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By Michael C. Upton

Reading Eagle correspondent 

While the act of donating a 
vehicle to charity is often used 
to reduce an income tax burden, 
people such as Greg Auchter of 
Mount Penn pursued the en-
deavor just to give to a worth-
while cause.

Auchter is one of the thousands 
of individuals who donated a ve-
hicle to charity in 2019, hoping to 
make a difference.

But while catchy jingles and 
snappy slogans on commercials 
encourage owners to donate their 
vehicles to charity, not all is as it 
may seem. Words of caution about 
donating a vehicle come from a 
range of voices, from state and 
federal agencies and people such 
as Auchter.

“In hindsight, I probably should 
have researched it a little more,” 
said Auchter. “Here’s where I put 
my word of caution out to people 
who are thinking of donating a 
car: There are a lot of (organiza-
tions) out there, and some of these 
places are only donating a certain 
portion to a charity.”

Trying to help
In October 2019, Auchter do-

nated his 2001 Nissan pickup 
truck to Cars Helping Veterans, 
an outfit he said he found online 
collecting car donations for Pur-
ple Heart-awarded, homeless and 
disabled veterans.

Cars Helping Veterans is a 
501 (c)(3) nonprofit organization 
providing support to groups 
such as the Military Order of 
the Purple Heart, Soldiers’ An-
gels and Paralyzed Veterans of 
America.

Many of the multitude of orga-
nizations accepting vehicles for 
charity are third-party groups. 
A study by the Government Ac-

countability Office states that, on 
average, only 35% of a vehicle’s 
value makes it to the intended 
charity. Most of the remaining 
funds are used by third-party or-
ganizations for management and 
advertising.

According to a Guidestar.org 
report from 2015, 15% of the 
value collected from a donated 
car through Cars Helping Vet-
erans goes to the charitable pro-
gram. The same report shows out-
fits such as CarDonations.com at 
3% and Cars4DisabledVets.org at 
8% are well below the government 
average.

“It (Cars Helping Veterans) 
is a little below average on the 
amount of money they return 
to the group,” Auchter said, who 
added he would donate a vehicle 
again.

But, next time he will do more 
research into the nonprofit ac-
cepting his donation.

One of the best
One of the oldest car donation 

organizations also ranks as one 
of the best. The charity watchdog 
group Charity Navigator named 
800charitycars.org as a Four-Star 
Charity and Guidestar.org reports 
the Florida-based nonprofit gives 
84% of the vehicle value it collects 
to charitable programs.

Brian Menzies, CEO and 
founder, started 800charitycars.
org in 1996 to do “something 
worthwhile” in a “pre-internet” 
world, he said; thus, the reference 
in its name to “800,” which signi-
fies a toll-free phone number.

“There was nobody involved, 
and then everybody got involved 
in car-donation programs,” said 
Menzies.

His 800charitycars.org is one 
of more than 4,300 charities with 
revenues of more than $100,000 
to have car-donation programs.

“It’s a nightmare out there,” 
Menzies said. “It’s like the wild, 
wild west. There are some (good) 
local programs out there, but we 
do this nationally.”

When a call comes in from an 
owner looking to donate a quality 
vehicle, Menzies’ group connects 
with a local organization to facil-
itate the auto exchange to a fam-
ily or individual in need. In Penn-
sylvania, the donated vehicles col-
lected by 800charitycars.org are 
delivered through Family Prom-
ise, a New Jersey-based charity 
helping homeless and low-income 
families achieve sustainable inde-
pendence.

“It’s easier to work with a local 
group because they have boots on 
the ground,” Menzies said. “And 
most of these cars are given away 
without any fanfare.”

Menzies said about a third of 
the donated vehicles go to salvage 
and help with the nonprofit’s op-
erating costs along with inspec-
tion and maintenance of donated 
vehicles.

A local exchange
Dan Lubas, reporting secre-

tary for the Shillington Lions 
Club, started an auto-donation 
program out of simple necessity 
around 2015. After the death of 
an older member, a local fam-
ily was dispersing mostly health 
and medical items, which the Li-
ons Club regularly appropriates 
for those in need, but among the 
personal property of this individ-
ual was a car.

“That’s how I started the pro-

gram,” Lubas said. “It’s a small 
program, because we are only 
just one Lions Club within Berks 
County.”

Lubas devised a way for those 
looking to donate a vehicle to 
easily transfer the car’s worth 
to the Lions Club by partnering 
with Moyer Nissan (which at the 
program’s inception was Eisen-
hauer Nissan) in South Heidel-
berg Township.

After making a fair offer, 
Lubas said, the dealer purchases 
the car from the owner. The 
owner immediately signs over 
the check as a donation to the 
Lions Club.

“We then issue a 501 (c)(3) de-
duction letter,” Lubas said. “If we 
would take ownership of the car, 
we would have to pay fees, pro-
vide insurance and have a license. 
The dealership gets their good 
feeling because they are helping 

out the Lions Club.”
All the money donated through 

the sale of a vehicle goes directly 
to the Lions Club’s efforts in the 
local community through school 
programs, medical equipment 
programs, food banks and disas-
ter assistance.

“We help people out, but we 
don’t broadcast about it,” Lubas 
said. “One hundred percent of 
every donation we get goes back 
to service the (local) people we 
help.”

Fact sheet
PennDOT offers a fact sheet 

on donating a vehicle to a char-
itable organization, which div-
vies procedures into owner and 
charitable organization responsi-
bilities. Owners must follow the 
same procedures as a person sell-
ing a vehicle to a dealer or pri-
vate individual when donating a 
vehicle. After taking possession 
of the vehicle, the charitable or-
ganization must apply for a title.

Lubas’ system does not require 
the nonprofit to take ownership of 
the vehicle.

Experts advise those looking 
for a tax write-off to read IRS 
Publication 4303, “A Donor’s 
Guide to Vehicle Donations.”

“In 2005 the tax laws changed,” 
Menzies said. “Donations dropped, 
and we’ll probably experience 
another drop because of (new) 
changes in the tax law.”

Contact Michael C. Upton: 
specialsections@readingeagle.
com.

Eric Moyer of Moyer Nissan.

By Brad Bergholdt

Q I’m incredibly frustrated 
with the power outlet in 

my 2016 Ford F-150 pickup 
truck. It can only operate 
tiny things such as a phone 
or a laptop charger, but it 
blinks and fails to operate 
my cordless multitool battery 
charger or a small air com-
pressor.

Is it possible for the power 
outlet to be upgraded or re-
placed with something more 
capable?

— Adam D.

A Power inverters are cool 
gadgets, and it is great to 

have one along in a vehicle to 
make available small to mod-
erate quantities of 120 volt 
household power.

The problem is that to make 
much more than the 400 watts, 
your built-in inverter requires 
a well-ventilated cigar box size 
or larger device — which is dif-
ficult to fit within the instru-
ment panel — as well as very 
thick power cables. And you 
have to take care to only op-
erate it when the engine is 
running, to maintain battery 
charge.

Many years back, I installed 
a 1200 watt power inverter un-
der the back seat of our Sil-
verado. We needed it to re-
charge a computer, run a slow 
cooker appliance and oper-
ate a small chest freezer in or-
der to bring frozen fish home 
from Alaska. This required 
running very thick cables di-

rectly from the battery under 
the truck and up through the 
rear cab floor.

A very large (200 amp) fuse 
was employed to protect the 
circuit, and great care was 
used to route and protect the 
cables from chaffing on any-
thing metal.

The system works great, al-
though one must absolutely 
remember to turn off the in-
verter each time the truck is 
parked, to avoid battery run-
down.

The thing about power in-
verters is that in order to 
change 12 volts DC into 120 
volts AC, there will be 10 or 
more times the current in the 
12-volt side of the system (ca-
bling to inverter) than what 
the 120-volt side can provide 
at the outlet (volts times amps 
equal watts).

This is why the cables need 
to be huge/short, and the en-
gine needs to be running (the 
car/truck battery would run 
down very quickly without 
continual charging).

Please don’t consider 
mounting the inverter under-
hood and bringing the 120 
volts into the cab. The 12 volt 
cabling could be a bit shorter/
easier to route, but the un-
der-hood temperature is too 
high for the unit, and it’s too 
dangerous to run the 120 volt 
cord past so many metal ob-
stacles.

Brad Bergholdt is an automotive 
technology instructor at 
Evergreen Valley College in 
San Jose, Calif. Email him: 
bradbergholdt@gmail.com. He 
cannot make personal replies.

UNDER THE HOOD

Be careful when altering 
truck’s power outlet

By Bob Weber

Q The tires on my 2007 
Highlander have gone flat 

or at least lost enough air to set 
off the “flat tire” warning six 
times in the last four years.

I’ve never had this happen 
on any other car, and I’ve been 
driving for more than 50 years.

I take it in, and they say it’s 
corrosion on the wheel and 
take care of it.

This only happens in 
colder weather. The front 
tires were replaced seven 
years ago and have 45,000 
miles on them.

The rear tires were replaced 
five years ago and have 31,000 
miles. I keep my cars for at least 
10 years, and this started hap-
pening when the tires were only 
two and four years old, respec-
tively.

I don’t know of anyone else 
having this problem and won-
der if you have any insight. I 
have 88,000 miles on this ve-
hicle.

— L.C., Park Ridge, Ill.

A Corrosion is an industry-
wide problem, particularly 

with alloy wheels. And it is espe-
cially common where they salt 
the roads. Buffing off the corro-
sion and applying a tire mounting 
compound are a couple solutions 
short of replacing the wheels.

•••

Q I have a 2016 Toyota High-
lander Limited Edition. A 

fan that seems to be under the 
back seats often stays running 
hours after the car has been 
turned off. The only way I can 
turn it off is by starting the car 
and immediately turning it off 
again. The dealer says it’s nor-
mal and it’s clearing the exhaust 
system, but I say it’s a problem 
that needs fixing. Any thoughts?

— D.S., Lake Barrington, Ill.

A About five hours after 
you park the vehicle, the 

evaporative emissions sys-
tem, not the exhaust system, 
performs self-check for leaks. 
What you hear is a pump that 
pressurizes the system, which 
is then observed for a pres-
sure drop, indicating a leak. 
Because most drivers park 
their cars overnight, this 
plan makes sense.

The test is interrupted by 
switching on the ignition or re-
moving the gas cap, but I advise 
against that and suggest allow-
ing the test to complete.

•••

Q For cars that don’t have 
blind-spot warning sys-

tems, the driver should:
1. Adjust the seats and rear-

view mirror as usual.
2. Lean over and place head 

against the driver’s-side win-
dow.

3. Adjust the outside mirror 
so you are just seeing the edge 
of his or her car.

It may take some fine tuning 
depending on the height of the 
driver and position of the seat. 
But if done properly when a car 
overtakes and passes on the left 
side, as the image in the main 
rear-view mirror begins to disap-
pear, it will start to appear in the 
outside mirror. This pretty much 
eliminates the driver’s-side blind 
spot. For the right-side blind 
spot, I adjust the convex mirror 
to the full outboard position.

— D.G., Darien, Ill.

A I first reported this 
method in a feature back 

in 1995 when the Society of 
Automobile Engineers pub-
lished a paper showing the 
better method for setting the 
mirrors.

Since then the method has 
been circulated in many pub-
lications and on the internet. 
At first it looks weird to see 
the guard rail and stuff seem-
ingly moving and not seeing the 
road, but you will get used to it.

The new warning systems 
and even blind-spot mirrors 
also help.

Bob Weber became an ASE-
certified Master Automobile 
Technician in 1976. Weber’s 
work appears in professional 
trade magazines and other 
consumer publications. Send 
questions along with name 
and town to Motormouth, 
Rides, Chicago Tribune, 
435 N. Michigan Ave., Fifth 
Floor, Chicago IL 60611 or 
motormouth.tribune@gmail.
com.

MOTORMOUTH

Corrosion often drains tires, 
especially during the winter

DONATING VEHICLES

BILL UHRICH — READING EAGLE

Dan Lubas, left, of the Shillington Lions Club and Eric Moyer of Moyer Nissan in South Heidelberg Township 
promote vehicle donations. 

DRIVEN TO 
DONATE
Vehicles given to charity, 
but concerns remain
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