
HOW TO IMPORT A 
VEHICLE





A BRIEF INTRODUCTION
• Importers who wish to import vehicles from outside the 

U.S. must do their due diligence to ensure that the 
vehicle will be allowed entry to the U.S.  

• Ideally, this should be done before they make their 
vehicle purchase. 



FOREIGN VEHICLES OVER 25 YEARS OLD 
VS. NEWER VEHICLES
• First, we will discuss clearing imported vehicles that 

are over 25 years old. 

• Those vehicles do not have to conform to Federal 
Emission and Safety standards because they were 
built before these standards came into effect. 



“THE 25 YEAR OLD RULE”
• Vehicles that are a) over 21 years old and b) in 

original, unmodified condition are exempt from EPA 
emissions standards. 

• Vehicles over 25 years old are exempt from NHTSA / 
DOT federal motor vehicle safety standards.



IMPORTING A VEHICLE THAT IS MORE THAN 25 
YEARS OLD

• This type of vehicle entry isn’t any different than any 
other OGA/PGA entry. 

• As long as you have the appropriate paperwork and 
the car is free from foreign dirt or insects it should go 
smoothly. 



ONE EXCEPTION TO THE OVER 25-YEAR 
EXEMPTION…
• CAVEAT: California is its own beast as it is regulated 

by the California Air Resources Board (CARB).  

• Any vehicle 1968 or newer still needs to meet US EPA 
standards in order to be registered.  



BEWARE…
• If you don’t have the correct paperwork or the car has 

any dirt or insects it may be rejected or crushed into a 
tiny cube that will never resemble a vehicle again. 



BASIC REQUIRED PAPERWORK:
• Bill of lading
• Commercial invoice and packing list (if available)
• Export Certificate
• English translation of the export certificate
• Completed DOT HS-7 form
• Completed EPA 3520-1 or EPA 3520-21 form



KEY POINTS: 
• We don’t fill out any of the importers documents. 
• You need both the export license and the English 

translation of the export license. Even if there is enough 
English on the export license to get all the information 
that you need to file the entry. 

• You need to include the VIN number on the 7501.  In 
CargoWise, go to Notes and select “Message to Print 
on 7501”. Then enter the VIN, make and model of 
vehicle in the text box. 



KEY POINTS: 
• You will have to upload an entry packet to DIS. This 

should include; the signed 7501 with the vin number, the 
signed 3461, ABI results, bill of lading, commercial invoice 
and packing list (if available), DOT form, EPA, form, 
export license and the English translation of the export 
license. 

• Once the vehicle is cleared by US Customs, the EPA and 
the DOT; the importer may need to take the 7501 to 
Customs to get stamped off for presentation to the DOT, 
depending on which state the vehicle is being registered 
in. The 7501 needs to have the VIN number and 
make/model of vehicle noted. 



EXPORT CERTIFICATE:



ENGLISH TRANSLATION OF THE EXPORT 
CERTIFICATE:



EPA 3520-1 FORM:
U.S. conforming and “identical” vehicles
• Code B:U.S. certified
• Code F: U.S. certified, catalyst restoration
• Code EE: Identical in all material respects to a U.S. 

certified version 
• Code FF: Canadian “identical” models imported 

for resale or lease
EPA Exempted Vehicles
• Code M: Miscellaneous exemption
• Code E: Vehicle at least 21 years old

Continued on Next Slide….

(See full EPA 3520-1 form on 
slides 18 & 19)



(Continued from Previous Slide)
Excluded vehicles
• Code L: Racing Vehicle
• Code U: 2005 model year (or older) 

motorcycle, scooter or moped
• Code W: Non-chassis-mounted engine
• Code Y: Unregulated Fuel
Temporary Imports
• Code G: Imported for repair or alteration
• Code I: Imported for testing 
• Code K: Imported for display
• Code N: Imported for up to one year by 

member of the armed forces or personnel of 
a foreign government

• Code O: Imported by a nonresident for 
personal use by an individual for a period of 
up to a year. 

EPA 3520-1 FORM:

(See full EPA 3520-1 form on 
slides 18 & 19)



(Continued from Previous Slide)
Independent commercial importer (ICI) imports
• Code A: Imported by an ICI for modifications 

in accordance with a valid EPA certificate of 
conformity  issued for the specific make, 
model and model year in accordance with 40 
CFR 85.1505.

• Code C: : Imported by an ICI for modification 
and testing in accordance with 40 CFR 
85.1509.

• Code J: Imported by an ICI for the purpose 
of pre-certification testing in order to obtain 
an EPA certificate of conformity .

• Code Z: Imported by an ICI for the purpose 
of modifying to be identical to an original 
equipment manufacturer (OEM) certified 
version in accordance with written instructions 
from the OEM that are specific to the vehicle 
being imported.

EPA 3520-1 FORM:

(See full EPA 3520-1 form on 
slides 18 & 19)



(Continued from Previous Slide)
OEM Imports:
• Code H: Imported, owned and controlled 

directly by an original equipment 
manufacturer (OEM) on EPA list of OEM 
certificate holders provided to Customs, for 
research, development or testing purposes in 
accordance with 40 CFR 85.1706

• Code Q: Imported, owned and controlled 
directly by an original equipment 
manufacturer (OEM) on EPA list of OEM 
certificate holders provided to Customs, for 
storage pending receipt of the applicable 
EPA certificate of conformity which is pending 
and imminent. 

EPA 3520-1 FORM:

(See full EPA 3520-1 form on 
slides 18 & 19)



EPA
 3520-1 FO

RM
:



EPA
 3520-1 FO

RM
:



1) The vehicle is 25 or more years old.

DOT HS-7 FORM:



CLEARING NEWER VEHICLES
• Clearing vehicles which were made after U.S. Federal 

safety and emissions standards were put in place can 
prove to be a much more difficult process. 

• From Customs standpoint, it is unlikely that a vehicle 
obtained abroad meets all safety, bumper or air 
pollution control standards.



• Vehicles that are manufactured to meet U.S. safety 
and emissions standards will have a certification label 
near the driver’s side door from the original 
manufacturer. 

• Non-conforming vehicles entering the U.S. must be 
brought into compliance, exported or destroyed! 

IS THERE PROOF OF CERTIFICATION? 



• I received a call from an importer who purchased a 
Jeep from Chile and didn’t hire a broker until the 
container arrived in the U.S.

• He was unable to complete the EPA form, and it was 
discovered that the vehicle was non-conforming once 
he finally reached out to the manufacturer. 

• The vehicle could not enter U.S. commerce and had to 
be re-exported back to Chile at the owner’s expense. 

• A little preparation on the importer’s part would have 
saved a lot of time and money.

REFUSED ENTRY AND RE-EXPORTATION: 
AN EXAMPLE



IMPORTER IS RESPONSIBLE FOR 
COMPLETING FORMS
• This is an example of why it is so important to never 

complete any DOT or EPA forms on behalf of the 
importer or tell them which boxes to check. We can go 
through the form and offer guidance or ask questions 
to help narrow down the choices. But the importer must 
be the one to make the declaration. 



STEPS FOR IMPORTING A NEWER VEHICLE:

1. Importer should decide the U.S. Port of Entry and 
contact Customs there to determine their procedure, as 
there can be some variation in requirements from port 
to port.



2. Importer should contact the following agencies to ask 
for guidance relating to their intended 
purchase/importation:

* Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) 
* Department of Transportation (DOT)
* their respective state DOT to ensure state 
requirements for registering. 

STEPS FOR IMPORTING A NEWER VEHICLE: 
CONT’D



3. At least two to three weeks before importing the 
vehicle, contact the manufacturer of the vehicle and ask 
for a letter stating that your vehicle complies with all 
U.S. safety and emissions standards. The letter must 
refer to the vehicle by its VIN number. 

STEPS FOR IMPORTING A NEWER VEHICLE: 
CONT’D



• If the letter from the manufacturer states that the 
vehicle complies with all U.S. Safety and Emissions 
standards, then the importer can proceed with 
bringing the vehicle to the U.S. 

• If the letter states that the vehicle meets U.S. 
standards except for minor items, then it may be 
possible for you to be able to have those items fixed 
by an authorized dealer in the importer’s country of 
purchase, and then present the invoice to U.S. Customs 
prior to importing. 

STEPS FOR IMPORTING A NEWER VEHICLE: 
CONT’D



• If the letter states that the vehicle does not meet U.S. 
safety and emissions standards then the importer 
would be required to use a U.S. Department of 
Transportation approved Registered Importer (R.I.) to 
modify the vehicle. 

STEPS FOR IMPORTING A NEWER VEHICLE: 
CONT’D



• If the vehicle is deemed to be non-conforming, that 
vehicle (once modifications have been made) must be 
imported by an Independent Commercial Carrier (ICI).  

INDEPENDENT COMMERCIAL CARRIERS 
(ICI)



• The importer should speak to an EPA certified ICI 
before deciding to purchase and import a non-
conforming vehicle. The ICI has to be willing to accept 
responsibility for the vehicle in question. 

INDEPENDENT COMMERCIAL CARRIERS 
(ICI)



• Before a Registered Importer can do modifications, it 
must first be determined to be capable of being 
modified to such compliance. 

* NHTSA has a list of Non-conforming motor vehicles 
that are eligible for importation (once they are 
modified). 

AN EXPENSIVE UNDERTAKING…



“I CAN’T REGISTER MY VEHICLE WITH THE 
DOT AND I AM BEING TOLD I NEED A 
CUSTOMS CLEARANCE. HELP!”
• It happens. Cars, trailers, etc are brought across the 

border from Canada, and in some cases remain 
unregistered for an extended period of time. 

• When the customer finally goes to try to register the 
vehicle, and they present documents showing a foreign 
bill of sale, they are in for quite the surprise. 



WE MAY BE ABLE TO HELP…

• The vehicle must meet US safety and emission 
standards
– If it doesn’t, you should refer them to a Registered 

Importer (RI) or ask them to research RI’s in their 
area.

• The customer must have their importation records
– If no importation records exist, we may still be able 

to clear the vehicle.  We would contact the local 
CBP port for further guidance.



WE MAY BE ABLE TO HELP…

• They must complete EPA and DOT forms and provide 
required documentation if applicable

• Once cleared, the importer must take the 7501 to 
Customs to get stamped off for presentation to the 
DOT. The 7501 needs to have the VIN number and 
make/model of vehicle noted. 



Is the vehicle more 
than 25 years old? 

YES

Has it been 
modified? 

YES NO

NO

Does the car meet ALL U.S. safety and 
emission standards as per 49 CFR 591.5? 

AND 
Is there a letter from the manufacturer 

that confirms this?  

Importer 
should contact 

a Registered 
Importer for 

further 
guidance

Vehicle may be 
imported to the 

US providing that 
the importer has 

ALL required 
documentation

DECISION TREE FOR IMPORTING VEHICLES 
TO THE U.S.

Vehicle is 
NOT 

EXEMPT

Manufactured before 
1968? 

YES NO

EXEMPT FROM US 
DOT/EPA STANDARDS 
EXCEPT CALIFORNIA

EXEMPT FROM US 
DOT/EPA STANDARDS!

YES NO



HOW TO OBTAIN A VEHICLE STAMP FROM 
US CUSTOMS
• No Appointments needed!
• To receive a stamped CBP Form 7501, US Customs 

will need the following documents:
o Canadian / Foreign Registration
o Bill of Sale
o Letter of Conformity/Compliance form the vehicles 

manufacturer
• CBP Form 7501, if you already have it



HOW TO OBTAIN A VEHICLE STAMP FROM 
US CUSTOMS
• You can bring them in person, messenger such as 

Fedex or UPS, or send them by mail.
• Send documents to: 

Customs and Border Protection
Document Analysis Unit (DAU)
1100 Raymond Blvd.
Newark, NJ 07102
(In front of Seton Hall)

• Business Hours: 0800 – 1600, Monday thru 
Friday (Closed on all Federal Holidays)

• Carmelo Rodriguez-Abreu
• CBP Officer
• DAU/Problem Resolution
• Port of New York/Newark 

Tactical Operations Division 
• Office: (973) 368-6990

• Please include a return label for the party you would 
like the stamped 7501 to be sent to. 

• Contact Info:



QUESTIONS? 
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