
< “Hey, MEA?  I’ve Got This Car...”
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“The Car is Running...
with the Oil Drain Plug 

in My Hand!”
A shop recently called our hotline in a panic! “I have a

2005 Toyota Prius, in for an oil change,” said the caller, “and
the car started by itself when it was on the lift! There was NO
oil in the engine and the oil drain plug is in my hand!!”  This
story is real, and the names have been changed to protect the
innocent.  So where did the tech go wrong?

It is easy to say after the fact that the shop was not prop-
erly trained to work on this Hybrid car. But this was a gas
engine oil change, not a high voltage electric motor service.
My opinion on the training is not as grim. While Hybrid vehi-
cle training is definitely needed, what
is often needed is simply familiariza-
tion and safety training to do most
service work.  In my opinion, you do
not need to be a Hybrid “Guru” to
service Hybrid vehicles. 

So what happened to this car?
Why did it run with the drain plug
out? The real key to this problem was
in the smart key system (no pun
intended).  Many cars now have smart
keys in them today - not just Hybrids.
However, this Hybrid by nature gave the tech a false sense of
security that added to the problem. This is because a Toyota
Hybrid Gas Engine does not usually run at idle.

If you are not familiar with the smart key system, it is a
system that essentially allows the customer to open and start
their car without ever taking the keys out of their pocket. A
customer (or technician) would walk up to their car, have the
Transponder (key fob,  as seen in figure 2) in their pocket, sim-
ply touch the door handle and the car would open.  Then when
inside the car, the technician puts their foot on the brake,
presses the POWER button (as shown in figure 3) and the car
will start, with no key required!  Now keep in mind that this is
a Toyota Hybrid, so the gas engine may not run at idle, but the
READY indicator lights up (as you can see in figure 4) to say
the car is “Ready” to go.

So again, where did the tech go wrong?  He pulled into

the bay on electric power (the gas engine was not running), put
it in park, and got out of the car with the smart key in his hand
and put it on his toolbox. He figured, like most techs, that he
was out of the car and far enough away.

After draining the oil, at some point the Hybrid system
determines that the main battery needs to be charged.
Therefore, it automatically STARTS the gas engine to
recharge the batteries.  Needless to say, you can appreciate the
awful feeling that this technician had as he simultaneously put
the drain plug in, lowered the lift and shut it off.

Speaking of which, how DID he
shut it off? All one has to do is simply
press the POWER button. By getting
out of the car without shutting the
Power button off, you can see how our
troubled tech got into his predica-
ment.  Now in all fairness, this is an
easy mistake to make, as it is a Hybrid,
and the gas engine was not running
when he got out of the car.

Now onto the most important
question: How can you avoid this hap-

pening in your shop?  It’s simple: Training is the real answer.
Until you get there, there is a button/ switch (as seen in figure
5) that allows you to disable the smart key system.  Simply
press the button in, and the Smart Key system will be disabled.
Is it necessary to disable the Smart Key system if you shut the
Power button off? No, but it can add some confidence and
assurance to your day.  Keep in mind that most customers like
the features of the Smart Key system, so it is very likely that
you will find it in the “enable” position.

You can learn more of the ins and outs of Hybrid systems
at MEA’s Toyota, Honda, Saturn and Ford Hybrid Training
programs.  Visit www.meatraining.com for details.
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The real key to this
problem was in the
smart key system 
(no pun intended).



Figure 4. The “READY” light on the
dash.  Anytime this light is on, a

Prius can start at any time!

Figure 1. The victim: 
2005 Toyota Prius.

Figure 3.  The power button on the
dash of the Prius.

Figure 2. 
The “Smart Key” transponder.

Figure 5. The Smart Key Disable button.
Pushing the button “in” will disable the system.

NO per minute charges!
- say goodbye to EXPENSIVE per minute repairs

NO “per FIX” charges!
- have a quick question? Say goodbye to minimum charges

NO WAIT for a call back, we answer LIVE!
- say goodbye to a call dispatcher, our techs answer “live”

NO phone bill!  Our hotline is TOLL-FREE! 
- Includes Quick fixes developed from our 250 call a day Tech hot-Line.

And  NO ONE  Backs up their tech-line with a guaranteed ON-SITE Troubleshooting Service 

We NOW HAVE ALL FACTORY info Access! 
*General Motors  *Ford  *Chrysler  *Toyota  *Honda  *Nissan  *Hyundai  

*Land Rover  *Mitsubishi  *Mercedes Benz  *VW  *BMW  *Volvo  *Mazda  *Jaguar  *Saab  
*Audi  *Acura  *Lexus  *Infiniti  *Kia  *Suzuki  *Isuzu 

CALL 973-761-7420 for complete details!
MEA (Mechanic's Education Association) 

MEA’s TECH support Hotline is like NO OTHER!

*over 100 training courses, factory equipment sharing, NJ certification courses, on site troubleshooting and MUCH more!  

www.meatraining.com 

1805 SPRINGFIELD AVE.
MAPLEWOOD NJ 07040 


