more than 90,000 members - 

engineers, business executives, educators, and students from more than 97 countries - who 

share information and exchange ideas for advancing the engineering of mobility systems. SAE 

is your one-stop resource for standards development, events, and technical information and 

expertise used in designing, building, maintaining, and operating self-propelled vehicles for use 

on land or sea, in air or space. (Source SAE International website)                                                                                 

Scarred bolt:  Scars or scrapes on bolt edges marked by a wrench or socket tool by loosening 

or removing and then re-installing the bolt.  

Scarred nut:   Scars or scrapes on nut edges caused by a wrench or socket tool by loosening 

or removing and re-installing the nut.                                                                                                                

Shim:  Is a spacer used to make a body panel fit or align.                                                                                                                        

Sighting: To look along side of a vehicle from front bumper to rear bumper in order to inspect 

the body panels of a vehicle for inconsistencies in the finish and prior repairs.                                                                                                                                        

Spot weld: Is a weld made in a round shape, made by robotic welders during the manufacturing 

process, or welds humanly made with the use of MIG or STRSW welders during a replacement 

of a part. 

Strut tower:  Is where the front struts or shoch absorbers are mounted to. The strut tower is a  

strutural part having other unibody frame parts attached to it. Such as: the upper and lower 

unibody frame rails. 
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STRSW (Squeeze-Type Resistance Spot Welder):  A welding machine that has two opposing 

electrode tips making a weld while under pressure.        

 

Tapelines:  A buildup of paint resulting in a “ridge-type-edge” where tape and masking paper 

are used to covered an area of the vehicle not to be painted. 

Under the hood information labels:  Are additional vehicle information that may be under the 

hood, or attached to the radiator support or to other parts, such as Emissions information, or 

Coolant information, Engine belt layout, Engine size and other information. 

  

Unibody frame:   Is a construction technique for vehicles where the body is integrated through 

welding into a single unit with the chassis instead of a separate body on frame.                

Vehicle Identification Numbers (VIN):   Motor vehicles here in the U.S. have Vehicle 

Identification Numbers (VIN). The VIN “Plate” is located on the left front of the dash near the 

windshield. The VIN label is either attached the driver’s door or on the center pillar. The VIN 

contains a code that uses 17 letters and numbers to identify a vehicle’s Nation of origin, Maker, 

Model line, Restraint system ,Body type , Model year,  Engine type, and Assembly plant.  

VIN dash plate:  The Vehicle Identification Number plate located on the driver’s side of the 

dash, close to the edge of the windshield, on the inside of the vehicle.  

VIN Label:  The Vehicle Identification Number Label may be placed either on the inside edge of 

the driver’s door, or on the center pillar on the driver’s side.                                                                                                         

Washer:   A flat disc with a hole through the center that is often used with threaded fasteners to 

ensure tightness of a joint.                                                                                                                       
 

 

Weld burn(s):  Are the result of the paint being burned away from the welding process. 

Examples below: 

    

Welded on hinge:  Is a hinge that is not bolted-on. 

Windshield Pillar:  Also known as an A-Pillar or Front Pillar        
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