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“The other shops charged me $2000.00 and it still isn’t fixed.”
2002 Malibu
53,458 miles
3.1L Engine

4T40E Transaxle

Low power concern
The Malibu

Lloyd is a guy I’ve known for nearly forty years and he called about the 2002 Malibu – this car belongs to a woman with whom Lloyd works, and she had taken her car to several places trying to get it straightened out, but nobody had been able to do anything except spend her money, and she had gone through about two thousand bucks.  When I spoke with her on the phone she told me if I wasn’t able to figure her problem out she was going to trade it, but she really liked the car and really didn’t need a car payment.
Her story was that the Malibu had almost no power at all – cars traveling behind her on curvy country roads where it’s hard to pass would tailgate her until an opportunity came to move into the passing lane and leave her behind, because she could only poke along at about 50 mph.

“The engine makes a lot of noise when I try to accelerate, but the car doesn’t go very fast,” she told me.  It was a challenge, and I rose to it, not having any idea whether I could do her any good or not.  Those “I’ve been everywhere” jobs are always interesting (whether we can figure them out or not) and just about everybody has some notches on his or her pocket screwdriver handle representing their victories over these problem children.  Would I be able to add a notch to mine? We’d see.
First I drove the car with one of the students, and we both agreed it felt like a clogged catalyst, but the engine wasn’t quite as noisy as it should have been for a plugged exhaust problem. Most of the students drove the car as well and said it felt like a transmission concern, but I took the time to explain how an underpowered engine, reduced road speed, and a foot deep into the throttle will cause a transmission to shift late and hard.
In the service bay we checked engine vacuum – it was about 19 inches and recovered well on the acceleration test (holding the throttle up to see if the vacuum stayed low – it didn’t.)  I have to admit that I was surprised.
Next we checked the fuel pressure, and it was a solid 55 lbs. (52-59 is the spec).

Scan tool – no diagnostic trouble codes and nothing out of the ordinary on the data stream, not even in the fuel trim PIDs.
On the lift, a temperature check of the pipe ahead of the catalyst showed 225 degrees Fahrenheit, and behind the cat we read 375 degrees, but I’ve seen those temperatures lie to me before, so we did a pressure check of the exhaust stream between the converter and the engine that revealed less than 2 psi of pressure, even with the engine at 2000 rpm and holding.  This wasn’t a plugged catalyst. So what was it?  I had no idea, and quite frankly, I could understand why several shops fought with it unsuccessfully.

Well, we’re studying transmissions this semester, and this was one of those funky GM transaxles with no dipstick (seems like there were a lot of those popping up around the turn of the century), and I determined to show my students the right way to check and fill the transaxle on one of these 4T40Es.  There is a 1/8 pipe plug on the passenger’s end of the transaxle that looks like a line pressure test port, but it’s actually the fluid level check point.  You’re supposed to remove the red filler cap on the upper side of the transmission case and then remove that 1/8 pipe plug near the bottom of the transaxle with the engine running and check with a pocket screwdriver to see if the transmission fluid comes to the base of that hole.  If it runs out of the hole, let it run out until it stops running out and the fluid level is correct.

Well, when we screwed the plug out, there were about 2 quarts of fluid that came out before the fluid level reached its optimum.  That was a lot of fluid, and usually an overfull transmission or transaxle will push excess fluid out the vent, but this transaxle won’t do that for some reason. This one sure didn’t!  Somebody had obviously added fluid without removing the plug, probably figuring too much was better than not enough.

It was only a hunch, but I took the car for a test drive after the fluid dump and was pretty astounded to find that it ran like a new vehicle – the lack of power was gone.
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	This Malibu was a cream puff, even if it was kind of dirty on the inside.
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	These are the locations of the fluid check plug and filler cap on the Malibu’s 4T40E – some of the latest models have experienced the return of the dipstick – one of our college vehicles is a 2008 Impala that is equipped with a stick.
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	MA0609-The Fluid
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	This is what you should see with the plug removed – we saw a heavy stream of fluid that we collected in a pan – and while it’s interesting that the fluid overfill didn’t shove fluid out the vent, the extra pressure from that fluid appears to have been slugging the torque converter somehow.
	Here’s the fluid we drained out – afterwards, the car ran like a new one.  Chalk one up for experience – somebody had been pouring fluid in without removing the plug, apparently figuring that too much was better than not enough. 
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