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      By Allen Wood


In the “consumer protection age” it pays to know the professionals who heal our bodies and fix our homes. For many consumers a physician is at the top of the list of most important people to know followed by electricians, plumbers, lawyers, the clergy and so on. But what about a collision repairer? That’s’ right, the person who safely restores a damaged vehicle to pre-accident condition can save you money, even your life while not knowing one can be a grave consumer mistake.


I hope you never need a collision repairer, but should that time come, here are seven considerations to assist you in making the right consumer decision about repairing a damaged vehicle.

(1) Don’t get steered. When you steer your car, you maintain control. If your insurer steers, you lose control.  If you have selected a repairer but the insurer tries to convince you otherwise, that is an illegal practice called “steering.” Go where you want—it’s the law!

(2) Know what crash parts are used. Insurers make deals with certain repairers--they will send customers to a repairer in trade for a reduced labor rate. On the surface, these deals might sound okay, but some insurers go too far. They pressure repairers to use replacement parts that are cheaper than the original equipment (factory parts). These “crash” parts often don’t fit the vehicle as well as the factory equipment. More importantly, imitation crash parts for key safety items often don’t absorb shock as well as the parts that were made for the car.

(3) Maintain the warranty. If you buy a vehicle new and it is damaged under warranty, you should replace the damaged parts with ones from the manufacturer. Unfortunately, some insurers want non-factory parts put on recent model cars, and, as consequence, the terms of the warranty may be voided. The same concern exists if the vehicle is purchased through a manufacturer’s credit program. You might violate terms of the loan if you replace damaged parts with ones not from the vehicle manufacturer.

(4) The repairer represents you. Collision repair is a contract between the vehicle owner and the repairer, not the insurer. Yet, the insurer often wants to dictate how repairs are made. The Collision Repair Association of California (CRA), a trade association of repairers, believes it is the duty of the repairer to stand up to insurers when they want to compromise the repair process. CRA repairers keep their customers informed every step of the way regarding the work that needs to be done and any obstacles, including  insurer resistance, that might impede the safe and proper repair of their vehicle.

(5) Know your rights. State law gives more rights than just the one about selecting a repair facility. You have the right to a written estimate of repairs and a detailed invoice when the work is done. Consumers also have the right to be informed by their insurer about coverage for a rental car, towing and storage of their vehicle. 

(6) Skills and equipment count. Today’s cars have multiple air bags, uni-body construction and space-age metals and plastics. Not all repairers are trained, or equipped to fix these new vehicles. Members of the CRA rely on computers, lasers and the highest skilled workers to put damaged vehicles back on the road in the condition they were in prior to the accident. 

(7) Select a repairer before you need one. Do some homework. Check the repairer’s credentials. Is the business a member of the CRA? Are the employees certified to repair certain types of vehicles. Most importantly, will the repairer represent you when the time comes? 

Allen Wood is executive director of the Collision Repair Association of California, a professional trade organization. Contact the CRA at 707-636-1770; or visit CRA at www.cra-ca.com .
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