
How to Inspect a Vehicle Before Buying from an
Overseas Seller
Buying a used vehicle from another country can save money or open up models not available
locally. But distance adds real risk. You cannot pop over for a second look, and the legal routes
for dispute are far from simple. The best protection is a thorough inspection before you
commit funds. Here is how to approach it, step by step, and what to watch at each stage.

Start with the paperwork
Before you look at the bodywork, check the vehicle's identity. Ask the seller for a clear photo of
the Vehicle Identification Number (VIN) plate. The VIN should match the one on the registration
documents and any export certificate. Cross-check the make, model and year against the
seller's listing. A mismatch here is a major warning sign. Also ask for the country's vehicle title
or registration certificate. Some countries have digital registers where you can verify the VIN is
not reported as stolen, written off or carrying outstanding finance. If the seller hesitates on
providing these documents, treat it as a red flag.

Inspect the body condition
When buying sight-unseen, detailed photos and video walkarounds are essential. Ask for shots
taken in natural light of every panel: front, rear, sides, roof, and the four corners. Look for
uneven gaps between panels, paint that does not quite match, or orange-peel texture. Those
can point to body filler or a respray after an accident. Also check for rust bubbles along the
lower edges of doors, around wheel arches, and under the bonnet edges. Surface rust in a dry
climate is manageable, but bubbling or flaking metal means corrosion has taken hold.

Ask the seller to open and close every door, the boot or tailgate, and the bonnet. Listen for
sticking or misalignment. A door that sags or rubs may have hinge damage or a bent frame.
The same goes for the glovebox and any hatches inside. These small details can tell you how
well the vehicle was looked after.

View the location on Google Maps

Look under the vehicle
An underbody inspection is critical, especially for vehicles from regions that salt roads in
winter or have high humidity. Request photos of the underside, focusing on the chassis rails,
crossmembers and the floor pans. Look for heavy surface rust, flaking metal, or areas that
have been painted over with a thick coating. Fresh paint on an older vehicle can hide holes or

https://www.google.com/maps/search/?api=1&query=Kalali%20Motors


weak spots. Also check the exhaust system, fuel lines and brake pipes for corrosion or leaks.
Any oily residue on the underbody is worth investigating further. If the seller cannot provide
underbody photos, consider using a vehicle inspection service that can send a technician to
the vehicle's location to take them for you.

Examine the tyre wear
Tyre condition gives clues about the vehicle's mechanical alignment and usage. Ask for a
photo of each tyre's tread depth and a straight-on view of the sidewall. Uneven wear across the
tread, such as heavy wear on the inner or outer edge, suggests a problem with the suspension
or wheel alignment. Bulges, cracks or cuts in the sidewalls mean the tyre needs replacement,
which is an extra cost you should factor in. Also check that all four tyres match in brand and
model, or at least that the axle pairs match. Mismatched pairs can cause handling issues.

Check the brake system
You can get a fair idea of brake condition from photos and a simple test. Ask the seller to take
a picture through the wheel spokes showing the brake disc or drum. Look at the disc's surface:
a smooth, even shine is normal. Deep grooves, a heavy rust ring, or a lip at the disc edge
indicate the discs are worn and may need replacement soon. On vehicles with drum brakes,
ask for a photo of the brake shoe through the inspection hole if the cover is easy to remove.
Also ask the seller to start the engine, press the brake pedal firmly and describe how far it
travels before it firms up. A pedal that sinks slowly to the floor points to a leak in the hydraulic
system, which is a job for a professional.

Perform an engine test
An engine test is best done with the engine cold. Ask the seller to send a video of starting the
engine from cold, without warming it up first. Listen for rough idle, knocking sounds, or a loud
rattle from the timing chain area. A puff of blue smoke on start-up can be normal in older
engines, but thick white or black smoke is not. Let the engine reach operating temperature
while the seller records the dashboard for warning lights. The check engine light should
illuminate briefly when the key is turned to the on position and then go out once the engine
runs. If it stays on, ask for the error codes from a diagnostic scanner. Many sellers will do this
for a serious buyer.

While the engine is running, ask the seller to rev it gently and then release. The engine should
return to idle without stuttering. Also check for exhaust smoke under load: a helper can hold a
white cloth near the tailpipe while someone revs the engine. Oily residue on the cloth points to
worn piston rings or valve seals.

http://www.kalalimotors.co.za/


Take the vehicle for a road test
A road test reveals issues you cannot see while stationary. If you are not in the country, ask a
trusted third party or a vehicle inspection service to perform the test. The driver should start on
a flat road, accelerate smoothly, then brake gently from about 50 km/h. Feel for any vibration in
the steering wheel during braking, which suggests warped brake discs. Listen for a rhythmic
noise from the wheels that changes with speed, a sign of a failing wheel bearing or a deformed



tyre. On a straight, level road, take hands briefly off the wheel: the vehicle should not drift
sharply to one side. A pull to one side can mean an alignment issue or a seized brake caliper.
Also test the steering through a gentle turn: it should feel smooth, not notchy or heavy.

Check the transmission

On an automatic, the shift from park to drive should engage with a firm click, not a clunk.
Accelerate gently through the gears and note if there is a delay in shifting or a shudder. On a
manual, the clutch should engage smoothly about halfway through the pedal travel. A very high
or very low engagement point suggests the clutch is worn. Also test reverse gear: a manual
that grinds going into reverse may have a worn synchromesh, while an automatic that
hesitates before engaging reverse could have internal wear.

What to do with the findings
Once you have the inspection photos, videos and the road test report, compare the vehicle's
condition against the seller's description. Small discrepancies can be negotiated, but major
mechanical faults or evidence of past accident damage should make you reconsider. Ask the
seller to fix certain items before shipping, or adjust the price accordingly. Get any agreement in
writing. If the seller is unwilling to provide basic inspection data, it is safer to walk away. Buying
a vehicle internationally involves enough logistics without adding a surprise repair bill.

For buyers who want a professional opinion, a vehicle inspection service can arrange a
thorough check of the car at its current location. The inspector will document the body
condition, engine test, brake system, tyre wear, underbody condition and road test results, and
provide a detailed report with photos. This removes much of the guesswork and gives you
solid evidence before you transfer funds.

Once the inspection is done and you are satisfied, the next steps involve export paperwork and
shipping coordination. The process varies by destination country, so ask the seller or your
shipping agent what documents are needed. Most countries require the original title, a bill of
sale, an export certificate and a customs declaration. Your buyer's agent or a local vehicle
inspection service can often guide you on the specific requirements for your location.

Kalali Motors, based at Atholl Towers, 129 Patricia Rd, Sandown, Sandton, 2031, South Africa,
can be contacted at +27 71 487 2330 for assistance with vehicle sourcing, inspection support
and export logistics.

Kalali Motors is also on Facebook.

https://www.facebook.com/profile.php?id=100090122238104&mibextid=JRoKGi

