How to Tame Those
Pesky P0420 Codes
Courtesy of Motor Age
By Charles Pantano, Eastern Catalytic
When it comes to service issues on today’s vehicles,
ating catalytic converter problems has to be
at top ofthe list. One ofthe most annoying is

the catalytic converter is on the blink, but can also be
generated by a variety ofengine problems not directly related
to the converter.

lot less than the 100 ºF old rule ofthumb for a good
converter. At idle, the converter in many late-model
vehicles may cool
between the front and back. So, checking exhaust
If the converter is working

Watch out for Silicone Contamination
operate at high exhaust temperatures and will out gas,
causing damage to O 2 sensors. Below are some
examples of O2 sensors contamination caused by the use
of RTV silicone on exhaust

Possible P0420 Code Causes
• Intake manifold air leaks
• Fuel injector problems (leaks)
• Incorrect spark plugs
• Ignition timing
• EGR problem
• Defective catalytic converter
• Oil or antifreeze entering exhaust
• O 2 sensor not operating
• Road damage to converter
• Silicone contamination
Most, ifnot all, converter failures are
caused by a problem somewhere in the
emission system ahead ofthe converter.
So, it’s important to determine the actual
cause in order to prevent a recurrence.
Here are some troubleshooting
suggestions.

Testing the Converter
Method 1: Vacuum test—
vacuum on the intake manifold, carburetor or throttle body. Note gauge
reading at idle. Raise and hold engine

Typical contamination problems (left to right) silicone used on exhaust manifold, O2 sensor
contamination from Teﬂon Tape, and silicone contaminated O2 sensor.

starts to drop, pressure may be backing up in the exhaust
system indicating a blockage.
Method 2: Backpressure test — Measure backpressure
directly. Ifthe engine has air injection, disconnect the check
valve from the distribution manifold and connect a low pressure
gauge. Or, remove the oxygen sensor and take your reading
at its port in the manifold or head pipe. A reading ofmore than
1.25 PSI at idle or more than 3 PSI at 2,000 RPM indicates an
exhaust restriction.
Method 3: Temperature test — In late model engines
with fuel injection, the combustion is so efficient that the

