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M rs May is trying to get 
Parliament to accept the 
deal she has negotiated 

with the EU and despite it being 
resoundingly rejected by parlia-
ment; she keeps trying to put it 
forward. So far she has failed to 
make any progress and despite 
constantly saying that Europe 
will offer concessions, she has 
achieved nothing major in this 
respect.

The political world is now begin-
ning to get edgy with members 
of parliament (MPs) not wanting 
to be dragged down by the stub-
bornness of their parties decision 
not to budge from their extreme 
positions…

In this respect Brexit is hurting 
the Labour Party as much as it is 
the ruling Conservatives, with the 
first MPs now beginning to quit 
the parties as the March 29 dead-
line approaches. The ultimate goal 
of these people is to create some 
kind of central force to stop Britain 

leaving the European Union with-
out a workable deal. Many of them 
want to delay the deadline and 
organise a second referendum on 
EU membership, which they be-
lieve will have a very different re-
sult now that voters are beginning 
to understand the disastrous ef-
fects of Brexit - and the complete 
lack of any serious planning by the 
Conservative government. 

But both parties oppose a sec-
ond referendum because they are 
afraid they will suffer afterwards 
from voters on both sides of the 
argument; whether it being some 
voting against them because they 
failed to deliver or others be-
cause they made such a mess of 
the process in the first place. This 
reticence to have a second opin-
ion is dressed up as being a case 
of “the people having spoken” and 
any change would be to ignore the 
“democratic choice of the major-
ity”, utter tosh! If we were to ap-
ply this to every day politics, we 
wouldn’t need to have any more 

general elections..?

Theresa May has now pushed 
back the next vote on the mat-
ter until March 12, just 17 days 
before Britain is due to leave the 
EU and it will be interesting to see 
whether there will now be further 
splintering. Already one Cabinet 
Minister has resigned in disgust 
while three others are saying they 
will support efforts to force the 
government to seek an extension 
if there is no deal by mid-March. 
This trio includes the justice sec-
retary and the business secretary, 
serious hitters!

Formula 1 teams are also now 
beginning to make more noise 
with Mercedes AMG’s Toto Wolff 
warning of the dangers facing 
Formula 1 and the sport’s place in 
the United Kingdom, describing 
the Brexit process as “the mother 
of all messes” in Barcelona during 
the recent test sessions.

What many sometimes forget 

is that seven of the 10 current 
Formula 1 teams are based in the 
United Kingdom; and it’s eight 
when you count Toro Rosso’s not 
insubstantial aero facility in 
Bicester! They employ large num-
bers of people from all over the 
world and are reliant on parts, 
equipment, and materials coming 
in and out of the EU.

“Any major disruption with bor-
ders or taxes would damage the 
F1 industry in the UK,” Wolff add-
ed. “Our team is an international 
team, including many EU citizens, 
and there is uncertainty at wheth-
er the industry will be impacted 
by a no-deal Brexit or a Brexit. 
That is damaging to what is to me 
one of the outstanding industries 
in the UK. It is the mother of all 
messes…

“If a no-deal Brexit happens like it 
is being discussed, it would have a 
major impact in terms of our oper-
ation going to the races and get-
ting our car developed and ready. 

That is a nightmare scenario that I 
don’t want to envisage!”

The Mercedes boss also warned 
the potential upheaval caused by 
Brexit could affect his team’s abil-
ity to compete with the European 
based teams.

“Ferrari, Toro Rosso and also Alfa 
Romeo in Switzerland will have 
a massive advantage over every 
UK-based team,” he continued.

The key point in this is that such 
organisations cannot afford to put 
themselves in such a position and 
so a no-deal Brexit would have 
implications, although what they 
are is not something that can be 
easily predicted. Moving the UK 
based teams aboard is one option, 
but some manufacturers, fear-
ing increased costs and workforce 
complications, might just simply 
pull out of the sport, once and for 
all.

There are also significant worries 

for the thousands of people who 
are employed as subcontractors 
to the Formula 1 teams, who fear 
that a downturn for F1 will cost 
them their jobs and livelihoods. 
For every job on the teams’ ros-
ters, sometimes there can be up 
to three external jobs reliant on 
supplying the teams with parts 
and other technology. All in all 
Formula 1 is worth more than £5 
billion annually to the UK econo-
my, not small potatoes at all!

Where this “mother of all messes” 
will end is just about anyone’s 
guess, but unless common sense 
prevails, Brexit could end up being 
a seismic moment for motorsport 
in the UK!

Joe Saward
Group F1 Editor

Paris, France
4th March, 2019 

START YOUR
ENGINES

As Britons continue to anguish over the impact of Brexit, 
Prime Minister Theresa May continues to push onwards...



DONE AND
DUSTED FOR

ANOTHER 
YEAR

F1 PRE-SEASON TESTING

Formula 1 pre-season testing is 
done and dusted for another year 
and the crop of 10 teams are now 
firmly focused on the upcoming 
opening Grand Prix in Australia 
next weekend. After 64 hours of 
on-track running across eight days 
in fine conditions at the Circuit 
de Barcelona-Catalunya it is still 

impossible to accurately predict 
the pecking order – and this is no 
bad thing, for predictability is the 
scourge of any sport. But there 
were very few clues to be had, so let 
Motorsport Monday be your guide 
as to how each of the 10 teams 
fared during testing and how they 
might get on in 2019...

WORDS PHILLIP HORTON
GRAND PRIX EDITOR



MERCEDES

Mercedes’ performance 
through pre-season testing 
prompted some to write-off 
the chances of the reigning 
five-times World Champions. 
Even their own drivers were 
keen to play down prospects. 
But the strength in depth of 
the Brackley and Brixworth 
crew is such that Mercedes ar-
rived at the second test with 
effectively a different Formula 1 
car to the one they had tested 
in the first week. It was heavily 
revised, with multiple different 
components, underlying the 
long-term planning that had 
been executed in order to en-
hance its chances. 

The balance issues, while not 
cured, were lessened, and the 
W10 looked every inch a title 

contender. Lewis Hamilton and 
Valtteri Bottas still moved to 
talk up Ferrari’s potential while 
suggesting Mercedes faces 
a stern challenge. It does, of 
course, but Hamilton’s com-
ment of Mercedes potentially 
being half a second down 
on Ferrari appeared slightly 
too hubristic in the wake of 
the Briton clocking a best ef-
fort just 0.003s slower than 
Sebastian Vettel’s quickest 
overall time. Of more encour-
agement to Mercedes will be 
the substantial mileage that it 
amassed with its W10. There 
was one sizeable setback – 
when an oil pressure problem 
halted Bottas on his out-lap on 
Tuesday afternoon, hampering 
most of his programme – but 
the W10 completed the most 

laps of any car in the second 
test, and overall lapped the 
track almost 200 times more 
than Mercedes’ nearest oppo-
nents across the eight days. 

To write off Mercedes would be 
to write off one of the great-
est Formula 1 operations of 
all-time, and the underplay-
ing of their form will only be 
magnified if Hamilton emerges 
in Melbourne and bangs in 
a stunning pole position lap. 
What’s more, the strength 
of this team has been its in-
season development, so even 
if it starts on the back foot, it 
has the resource and the abil-
ity to power on an upwards 
trajectory.

AIMING FOR TITLE NUMBER SIX...

BEST TIME: 1:16.224 (2ND)
TOTAL LAPS: 1,190 (1ST)

FERRARI

Statistically, and factually, 
Ferrari has the fastest car in 
Formula 1 right now. Sebastian 
Vettel’s time of 1m 16.221s was 
the best of pre-season test-
ing, while the inexperienced 
Charles Leclerc’s ability to get 
a lap out that was just 0.010s 
bodes well for his prospects 
too. That Lewis Hamilton 
wound up just 0.003s behind 
Vettel underlines the expecta-
tion that this is going to be a 
close-run battle decided on 
a multitude of marginal fac-
tors, ranging from inherent car 
strength, development, strat-
egy, driver performance and 
(sometimes) sheer fortune. 

Ferrari built on its strong first 
test with another encourag-
ing outing through the second 

week, its compliant SF90 quick 
on low- and high-fuel runs 
and various tyre compounds. 
The buoyancy with which 
Vettel and Leclerc conducted 
themselves spoke volumes 
about their optimism regard-
ing Ferrari’s current position 
and long-term potential, while 
the presence of the amiable 
Mattia Binotto – and altered 
working relationship with the 
press – has lifted the dark 
cloud that emanated for much 
of 2018. Of concern is the fact 
that Ferrari’s SF90 did not run 
smoothly through the second 
test. 

Cooling system checks de-
layed Leclerc on Tuesday, he 
stopped with an (albeit minor) 
exhaust problem on Thursday, 

while Vettel’s race simulation 
on Friday was truncated when 
his car coasted to a halt with 
an electrical failure. But most 
dramatic was the wheel rim 
failure, believed to have been 
caused by a foreign object, that 
pitched Vettel into the barriers 
at high speed on Wednesday. 
Binotto stressed he was “not 
alarmed” by the issues but the 
inherent engineering mentality 
within prompted him to accept 
that reliability must be a focus. 
Ferrari is undoubtedly in the 
ballpark, and may even have 
the quickest all-round package, 
but it’s too early to definitively 
declare that Maranello’s title 
drought will end this season.

FAST BUT FRAGILE..?

BEST TIME: 1:16.221 (1ST) 
TOTAL LAPS: 997 (2ND)



RED BULL

Formula 1 fans have rightly 
held aspirations that there will 
be a three-team fight for the 
2019 title but at this stage Red 
Bull-Honda is playing catch-up. 
There is potential in the part-
nership but it is on the back-
foot compared to Mercedes 
and Ferrari after a sketchy 
pre-season, while question 
marks over the power unit re-
main. Red Bull was unable to 
undertake a full race simula-
tion and while Max Verstappen 
was enthused over the pace 
displayed during the longer 
runs, the available data points 
to a car that is currently firmly 
third-best. 

That does not mean that they 
will stay there all year – and 
nor does it mean wins can 

be discounted even early in 
the season if the cards align 
– but simply that Mercedes 
and Ferrari are currently much 
stronger. If it can begin the 
campaign how it ended 2018 
with Renault (third-best, but 
hanging on and capable of tri-
umphing in the right situation) 
then that would mark an en-
couraging start to its collabo-
ration with Honda. 

Neither Verstappen nor new 
team-mate Pierre Gasly posted 
headline-grabbing times and 
issues in the final two days 
means a representative race 
simulation was not undertaken. 
Gasly, who crashed in the first 
week, dipped a wheel onto the 
grass entering Turn 9 and can-
noned into the wall – bringing 

his day to a halt – and more 
critically destroying a gearbox 
in the process. That meant that 
when the RB15 suffered a gear-
box problem on the final day 
there were insufficient spares 
and Verstappen’s running had 
to end after a smattering of 
laps. The Red Bull-Honda re-
lationship has the potential to 
flourish but at this stage there 
are still issues to iron out be-
fore it can be classified as title 
challengers.

PLAYING CATCH UP..?

BEST TIME: 1:17.091 (7TH)
TOTAL LAPS: 833 (7TH)

RENAULT

The goal for Renault in 2019 is 
clear: to break free of the mid-
field group that it led last year 
and close on the top three. Has 
it achieved that aim? The early 
signs are encouraging but not 
conclusive. Renault appeared 
to begin the pre-season test 
phase having pulled clear of 
the midfield but as the days 
wore on, the performance 
shown by some other teams 
suggested the manufacturer 
won’t have it all its own way. 
Rather than looking at the top 
three, Nico Hulkenberg em-
phasised that Renault’s fourth 
place in 2018 was no guarantee 
of it now being ahead, while 
Daniel Ricciardo suggested the 
midfield order could fluctuate 
wildly through the year. 

Those were not comments 
made by drives expecting to 
suddenly leap into podium 
contention. Renault was none-
theless lifted by the gains 
made with its engine through 
the winter, with chief Remi 
Taffin confirming that it had 
achieved the “high” targets 
that it had set. That bodes well 
both in terms of performance 
and reliability, which has of-
ten been lacking compared to 
Mercedes and Ferrari. 

Renault has vastly increased 
its head count – from 350 to 
700 since acquiring Lotus in 
late 2015 – and that impact of 
that recruitment drive is set 
to fully kick in this year. That 
should be good news for its 

in-season development, an 
aspect which was lacking com-
pared to some rivals through 
2018, and made the fight for 
fourth closer than it otherwise 
may have been. Renault is still 
in the early phase of stage two 
of its long-term title ambitions 
and points, rather than podi-
ums, appears to be where the 
team is playing at this stage. 
It should hope to reverse 
that mantra by the end of the 
season.

MAKING PROGRESS, BUT STILL WARY...

BEST TIME: 1:16.843 (3RD)
TOTAL LAPS: 961 (3RD)



HAAS

Haas team boss Guenther 
Steiner described the squad’s 
pre-season testing pro-
gramme as a “bit up and 
down” but with a “good out-
come”, and that’s a fair as-
sessment of the VF-19’s time 
in Spain. 

Haas did not necessarily 
catch the eye with its short-
run pace, and it had a fair 
few breakdowns throughout 
the two weeks of running, 
but the long-run times were 
extremely encouraging, indi-
cating that it has maintained 
its position towards the top 
of the midfield pecking order, 
possibly extending the gap. 

The caveat from that is the 
fact its predecessor, the 
VF-18, also worked well in 
Spain – and some other ven-
ues – but was less compliant 
elsewhere, amid struggles 
in getting the notoriously 
tricky tyres into the correct 
operating window. That led 
to fluctuating results (albeit 
still more consistent than 
2016/17) and so pre-season 
testing across eight days of 
similar weather conditions at 
the same venue cannot tell 
us whether Haas has cured 
that particular weakness. 

Kevin Magnussen suffered 
from a headrest issue that 

was unable to be resolved in 
time but will be addressed 
for Australia, meaning that 
particular setback is no major 
drama. 

Both drivers were encour-
aged not only by the inherent 
ability of the VF-19 but the 
manner in which the car’s 
balance and performance 
progressed as the test 
reached its conclusion. 

THE 2019 DARK HORSE..?

BEST TIME: 1:17.076 (6TH)
TOTAL LAPS: 809 (8TH)

McLAREN

McLaren’s 2018 season was 
an awakening regarding its 
deficiencies and it always 
regarded 2019 as being the 
first step en route back to 
contention, having restruc-
tured its technical organi-
sation, appointed new key 
members – some of whom 
are still yet to join – and re-
cruited two young drivers in 
the form of Carlos Sainz Jr. 
and Lando Norris. 

The MCL34 has, accord-
ing to Sainz Jr., “underlying 
balance issues”, while the 
Spaniard intimated that his 
times in the high 1m 16s/low 
1m 17s are what the car can 

do. That puts it in the midst 
of the midfield ballpark, sug-
gesting it does not yet have 
the potential to be leading 
the fight for fourth, but nor 
is it marooned towards the 
rear as it was on occasion 
last year. Norris labelled the 
MCL34 as a “better pack-
age” than its predecessor 
and was lifted by the manner 
in which new components 
worked and were understood 
by engineers – which was not 
always the case 12 months 
ago. 

One of the biggest elements 
to come out of the test from 
a McLaren perspective was 

the news that Fernando 
Alonso is to test the MCL34 
later this year to assist with 
both 2019 and 2020 devel-
opment. It will ostensibly be 
of benefit to have a driver 
of Alonso’s calibre provid-
ing feedback while his pres-
ence should also help guide 
Sainz Jr. and Norris should 
they want to call on the elder 
Spaniard’s experience. 

THE LONG JOURNEY HAS JUST BEGUN...

BEST TIME: 1:16.913 (5TH)
TOTAL LAPS: 850 (6TH)



RACING POINT

The rebranded SportPesa 
Racing Point operation has 
not had a stellar pre-season 
campaign, but it was always 
likely to be this way. The mid-
2018 Force India change of 
ownership gave the green 
light to a raft of long-term 
development plans but the 
relatively short time frame 
meant it turned up at pre-
season testing with a “va-
nilla” car, in the words of 
technical boss Andrew Green. 
There is nothing standout 
from the VJM11, it was to-
wards the bottom of the 
timesheets, while it was not 
the most frequent presence 
on-track, completing more 
laps only than Williams. 

Sergio Perez is experienced 
enough to hit the ground 
running while for Lance Stroll 
it was a case of adapting to 
his new surroundings. As it 
stands Racing Point is cur-
rently ninth-best but given 
their altered status it’d be 
a brave person to believe 
they will be there come Abu 
Dhabi. Under their Force India 
guise the team frequently 
started the campaign with a 
so-so car but made strong 
in-season progress – and 
that is set to be the ambition 
this year, with an even great-
er emphasis on development. 

A substantial upgrade pack-
age is expected for Australia, 

with another (as is usual for 
the Silverstone squad) to 
follow in Spain, as part of an 
expansion of the team’s facil-
ities as part of its long-term 
aspirations under new owner 
Lawrence Stroll. That means 
it’s likely to be a slow start 
compared to its opponents 
but, if it can expand without 
losing the efficient traits that 
made Force India a well-her-
alded midfield team, it will be 
in a good position. For now, 
though, it faces a tough few 
Grands Prix.

SAVED BY WILLIAMS’ PLIGHT!

BEST TIME: 1:17.556 (9TH)
TOTAL LAPS: 625 (9TH)

ALFA ROMEO

The buoyancy that sur-
rounded Alfa Romeo Racing 
during the first week was 
less pronounced during the 
second test but positivity 
still emanates from the re-
branded team. The C38 re-
mains a fundamentally bal-
anced package – according 
to drivers Kimi Räikkönen 
and Antonio Giovinazzi – with 
the Finn quipping that they 
had found “nothing nega-
tive” from the car. Räikkönen 
himself appears a much 
more relaxed figure this year, 
embracing the role of team 
leader at a squad unaccus-
tomed to such an experi-
enced and successful racer. 

One potential drawback 
is both drivers being less-
than-stellar at executing a 
top-drawer qualifying effort. 
Räikkönen’s record in recent 
years has been subdued 
while Giovinazzi admitted 
that he is more of a racer 
than a one-lap specialist, 
having targeted qualifying as 
a key area upon which to im-
prove off the back of his four 
days in the car in Barcelona. 
Those vital few tenths could 
be crucial if the midfield bat-
tle is as close as many ex-
pect it to be – look at the 
different between Charles 
Leclerc and Marcus Ericsson 
in 2018, for example. 

But all the signs from test-
ing are that Alfa Romeo 
Racing has constructed a 
fundamentally solid mid-
field car, continuing the up-
ward trajectory it has been 
on since mid/late 2017, and 
giving both Räikkönen and 
Giovinazzi a good foundation 
on which to work. If its devel-
opment pattern can mirror 
its in-season 2018 gains then 
it will be well-placed at the 
end of the campaign.

ON THE RISE...

BEST TIME: 1:17.239 (8TH)
TOTAL LAPS: 922 (5TH)



TORO ROSSO

Toro Rosso finds itself in a 
relatively lofty position at 
the end of testing, with both 
Alexander Albon and Daniil 
Kvyat classifying sixth and 
seventh respectively, both 
with times in the 1m 16.8s, 
and with an air of optimism 
filtering out of the team. That 
was on low-fuel runs. On 
higher fuel runs the car didn’t 
quite appear to be in the 
same postcode of the mid-
field leaders but then that is 
little surprise given the rela-
tive strength of its qualifying 
simulations. 

Nevertheless, both the in-
experienced Albon and the 

been-around-the-block-a-
few-times, fired and rehired 
more than a couple of times 
Kvyat, were able to largely 
put the STR14 where they 
wanted it to go, and they 
only had very minor setbacks 
that were swiftly resolved. 

Toro Rosso had been a solid 
seventh for several years un-
til slipping to ninth last sea-
son, hampered by poor in-
season development, taking 
a hit for Honda’s 2019 hopes 
and the lack of points gath-
ered by Brendon Hartley. 

Honda’s alliance with Red 
Bull means those employed 

in Faenza and Bicester will 
have a greater focus on 
chassis updates (and having 
what is in effect a 2018 Red 
Bull rear end, is of a none too 
shabby benefit), Toro Rosso 
should itself profit from 
Honda’s work, which means 
the question mark is on how 
Albon fares in Formula 1, and 
whether Kvyat will blossom 
in his latest (last?) chance. 

READY TO SURPRISE..?

BEST TIME: 1:16.882 (4TH)
TOTAL LAPS: 935 (4TH)

WILLIAMS

Where do we start with 
Williams? Well the start that 
wasn’t and the delays were 
bad enough. But when they 
did get out on the track, the 
FW42 is simply a lacklustre 
machine. There was a con-
trast in demeanours between 
the eager-as-a-puppy rook-
ie George Russell and the 
seen-it-done-it-got-the-T-
shirt grizzled veteran Robert 
Kubica but even the reigning 
F2 champion accepted that 
Williams is firmly rooted to 
the back. 

Kubica, meanwhile, was 
glummer than glum, wearing 
the face of a man who has 
been to hell and back only to 
finally get his craved-for op-

portunity and discover he is 
set for a season of strife. 

Kubica’s test was truncated 
when Williams simply didn’t 
have enough spares to make 
further runs relevant, having 
already been told to avoid 
the kerbs in order to ensure 
the car was not damaged. 
The mileage gained was 
at least encouraging, and 
Kubica described an earlier 
run as “one of his best” in a 
Williams car, before conced-
ing he lost all confidence due 
to the way in which the car 
changed on the final day. 
Kubica was more than a little 
miffed at the situation, and 
understandably so, even if 
some of his barely-contained 

anger was not exactly on 
message. 

Kubica suggested he and 
Williams ticked off only 20 
per cent of the items it had 
hoped to assess during the 
two weeks in Barcelona and 
that leaves the once-great 
team firmly on the back foot. 
Russell’s best timed ef-
fort was four-tenths behind 
nearest rival Sergio Perez – 
whose Racing Point machine 
is poised for a substantial 
Australia upgrade – and the 
lack of any long run data 
is also a negative. Williams 
scored just seven points in 
2018. Can it even reach that 
mark in 2019?

ON THE ROAD TO NOWHERE!

BEST TIME: 1:18.130 (10TH)
TOTAL LAPS: 567 (10TH)



WORDS // phillip horton

F1 SHORTCUTS Renault has confirmed the 
recruitment of Sergey 

Sirotkin as its 2019 Formula 
1 reserve driver, with Jack 
Aitken remaining as a test 
driver. Sirotkin spent 2016/17 
as Renault’s reserve driver, 
participating in a handful of 
test days and FP1 runs, before 
securing a race seat with 
Williams for 2018. Sirotkin 
scored just one point, with 
his campaign coinciding with 
Williams’ slump in form, and 
was unable to retain his drive 
for 2019 as the team opted for a 
refreshed line-up. The Russian 
will provide back-up to Daniel 
Ricciardo and Nico Hulkenberg, 
alongside his race duties 
for SMP Racing in the World 
Endurance Championship.

“I am very pleased to re-join my 
friends at Renault and return 
to Formula 1,” said Sirotkin. “We 
are well acquainted with the 
team, I spent the whole of 2017 
in their factory and garage. It 
will be interesting to learn how 
far Renault has advanced in the 
development of the car over the 
past year; last season we were 
rivals and I could not see the 
work from the inside.”

Aitken, meanwhile, spent three 
years with Renault’s junior 
programme and received his 
first taste of contemporary 
Formula 1 machinery in Spain 
last season. The British driver 
has now graduated from 
Renault’s scheme but will 
remain with the manufacturer 
as a test driver; he is continuing 
in Formula 2 this season, 
having switched from ART to 
Campos.

“It’s a great feeling to continue 
with Renault and I’m grateful 
for this opportunity,” he said. 
“I’ve been part of the team 
since 2016, so to remain for 
a fourth season is a privilege 

and I’m determined to repay 
Renault’s faith in me. I drove 
the Formula 1 car a couple of 
times last year and I can’t wait 
to sample the Renault R.S.19 
this season in the rookie tests 
and give my best to develop the 
package in any way I can. Last 
year was a lot about learning, 
but I feel ready this season to 
do the job and get the results 
I’m aiming for as I continue my 
development pathway within 
Renault.”

Sirotkin and Aitken will be 
backed up by development 
driver Guan Yu Zhou.

Fernando Alonso has taken 
on the role of McLaren 

ambassador, and will partake in 
selected Formula 1 tests in 2019 
to aid the team’s progress. 
Alonso raced for McLaren 
in 2007, and then from 2015 
through 2018, but departed 
Formula 1 at the end of last 
season, in order to pursue 
motorsport’s Triple Crown, 
though left the door open for a 
return. 

Alonso has remained with 
McLaren through its impending 
tilt at this year’s Indianapolis 
500, and at the end of 
last season hinted that he 
was open to Formula 1 test 
outings. Alonso “will drive at 
selected tests to support the 
development of MCL34 and 
MCL35 for 2020,” and stay 
“closely connected” to the 
team to advise engineers and 
race drivers Carlos Sainz Jr. and 
Lando Norris. 

“Becoming a McLaren 
ambassador is a true honour,” 
said Alonso. “It is a special 
team, and despite the 
challenges we have endured 
recently, it remains so. I said 
before I stopped racing in 
Formula 1 last year that I see 
myself with McLaren for a long-
time to come, so I am delighted 
at this new role and the ability 
to stay closely involved with 
the team I feel is my spiritual 

home. We have the Indianapolis 
500 in May of course, which 
I am looking forward to 
immensely, but this is just the 
beginning of many things we 
can do together. 

“I am particularly passionate 
about nurturing young talent, 
whether that’s with my own 

team or helping the new 
generation of Formula 1 drivers 
at McLaren unlock their true 
potential. This is important to 
both the team and myself, so 
will be an especially rewarding 
part of my role.” Formula 1 in-
season testing this year takes 
place after Grands Prix in 
Bahrain and Spain.

ALONSO STAYS IN F1 WITH MCLAREN TEST ROLE

SIROTKIN KEEPS F1 CONNECTION WITH RENAULT RESERVE ROLE

...while Aitken is 
set for action in 
the rookie tests 

Sirotkin will provide 
back-up to Renault’s 
race drivers…

Alonso walked 
away at the end 
of last year…

...but has never 
officially confirmed 
his retirement



Williams has stressed that
the delay in producing 

its 2019 Formula 1 car was not 
down to external suppliers 
or any financial constraints. 
Williams was unable to ready 
its FW42 in time for the start of 
the opening pre-season test, 
with the car finally hitting the 
track midway through the third 
day. Its first test was largely 
focused on basic aerodynamic 
data gathering, with the cars 
completing minimal mileage 
and often at a slow speed, 
though it was able to undertake 
a relatively normal programme 
in week two. 

“I still can’t give you a full 
breakdown,” she said. “As I said, 
I stand by [the previous] week 
– wouldn’t necessarily want to
either. I don’t think it’s right to
go into great glorious detail as
to what happened. I think there
were many stories around what
potentially could have been
the cause of it. A couple I read
was that there were issues with
external suppliers – that wasn’t

the case – or that financially, 
we were in a difficult position 
and that had an impact on car 
build – it didn’t. 

“I know a couple of teams have 
come out in support of what 

happened to us. I think we take 
for granted sometimes that 
we’re going to get one car to 
the test track and two cars to 
a race track but Williams still 
designs and builds our race 
cars in house, in their entirety. 
There are 22,000 parts to a 
car which we have to design, 
manufacturer, assemble, 
which we have to put through 
crash testing – and that’s 
an enormous job – and we 
didn’t make it for a number of 
reasons. It has compromised 
our test programme to a 
degree. 

“We’re trying to make up for the 
time we have lost. I hope when 
we get to Australia or probably 
a bit further down the line, we 
will have forgotten about it and 
we will move forward and we 
come here next year, we’ll have 
a car to run from 9am in the 
morning.”

WILLIAMS: SUPPLIERS OR BUDGET NOT CAUSE OF CAR DELAY

Williams’ FW42 
was late to hit 
the track…

...compromising its 
preparations for 
the new season
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Daniel Ricciardo says a faster 
rate of development is 

crucial for Renault in 2019 if it 
is to achieve its aim of reeling 
in Formula 1’s top three teams. 
Renault has steadily improved 
since returning to the sport full-
time in 2016, classifying ninth, 
then sixth, and then fourth 
last season, as part of its long-
term plan to emerge as a title 
contender. 

But it still faced a large chasm, 
regularly more than a lap in 
race distance, to Formula 1’s 
top three teams – Mercedes, 
Ferrari and Red Bull. It was also 
embroiled in a season-long 
battle with Haas over fourth, 
and at stages was struggling 
to contend for points amid a 
lack of substantial development 
with its R.S.18. Renault’s 

recruitment of Ricciardo is 
regarded as the next stage 
in the team’s plans, but the 
Australian has emphasised that 
in-season progress will need to 
be stronger. 
“I’d like to think we are at the 
front of [the midfield] but there 
is no hard evidence yet that we 
are,” explained Ricciardo. “Our 
objective first and foremost 
is to be fourth or better, but it 
is really to try and hone in on 
that gap to the top three. It is 
big so it is not going to happen 
overnight, but absolutely the 
target this year is to close 
it in, close it in, and just try 
develop the car. I know last 
year, speaking to Nico and 
seeing how the team performed 
last year, that the rate of 
development was not always as 
fast as they would have liked.  

So that is another thing this 
year, just to try and understand 
what the car needs, but also 
to see it start to happen, and 
happen a bit quicker. The team 
is building the infrastructure 
and all that, it is expanding, 
so they are addressing these 
things. That will also dictate 
how much we can pull away or 
catch the others.”

Formula 1 CEO and Chairman 
Chase Carey has issued 

an assurance that the 
championship will not be 
economically affected by the 
United Kingdom’s impending 
departure from the European 
Union. The United Kingdom 
voted to leave the European 
Union in 2016 and, under 
current legislation, will no 
longer be a member of the 
political body after March 29. 

There is currently no deal in 
place between the United 
Kingdom and the European 
Union regarding the exit 
procedure. Politicians in the 
United Kingdom will vote on 
a withdrawal agreement in 
the coming weeks, but the 
deal already offered by Prime 
Minister Theresa May has been 

rejected by Parliament. A series 
of votes are scheduled to be 
held through March 12 – 14, 
but if that is rejected then the 
notion of a no deal ostensibly 
increases, unless both the 
United Kingdom and the 
European Union opt to extend 
Article 50. Seven of the 10 
Formula 1 teams are currently 
based in the United Kingdom 
while an eighth – Toro Rosso – 
is based in Italy but also has a 
factory in the United Kingdom. 
Mercedes boss Toto Wolff has 
previously described Brexit as 
the “mother of all messes” for 
Formula 1 and while Carey has 
admitted to some logistical 
planning, he reckons the 
series will not be economically 
affected. 

“I’d say the economic issues 

are… I do think we feel pretty 
immune to them,” Carey 
said during Liberty Media’s 
conference call to discuss its 
2018 results. “I mean, Brexit, 
we’ve got some logistical issues 
that are more sort of, if you 
end up and no deal with Brexit, 
how do we get in and out of 
Britain with various equipment? 
But it’s not a financial issue, 
it’s more logistic that we are 
in a contingency planning for 
things like that. Yeah, I think we 
are immune. I guess I’d say the 
reasons, I think, being global, 
well certainly on European base 
for a global business and we’re 
unique. I think those [industries] 
that probably feel it the 
most are ones that are more 
commoditised and we’re not 
-- I think it also helps that we’re 
largely a contract business.”

CAREY SAYS F1 WILL BE IMMUNE TO BREXIT IMPACT 

QUICKER DEVELOPMENT KEY FOR RENAULT IN ’19 – RICCIARDO

Reigning World Champion 
Lewis Hamilton believes 

Ferrari potentially holds a 
half second advantage over 
Mercedes as teams undertake 
final preparations prior to 
the opening round of 2019. 
Ferrari has set the quickest 
times during Formula 1 pre-
season testing this year, with 
Sebastian Vettel’s Friday 
morning time of 1:16.221 
remaining fastest overall. 
Hamilton talked up Ferrari’s 
pace – though himself clocked 
a time of 1:16.224 – just 0.003s 
down on Vettel’s best, by using 
the same tyre compound.

Speaking during his press 
briefing on Friday, Hamilton 
commented: “Ferrari are 
currently fastest,” and 
when asked to suggest a 
gap, quipped: “I think it is 
potentially half a second. 
Something like that potentially. 

We will be analysing a lot 
from this test and there will 
be some mods that we will try 
to implement for the race, but 
there is obviously not a lot of 
time. 

“But over the next week we 
will try to gain another tenth 
at least in our understanding 
of the car. The car is old now 
and worn and torn, so we will 
have new components and all 
of that stuff will come along. It 
will be interesting. 

“We really won’t know, 
because everyone will have 
different power modes and 
fuel usage, and you don’t know 
what everyone is doing. So 
Melbourne will be the first time 
you get a sight of it and then 
it will be a good four races 
before you know just where 
you stand.”

HAMILTON: FERRARI HALF A SECOND CLEAR SCHUMACHER TOPS 
FORMULA 2 TEST AT 
JEREZ

Mick Schumacher began 
his Formula 2 career atop 

the timesheets as he set 
the quickest time during the 
championship’s opening pre-
season test at Jerez. Formula 
2 reconvened at the Spanish 
venue for three days of 
running last week, with Prema 
driver Schumacher – now part 
of the Ferrari Driver Academy 
– setting a time of 1:24.028 
on the final morning. That 
time left him over two-tenths 
clear of Renault F1 tester Jack 
Aitken, who has switched 
to Campos after spending 
2018 with ART. Carlin’s Louis 
Deletraz was third, ahead 
of Campos tester Dorian 
Boccolacci and Williams F1 
tester Nicholas Latifi (DAMS). 
Nyck de Vries led the first two 
days for ART Grand Prix but 
was shuffled down to sixth by 
the conclusion as the times 
ramped up. Trident’s Giuliano 
Alesi, UNI-Virtuosi’s Luca 
Ghiotto, Prema’s Sean Gelael 
and MP Motorsport test driver 
Richard Verschoor capped 
the top 10. Formula 2 testing 
resumes for a final three 
days in Barcelona this week 
ahead of the season opener 
in Bahrain at the end of the 
month.

Renault’s in-season 
development was 
so-so in 2018

Mercedes is lagging 
behind Ferrari, 

according to Hamilton 

Schumacher began 
his F2 career at the 
top of the pack



Haas’ Kevin Magnussen
believes the aerodynamic 

changes Formula 1 has made 
for 2019 will make passing 
easier. Formula 1 undertook 
aerodynamic tweaks for 
2019 with the aim of making 
following another car simpler, 
after complaints for years over 
the impact of dirty air. Formula 
1 chiefs last year indicated that 
the effect of dirty air should be 
reduced by around 20 per cent, 
ostensibly assisting drivers 
while trying to overtake a rival. 
Drivers have so far been coy 
over the impact of the changes 
– due to the lack of time in
which they typically follow
a rival during testing – but
Magnussen was upbeat over
the potential.

“I followed a car and it really, 
really feels a lot better than last 
year,” he said. “I heard so many 
people, even guys from here 
when the car was just in the 
windtunnel, a lot of people were 
saying it wouldn’t make any 
difference. But following a car 
I felt a big difference – I could 
actually follow. I was a lot faster 
than the guy I was following, 

the lap that I caught him, I got 
past him. I must have been 
around two seconds faster. In 
which case you also would have 
passed him last year, but it just 
felt very, very, different, much 
better.”

When pushed further on the 
effect, Magnussen said: “The 
whole car just feels more 
consistent and stable behind 
another car. I’m looking forward 

to seeing if other tracks are 
the same – there’s always 
different factors you might 
have overlooked so you come 
to another track and it might 
be different. But first signs 
are good, I would say, in this 
following aspect. Maybe it’s too 
much, now we have this big 
rear wing it will be too easy to 
pass and we won’t see racing 
anymore!”

MAGNUSSEN: 2019 CHANGES WILL HELP RACING

F1’s aero regulations have been 
tweaked for 2019… with the aim 
of reducing the impact of dirty air

The driver line-up for the new-
for-2019 continued to take 
shape last week with several 
more pieces of the puzzle 
falling into place. Trident – 
typically one of the strongest 
teams in the later years of the 
GP3 Series – have retained its 
2018 driver Pedro Piquet and 
added Devlin DeFrancesco to its 
line-up, with the pair joining the 
already-confirmed Niko Kari. 
Hitech GP has signed Asian F3 
Winter Series runner-up and 

erstwhile French F4 champion 
Ye Yifei to its roster, while MP 
Motorsport has recruited Simo 
Laaksonen, the Finn having 
emerged as a podium finisher 
in GP3 last season. Formula 3 
will join Formula 1 and Formula 
2 events on eight occasions 
this year, beginning in Spain 
and concluding in Russia five 
months later. It has ostensibly 
retained the same weekend 
structure and approach as that 
adopted by the GP3 Series. 

FORMULA 3 DRIVER LINE-UP CONTINUES TO TAKE SHAPE

More names 
have been added 
to the F3 line-up
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WRC PREVIEW // rally mexico words // jerry williams

¡Viva México!



It’s March; Time for Mexico, Sun, 
Sombreros and Margaritas

I had a buttock-clenching moment earlier this year 
just after booking my flight to Mexico City for the 
third round of the WRC. It was when someone idly 
told me that British Airways were no longer us-
ing 747s on the Mexico route, replacing them with 
787s. Now there are few worse fliers in existence 

than me. I have a terrifyingly extensive knowl-
edge of what can go wrong on various aircraft 
and invariably stay awake throughout a flight, 
whether it’s one hour or 12 hours…

Up to now I’ve never flown on a 787 and have 
no desire to pop my cherry as it were. The rea-
son? Well I expect you all know that. When it 
first came out Boeing were said to have failed 
to do any worse-case battery failure tests and 

on at least four occasions said lithium ion bat-
tery caught fire, sometimes burning through 
metal etc. Teeth chattering I investigated on 
Google Flights and Yea! The Lord was Good! It 
wasn’t a 787 I’d be getting on but rather a big-
ger 777. 

Now those enormous things might sound 
like Hounds of Hell as they hurl themselves 
down the runway ahead of a 12-hour flight 

Despite a small entry list, the 
fans come out in their droves!



but I don’t believe their batteries burn out. 
They sound frightening because they’re obvi-
ously very fuel-heavy before a long journey 
but their two engines are gigantically power-
ful – I believe 110,000 to 115,000 bhp each. OK, 
it’s not the same as a 747 – that I believe totals 
about 270,000 bhp from four motors -- but it’s 
sufficient!

Anyway, that’s quite enough about flying. I can 

cope with it. On the bright side not many peo-
ple get the chance to go to Mexico 15 years in a 
row at a time when the UK is shivering in winter 
temperatures!

So, to the rally itself. It’s based in Leon, about 
250 miles north of Mexico City and with a popu-
lation of about a million. Like almost every-
where in Mexico it’s a fascinating mixture of the 
brazenly opulent and grindingly poor. You can, 

on occasion, witness the back end of a 1960s 
American car pulled by a donkey draw up at 
the lights next to a brand new full-bling Chevy 
Suburban. Believe me, I’ve seen it…
 
After a night in an airport hotel we always go from 
Mexico City to Leon by luxury bus. Yes it’s slow – 
about 5 hours – but at least you’re not encased 
in a silver tube again and you really get to see the 
country. The amount of litter would shock you!

The event itself is always a bit special. It was 
known early on for innovation and over the 
years has done a lot for the poorer countryside 
areas around Leon… offering medical aid to vil-
lages en route every year, building roads etc.

The only real problem for the rally is that 
Mexico is so far away and early in the season 
that hardly any competitors go there. Yes, there 
are the four big teams who are contractually 

Mule power versus 
horse power...



obliged to be present. But this year the total 
is shamefully low. There are only 24 cars on 
the list for the main event. That means outside 
the 10 entries from big teams there are just 
14 more entries. It’s hard to know what can be 
done to improve this. Maybe making it always 
a compulsory entry for WRC2 might help; who 
knows?

Notable stages include the daunting El 
Chocolat, reaching the highest altitude of the 
season and El Brinco, which features a new 
jump for 2019. This year the rally follows a 
well-worn path. On the Thursday there’s the 
evening SuperSpecial through the old sil-
ver mining tunnels in the area’s capital town 
Guanajuarto. Friday dawns with an eight-stage 
run including two blasts over the 31.57 km of 
El Chocolat, a stage that usually throws up a 
shock or two.

On Saturday there are eight more tests, the 
longest of which is Otates, at just over 32 km.
Sunday is a bit of a nothing day, as so often 
happens now. It features only three tests, in-
cluding the Power Stage. The longest is Mesa 

Cuata, at 25 km. However, what Mexico does 
have – has always had – is an enviable ratio of 
stage km to road distance. This time the stag-
es are 31 per cent of the total route. 

Of all the stages, probably El Chocolat is the 
most breathtaking. I’ve driven it and it rises 
to an astonishing 2,650 metres (well over 
8,000 ft) and has everything from climbs, de-
scents, and hairpins to very fast sections, nar-
row roads and plenty of difficult corners and 
bends. 

But what you want to know is who is go-
ing to win! And it’s hard to look further than 
Ott Tänak for that one. He’s the form driver 
and even though the Toyotas haven’t gone 
very well in Mexico before, team boss Tommi 
Mäkinen is confident their overheating prob-
lems are now behind them.

“We have worked very hard with the cooling 
package in particular,” said the Toyota boss 
ahead of the event. “Our pre-event testing 
in Spain last week went well and we’re feel-
ing ready. It is always a tough event for the 

Rally HQ is in Leon, 
a very colourful city!

Skoda should once 
again dominate WRC2

Dust on the stages can be 
a big problem in Mexico



teams because of the altitude and the high tem-
peratures, but over the past year we have done 
a lot of work to make our car more reliable in 
these conditions, while also improving the per-
formance. After our brilliant win in Sweden, the 
team is feeling very confident that we can also 
have a good rally in Mexico.”
I’ve got my eye on Kris Meeke in Mexico. He’s 
won there before, knows the roads well and is 
looking confident. 

“I had two days of testing in the south of Spain 
last week, which was my first time driving the car 
on gravel outside of Finland,” said the Ulsterman. 
“It was really useful for me and I came away feel-
ing comfortable. Mexico is a place I’ve gone well 
in the last few years: I won in 2017, and last year I 
was in the fight for the victory and finished third. 
Now with a different car I hope to be competing 
at the sharp end once again. Monte Carlo and 
Sweden were events with very complicated con-

ditions where it would have been easy to make a 
mistake. Mexico is usually a lot more consistent, 
and I’m looking forward to it.” 

But to win he will, of course, have to beat both 
Seb Ogier and Ott Tänak. Oggi has won there 
four times in the past and if Meeke knows how to 
drive the rally, you can bet the Frenchman does 
too! Tänak meanwhile, on the cusp of dominat-
ing the WRC, is another who could easily win 

here. So far he hasn’t had a sparkling record on 
the event, with finishes of fifth, 15th, 22nd, sixth, 
fourth and 14th. 

And that 22nd finish included the moment when 
he shot upside down into a roadside lake. The 
car sank but Tänak and his navigator were saved. 
Ironically, it was a moment that brought world-
wide recognition for the WRC after it was cleverly 
made available to TV stations. In a way, though, 

Suninen led last time out in 
Sweden, can he win in Mexico



‘No, Mr Sordo, no toll 
fees for rally cars today’

Ogier takes over Loeb’s C3 WRC 
this year, can he win for Citroen

‘Want to race to 
the next lights...’

A highlight of the event is the opening 
stage in the tunnels of Guanajuato



Tänak’s whole career to date has been a prepa-
ration for last year and this. Now he has totally 
mastered the Toyota and is looking at the top of 
his game. If you had to bet on someone for the 
title in 2019 it would have to be the Estonian.

Meeke’s Mexico record is equally patchy. He’s 
only competed on the event four times but has a 
first and a third to his name so it clearly gels with 
him. Of course, that 2017 victory also included 

the moment – also shown worldwide – when he 
shot off the road and into a car park! 

Then there’s Thierry Neuville. Don’t discount 
him, although Hyundai seem to have some work 
to do on their car to make it extra-competitive. 
The Belgian also has a good record in Mexico, 
with three podiums since 2013. I think it will take 
something extraordinary happening for the win-
ner to come from outside these four though 

Mikkelsen is one who could force an upset. He’s 
another who hasn’t been to middle America 
that often, though he does have a third place, 
in 2015 and a fourth last year to his name. Add 
in that he will undoubtedly be ready to show 
team boss Andrea Adamo a thing or two, having 
been dropped for Corsica. That could possibly be 
enough to give him the extra motivation.

Who else is there? Well, for a start there are no 

wild cards. But Teemu Suninen could spring a 
surprise and a podium, as could Elfyn Evans, 
Esapekka Lappi or Dani Sordo. And let’s not for-
get Jari-Matti Latvala. His record may be a bit up 
and down… like 25th, seventh, third, fifth, 16th, 
second, 15th, first, sixth and eighth but he first 
went there back in 2005 and, as befits an elder 
statesman of the World Rally Championship, he 
has immense experience of the event. Never 
write him off. 

The start and first stage in 
Guanajuato is rather special...



?
Lewis Hamilton enters 
2019 having not been 
beaten to the chequered 
flag in a rain-affected race 
since Daniel Ricciardo’s tri-
umph in the wet/dry 2014 
Hungarian GP. On that day 
Hamilton rose from a pit 
lane start to third, escap-
ing unscathed after brush-
ing the barriers on the first 
lap.

The run began with a tri-
umph at the ill-fated rain-
lashed race in Japan, in 
which he passed Mercedes 
team-mate Nico Rosberg 
around Turn 1, before the 
Grand Prix was halted by 
Jules Bianchi’s accident.

On home soil in 2015 
Hamilton was being 
reeled in by Rosberg but 
perfected the call for 
Intermediate tyres just 
as drizzle intensified at 
Silverstone, and he ulti-

mately stretched clear to 
secure the win. Another 
win followed in the United 
States on a damp-but-dry-
ing track – after Rosberg 
went wide on a slippery 
stretch of track through 
Turn 16.

In Monaco, 2016, Hamilton, 
who was waved through 
by struggling team-mate 
Rosberg, trailed leader 
Daniel Ricciardo but ex-
tended his stint on full 
Wets to grab the initiative 
when the Red Bull driver 
stopped for Intermediates. 
Ricciardo should still have 
won, but his stop for slicks 
was shambolic, allowing 
Hamilton to preserve the 
lead when he made his 
sole stop to discard the 
full Wets for slicks.
Hamilton won his home 
Grand Prix again – with 
the race starting behind 
the Safety Car follow-

ing a heavy shower – and 
dominated a delayed and 
twice-suspended Brazilian 
Grand Prix that took place 
in continuous heavy rain.

Another win followed 
at the wet-but-drying 
Chinese Grand Prix in 2017 
while in Singapore the pre-
race shower proved influ-
ential as both Ferraris and 
Max Verstappen collided, 
with Hamilton rising from 
fifth to first in the blink of 
an eye.

In 2018 Hamilton swept 
from 14th on the grid to 
win in Germany, assisted 
by the mid-race shower 
that caught out title rival 
Sebastian Vettel. Hamilton 
also won in Abu Dhabi and 
it did (very briefly) rain 
during that race, albeit 
with minimal – if any – im-
pact on the Grand Prix.

Left-field reflections and stories of 
teams, drivers and reserve drivers 
from the Formula 1 paddock in 2019.

remember
whenwords // phillip horton

Hamilton has won 
every rain-affected 
race since 2014's 

Hungarian GP, 
where he fin-

ished P3

Hamilton 
has managed 

to keep his cool 
in wet conditions, 

unlike some of 
his rivals!

Hamilton last missed a wet victory



NEW BLOOD ALL ROUND...
INDYCAR // SEASON PREVIEW words // STEPHEN CAMP & DANIEL MARSHALL

The 2019 NTT IndyCar series is set to be one of the most 
hotly contested motorsport championships of the year. With 

five-time series champion Scott Dixon looking to retain his champion-
ship title for the first time in his career, he will be chased down by some of the 

most determined and talented drivers in the world, joining the series from the Road to Indy ladder,
Formula 1 and even Formula E. Never has a championship opportunity been so open to so many...



O ver the past six-months 
the IndyCar Series 
has both changed and 

grown up even more. On the 
commercial front, Verizon de-
parted and has since been 
replaced by the Japanese tel-
ecom giant in NTT as the title 
sponsor. Broadcast rights also 
took a huge shift around the 
world with the IndyCar now 
handling it all in-house, instead 
of through a third-party. A sigh 
of relieve was also breathed 
when Firestone renewed their 
exclusive contract with the se-
ries until 2025; the tire manu-
facturer also in the process of 
building new racing facilities in 
Akron, Ohio. Plus fuel station 
giant Speedway also became 
the first official fuel supplier to 
the series.

On the racing front, the Circuit 
of the Americas will join the 
calendar for the first time with 

a new race in Texas in April. 
Obviously there will be some 
out there who will try and 
compare the lap times from 
Formula 1 to IndyCar when it 
comes to the race weekend! 
But it will be irrelevant when it 
comes to race day and the win 
is up for grabs. The last time 
F1 and IndyCar shared a race-
track in the same season was 
2006 when, a few years before 
the CART / IRL merger, CART 
held a meeting at the Circuit 
Gilles Villeneuve in Montreal, 
Canada.

The iconic WeatherTech 
Raceway Laguna Seca also 
makes a very welcome return 
to the schedule for the first 
time since 2004, where scenes 
of the famous pass by Alex 
Zanardi on Bryan Herta on the 
final lap of the 1996 race still 
burn brightly in the memory 
of those who witnessed it. 

Wouldn’t we all love to see 
more daring passes into the 
Corkscrew..?

And when it comes to the driv-
ing talent in NTT IndyCar Series 
in 2019, it’s safe to say the level 
continues to rise sharply and 
the challenge of trying to take 
the drivers’ title becomes ever 
greater.

“When I would finish like 11th, 
he would finish fourth. That’s 
just what he does. He’s won 
five championships for a rea-
son. He’s one of the best that’s 
ever done it.” This quote from 
Alexander Rossi; speaking 
about Scott Dixon, the reign-
ing champion. Inevitably, it’s 
a measure of what the rest of 
the IndyCar drivers will be up 
against in their quest for the 
2019 series title.

It’s Dixon’s consistency that 
sets him apart from the ma-
jority of the field. In 2018, the 
New Zealander finished just 
two of the 17 races outside the 
top ten, and finished 13 of the 
17 races inside the top five. 
Dig down into those statistics, 
into the personality of the man 
himself, and you’ll find some-
one who is calm, unflappable 
and has seen and done it all 
before, five times in fact!

For rivals hoping that the Kiwi 
might lack motivation follow-
ing all this success, he still has 
plenty of records to chase. Only 
A.J. Foyt has more titles, with a 
total of seven, whilst Foyt and 
Mario Andretti still have more 
career wins than him. Surely 
Andretti’s total of 52 victories 

must be within sight this year 
with the Kiwi’s current tally 
standing at 45. Plus of course, 
Dixon has never won back-to-
back championships, a fact he 
can correct this year!

Of his rivals, perhaps his big-
gest challenger can be singled 
out as the man who pushed 
him hardest last year – the 
aforementioned Alexander 
Rossi. Unlike his time trailing 
around at the back of the field 
during his brief Formula 1 ca-
reer, Rossi is now full of the 
confidence of being in a car, 
and team, where he feels he 
can turn up at every race and 
win. The hunger for success, 
and for his first major series 
title, is evident.

Throughout 2018 the 27-year-
old Californian drove with an 
uncompromising determina-
tion; allied to a consistency in 
results which has improved 
year-on-year. On current form, 
he appears to be the irresist-
ible force to Dixon’s immovable 
object. And whilst the Kiwi may 
have come out on top in 2018, 

late in the season the momen-
tum appeared to be with Rossi. 
If this continues into 2019, the 
championship could just be the 
Californian’s reward.

Amongst the others, 2017 
champion Josef Newgarden 
had a decent season in 2018, 
with four pole positions and 
three race wins. But incidents 
like spinning off the track dur-
ing the Indy Grand Prix from 
fourth place after trying to 
dive up the inside of four-time 
champion Sébastien Bourdais 
blotted his copy book. Then, 
later in the season, running 
into the outside wall during a 
restart in Toronto ultimately 
lost the 2017 champion valu-
able points in his bid to retain 
his crown.

But there is no sign 
Newgarden’s determina-
tion has waned from that he 
showed in winning the 2016 
Iowa 300 driving with a broken 
hand and shoulder, and he’s al-
ready demonstrated he has all 
the talent necessary in order 
to try and reclaim the number 
one back on his car.Can Scott Dixon retain 

his crown for the first 
time in his career?

Josef Newgarden wants 
his crown back after a 

tough 2018 season

2018 runner-up Alexander Rossi 
knows he must be more consistent 
this season in order to topple Dixon



A few years ago Will Power was 
regarded as a road course spe-
cialist who struggled with oval 
circuits. Given the champion-
ships that slipped through his 
fingers earlier in his career due 
to poor performances on the 
ovals, it was a view that had 
some merit. One cannot howev-
er say the same now. Power has 
slowly exorcised his oval de-
mons, culminating last year in 
him becoming an Indy 500 win-
ner. He can now be considered 
an all-round driver, and a repeat 
of his 2014 championship in 
2019 is a distinct possibility.

Neither can we count out Simon 
Pagenaud, despite a strangely 
subdued 2018. The resilient 
Frenchman often struggled 
with rear-end stability in 2018 
and found it difficult to get the 
car performing to his liking. But 
Pagenaud has recently said 
that he believes he has made 

gains with the car in pre-sea-
son testing and is fully focused 
on claiming back the IndyCar 
crown to add to his current tally 
of four.

“It’s a really tough situa-
tion for everybody, but that’s 
what IndyCar is all about,” said 
Pagenaud last week. “We all 
have the same cars and the 
same equipment. You have to 
find little things. It’s all about 
the details and getting all of 
those little things just right. 
That’s what we plan to do in ‘19.”

Schmidt Peterson Motorsports 
has bought in electronics firm 
Arrow as title sponsor, and 
with the ever-present James 
Hinchcliffe and Formula 1 refu-
gee Marcus Ericsson, they have 
what should be a strong driver 
line-up. As a well run operation, 
now with extra sponsorship, 
the team will be hoping that 

Hinchcliffe can reverse his aw-
ful form at the end of 2018, and 
that Swedish rookie Ericsson 
can prove that in equal machin-
ery, he can operate at the sharp 
end of races.

But it is the other Swedish new-
comer, Felix Rosenqvist, who is 
the pick of many pundits as this 
season’s dark horse. The super 
talented 27 year old has won in 
virtually everything he has ever 
driven, and will compete in 2019 
as Dixon’s team-mate at Chip 
Ganassi Racing. In such well 
prepared, race-winning machin-
ery, many are tipping the Swede 
to be this season’s Robert 
Wickens – a newcomer pushing 
the established drivers from the 
very first race.

Indeed, if Rosenqvist makes 
that kind of impact, could 
the inter team battle distract 
Dixon’s focus from the champi-

onship? His rivals may hope so, 
but in truth, both Ganassi driv-
ers come with reputations that 
are far too unemotional for any 
kind of intra-team nonsense.

Of course the big hoopla of 
the season will see Fernando 
Alonso making a return the 
world-famous brickyard as 
he continues in his search for 
motorsport’s unofficial ‘Triple 
Crown’. With two Monaco GP 
wins (and two F1 titles too) and 
now the Le Mans 24 hours win 
from 2018, he now has two out 
of the three races complete 
and will be looking to come out 
all guns blazing with McLaren 
in the Month of May.

Chevrolet is the Woking team’s 
engine supplier after McLaren 
fell out with Honda due to 
their F1 partnership breaking 
down. The British squad, with 
ex Force India deputy team 

Zach Veach will be sponsored 
by the new presenting sponsor 

for the Indy 500, Gainbridge

James Hinchcliffe is joined by 
former F1 driver Marcus Ericsson 
in the #7 Arrow SPM car

Colton Herta topped the 
timesheets through most 

of ‘Spring Training’ at CoTA

Will Felix Rosenqvist upset 
the established order in 

his rookie season?



principal Bob Fernley in charge, will be 
heading to Indianapolis with a single-
car outfit. The Spaniard will also sport 
the number #66 on his car, sharing 
the same number as Mark Donohue 
who won the Indy500 in 1972 with 
Penske running a McLaren M16-B 
chassis.

We should have also seen 2018 Indy 
Lights champion Patricio O’Ward 
line-up alongside Colton Herta at the 
Harding-Steinbrenner outfit, but af-
ter a heavy falling out with the team, 
the pair parted ways shortly before 
the opening test of the season at the 
Circuit of the Americas in Austin. At 
the time of writing it is yet unclear if 
we will see the Mexican on the grid at 
all in 2019!

Formula 2 bad boy Santino Ferrucci 
will make his full-time debut alongside 
four-time series champion Sébastien 
Bourdais at Dale Coyne Racing. 
Moving across from the F2 paddock 
to the IndyCar one, after a very con-
tentious weekend in Silverstone, 
will hopefully give the youngster a 
fresh start... The Connecticut-born 
driver has already briefly experi-
enced IndyCar after taking part in the 
double-header of the ‘Dual In Detroit’ 
and the final two rounds of 2018 in 
Portland and Sonoma. All eyes will be 
on the youngster to see if he can keep 
his composure in his first full season.

Meyer Shank Racing’s Jack Harvey will 
see his program expanded to 10 races 
across the season. Then the expe-
rienced sportscar racer Ben Hanley 
has landed a drive with a new team 
(DragonSpeed) for five events across 
2019 as they look to making it a full-
time effort in 2020.

The green flag will fly next Sunday 
afternoon as the 2019 NTT IndyCar 
season gets underway on around the 
streets of Saint Petersburg, Florida for 
the annual St Pete Grand Prix. Let bat-
tle commence..!

Helio Castroneves will return 
for the Indy Grand Prix and the 
500 as he searches for a fourth 
win in the prestigious race.

Circuit of The 
Americas joins the 
series calendar for 

the first time...

...and Laguna 
Seca makes a 
return to the 
racing calendar
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SPORTSCAR    DIGEST
Following the announcement 

of the first part of the entry 
list in February, the Automobile 
Club de l’Ouest has now 
revealed the complete list of 
entrants for the 87th running 
of the 24 Hours of Le Mans. 
The field, comprised of 8 LMP1 
entries, 17 LMP2s, 17 LMGTE 
Pro entries and 18 cars in 
LMGTE Am is set to contest the 
legendary 24 hour battle on the 
15th and 16th of June 2019.

Most notable in the additional 
entries are the return of Risi 
Competizione in GTE Pro, as 
well as the additional of the 
all-female Kessel Racing entry 
which was announced to be 
taking part in the European Le 
Mans Series last week. 

The final four automatic 
invitations for the French 
endurance classic were handed 
out following the conclusion of 
the Asian Le Mans Series last 
weekend. United Autosports 
(LMP2), ARC Bratislava (LMP2), 

Inter Europol (LMP3) and Car 
Guy Racing (GTE) have all been 
awarded entry into the race, 
with the Polish Inter Europol 
team set to take part in the 
LMP2 class.

Aston Martin factory 
driver Alex Lynn joins 

R-Motorsport as the German 
team prepares for an expanded 
campaign in the 2019 Blancpain 
GT Series. Lynn will contest all 
five rounds of the Blancpain 
Endurance Cup in one of two 
new Aston Martin Vantage 
GT3s and is to be joined by 
team regulars Jake Dennis and 
Martin Kirchhofer. The sister 
car will be piloted by Matthieu 
Vaxiviere and Matt Parry, 
who will be joined by another 
Aston Martin factory driver in 
the form of Belgium’s Maxime 
Martin.

The Endurance Cup effort will 
be paired with two entries into 
the World Challenge, formerly 

known as the Sprint Cup. 
Kirchhofer will be joining Ricky 
Collard in the first car, marking 
Collard’s return after racing for 
the team at the Gulf 12 Hours 
in Abu Dhabi last year. The 
second car is set to be piloted 
by GP3 race winner Aaro Vainio 
and two-time ELMS winner 
Hugo de Sadeleer. 

The team is also set to field an 
additional third entry into the 
Spa 24 Hours in July. This third 
car is set be driven by Collard 
and De Sadeleer. The duo is set 
to be joined by R-Motorsport’s 
new DTM recruit, Ferdinand 
Habsburg.
R-Motorsport team principal 
Florian Kamelger said: “We’re 
lining up with our team in the 

endurance and sprint cup 
for the first time and have a 
broad base of drivers to call 
on, made up of well-proven 
and successful individuals from 
last year as well as interesting, 
talented newcomers. The guys 
are all hungry for success and 
have a promising car in the 
new Aston Martin Vantage V8 
GT3, with which we intend to 
fight for wins and the title with 
the full backing of the entire 
team.” 

The Blancpain GT Endurance 
Cup is set to kick off at the 
opening round on Monza on 
April 14th, with the World 
Challenge Europe following suit 
on May 5th at Brands Hatch.

LYNN COMPLETES R-MOTORSPORT LINEUP FOR BLANCPAIN EFFORT

COMPLETE ENTRY LIST FOR 24 HOURS OF LE MANS REVEALED

HARTLEY TO DOUBLE-UP AT SEBRING WITH ACTION EXPRESS DRIVE

Brendon Hartley will double-
up on his driving duties 

during the Sebring weekend 
following confirmation of a 
drive with the Action Express 
Racing entry for next month’s 
IMSA WeatherTech SportsCar 
Championship round.

The former Toro Rosso F1 and 
ex-Porsche LMP1 driver will 
take the place of the now-
retired Christian Fittipaldi in 
the #5 Mustang Sampling 
Racing Cadillac DPi-VR, driving 
alongside Joao Barbosa and 
Filipe Albuquerque.

“With Christian deciding to 
retire, we needed to find 
another driver who is fast and a 
great team player, and Brendon 
has a great background and 
attitude that should be a great 
match with Joao and Filipe,” 
commented team manager 
Gary Nelson.

“We’ve followed Brendon 
through the years since we 
first saw him race so well in 
Grand-Am, so we are glad that 
it worked out for him to join us 
at Sebring.”

Hartley will also be racing 
in the World Endurance 
Championship’s 1000 Miles of 
Sebring for SMP Racing on the 
Friday before the IMSA race.

The Kiwi is set 
for double duty 
at Sebring

The 87th running of the 
24 Hours of Le Mans will 

be the WEC season finale

R-Motorsport returns 
to the Blancpain GT 
series in 2019



United Autosports has taken 
the 2018/2019 Asian Le 

Mans Series crown following a 
fourth consecutive podium for 
Phil Hanson and former Force 
India Formula 1 driver Paul di 
Resta.

The duo, driving the #22 
Ligier in LMP2 class, had 
taken second place finishes 
in the first two rounds of the 
season before taking a victory 
in the third round at Buriram 
in January. The resulting 
championship lead means a 
second place finish at Sepang 
International Circuit was 
enough for the duo to take the 
LMP2 crown. The title marks 
Di Resta’s first championship 
since his 2010 DTM crown with 
Mercedes.

The LMP3 crown went to Jakub 
Smiechoski in Martin Hippe in 
the #13 Inter Europol Ligier. 
The #11 Car Guy Racing Ferrari 
of James Calado, Kei Cozzolino 

and Takeshi Kimura completed 
a clean sweep in GT class to 
take the title, winning all four 
championship rounds.

The championship success for 
the four teams has translated 
into entries into the 24 Hours 
of Le Mans in June, as United 
Autosports, Inter Europol 
and Car Guy Racing have alle 
been granted automatic entry 

into the 87th running of the 
French endurance classic. Inter 
Europol, the LMP3 champions, 
will have the chance to run in 
either LMP2 or GTE Am. The 
fourth and final entry slot for 
the Asian Le Mans Series has 
been granted ARC Bratislava 
after the trio of Darren Burke, 
Miro Kinopoka and Kang Ling 
took a title victory in the LMP2 
Am class.

UNITED AUTOSPORTS WIN ASIAN LE MANS SERIES

Di Resta and 
Hanson took the top 
crown in the ALMS

Nick Yelloly, runner-up in the 
2018 Porsche Supercup, will join 
BMW Motorsport as part of the 
works programme for the 2019 
season. Yelloly scored wins in 
Monaco and Germany in 2018, 
but the former simulator and 
test driver for Force India will 
now be taking part in the China 
GT Championship with AAI 
Motorsports alongside Jun-San 
Chen, driving the BMW M6 GT3.

The 28-year-old already had 
a level of affiliation with the 
German manufacturer, as he 
took part in the DTM Young 
Driver test, getting behind the 
wheel of BMW’s M4 DTM car at 
Jerez in December 2018.

“It’s exciting to be part of the 
BMW factory programme, it’s 
something I’ve been working 
on for a long time now to make 
that happen,” Yelloly said. “It’s 

great to be part of BMW and I’m 
looking forward to seeing the 
progress throughout the year 
racing in the BMW M6 GT3 and 
getting more seat time.”

NICK YELLOLY JOINS BMW MOTORSPORT WORKS PROGRAMME

Yelloly’s first outing 
under the BMW works 

banner will be in China

www.motorsportweek.com


MOTOGP
SEASON
PREVIEW
MORE OF THE SAME..?

F or the best part of 
the 21st Century’s 
second decade, the 

question at the dawn of 
a new season has been 
this: how far can Marc 
Marquez go? The Spanish 
wunderkind guided his 
much-improved Honda 
to a fifth premier class 
title in just his sixth year 

in the top tier with three 
races to spare in 2018, 
and with a hefty haul of 
nine victories to add to 
the 44 he had racked up 
over his first 109 MotoGP 
races. Glancing at the 
scorecard only offers a 
mere glimpse at the strife 
Marquez faced across the 
2018 campaign, though…

LEWIS DUNCAN
MOTOGP EDITOR



Last year Andrea Dovizioso’s 
challenge on the Ducati faded 
after a run of three early-sea-
son DNFs, while Ducati waited 
too long to give team-mate 
Jorge Lorenzo the upgrades he 
needed to become a Marquez 
beater. Yamaha never turned 
up for the races, its troubled M1 
causing Maverick Vinales and 
Valentino Rossi no-end of issue. 
But even still, Marquez should 

never have won the title by the 
76-point margin he did - not 
with the shoulder injury he was 
carrying.

A left shoulder dislocation early 
in the year during training be-
came a recurring and growing 
problem across the season, 
with Marquez later admitting 
it became “on the limit” in the 
closing stages. To boot, it was 
affecting how prepared off track 
and an operation was needed. 
But the stubborn determination 
of a racer’s mentality took over, 
and he tried to “stabilise” the 

injury himself. It worked, and he 
won, but to bafflement of most.
So bad was his shoulder, that 
when he was put under anaes-
thetic for his operation it imme-
diately dislocated. He endured a 
long winter off of motorcycles, 
his training machinery dis-
mantled to dissuade him from 
pushing his recovery too much. 
The first Sepang test was dif-
ficult. The Qatar test was bet-

ter, but he comes into the start 
of the year not at 100 percent 
strength.

This won’t be the first time 
Marquez has come into a sea-
son below his physical peak. 
In the pre-season of 2014 he 
broke his leg while training 
between the first and second 
Sepang tests, and was forced to 
miss the latter. He arrived into 
the new campaign a month lat-
er with less track time than his 
rivals, but still went on to win 
the first 10 races and cruise to 
his second-successive MotoGP 
title.

Testing hasn’t been totally 
smooth for Marquez. He was 
unable to complete a race 
simulation, and it took until 
the final day of the Qatar test 
for him to get the Honda into 
a position where he feels he 
can fight for the podium at the 
first race after struggling to 

nail a set-up despite a strong 
showing for the new RC213V at 
Sepang. Arguably, 2019 marks 
the first time since his debut 
season Marquez has a cred-
ible threat from within, as long-
time foe Jorge Lorenzo replaces 
Dani Pedrosa to form Honda’s 
first all-world champion line-up 
since 1989.

Pedrosa’s talent cannot be 
questioned: a 125cc cham-
pion, double 250cc title winner, 
thrice a MotoGP runner-up and 
a 31-time premier class race 
winner has truly earned the 

diminutive Spaniard his place 
as a true great. But injury and 
regulation changes increasingly 
hindered him and he was rel-
egated to the role of tail-gunner 
for Marquez. Dorna is quite lax 
in its approach to handing out 
‘legend’ status to riders. But if 
there is one man who deserves 
such a title upon his retirement, 
it is certainly Marquez’s new 
stablemate.

Lorenzo failed to add to his 
three premier class titles during 
his two-years spell with Ducati, 
but it could be argued he’d have 
been a strong contender last 
season (until he was struck by 
injury in the latter stages) had 
the Italian marque given him 
the fuel tank modifications he 
had requested since testing 
earlier than the sixth round at 
Mugello. But he proved his point 
with his three wins: he could be 

Now-retired 
Pedrosa has new 
role as KTM tester

Ducati enjoyed 
strong pre-
season

Injury setback aside, 
Marquez remains 

title favourite

Lorenzo will offer 
Marquez toughest 
internal battle yet



successful outside of Yamaha.

Lorenzo struggled to adapt to 
the Ducati for most of his debut 
campaign on the Desmosedici, 
as the heavy GP17 sapped him 
of energy during races and 
stopped him from utilising his 
riding style. By year two, partly 
with the help of the aero fair-
ing introduced midway through 
2017 and the fuel tank change 
brought in at Mugello, the ‘old’ 
Lorenzo was back. The RC213V 
does not have a reputation for 
being an easy bike to ride, with 
LCR’s Cal Crutchlow admitting 
last year’s bike was much more 
physical that its predecessor. 
But it is at least partly more ag-
ile than the Ducati, and slightly 
smaller. All of this suits Lorenzo 
more, who felt “safer” on the 
Honda after his first contact 
and more adapted to it than he 
was the Ducati.

He too has endured a winter 
of injury, as he broke his left 
scaphoid just weeks ahead of 

the first test. Missing the first 
three days of the pre-season, 
Lorenzo was sixth fastest at 
the end of the final test. Like 
Marquez, it will be a couple of 
rounds before he is back up to 
full fitness. But the signs are 
there that this will be but a mi-

nor setback, and a sustained 
title challenge is on the cards 
- even if he is unsure of being a 
title contender this year.

“I always say that in MotoGP, 
anything is possible, but of 
course we have to realistic 

and we have to understand 
our limitations at that point,” 
he conceded. “Limitations, I 
don’t think because of a lack 
of speed, a lack of talent or a 
lack of hard work – it’s about 
experience. Just three of four 
tests, it’s not enough to know 
the bike perfectly and it’s not 

going to be easy.”

For two years, Ducati and 
Andrea Dovizioso have of-
fered Marquez his sternest 
challenge, but have come up 
short on both occasions. The 
Desmosedici took a big step 
forward from 2017 to 2018, and 

looks to have progressed fur-
ther this year – a feat which 
can in great part be attributed 
to Lorenzo. Despite a Qatar 
test in which Dovizioso was left 
a little unhappy with the bike 
at the end of it – though has-
tened to add how little concern 
this was to him – Ducati looks 
to have had the strongest pre-
season, and currently looks to 
have the best bike on the grid.

Dovizioso is a sure thing for 
Ducati now. His experience 
and the confidence he has 
since found within has trans-
lated into immense speed. New 
team-mate Danilo Petrucci 
remains an unknown quantity 
in a works environment. It is 
no hyperbole to say 2019 is the 
biggest season of Petrucci’s 
life. From perennial backmark-
er on the Ioda CRT machine 
in 2012, Petrucci has made a 
dream ascension to the top. 
But with just a one-year deal 
under his belt, and Pramac duo 
Jack Miller [who will ride the 
same GP19 as Petrucci] and 
rookie Francesco Bagnaia wait-
ing in the wings, the pressure is 
on.

Petrucci has worked closely 
with Dovizioso and his support 
staff this winter, and all of that 
has translated into promis-
ing performance. In the Qatar 
test, across a 20-lap aver-
age, Petrucci circulated in the 
high 1m 55s mark – comfort-
ably quicker than anyone else. 
To boot, his main handicap of 
overworking tyres because of 
his weight looks to have been 
almost eradicated as the GP19 
has developed. Petrucci’s sign-
ing last year may have had a 

Can Petrucci 
mount a serious 
challenge?

Rins and 
Suzuki 2019’s 
dark horses?

Honda’s 
dream 

team



whiff of Ducati looking to avoid 
a repeat of the tension which 
arose between Dovizioso and 
Lorenzo, as well as the Italian 
being a cheaper option. But, so 
far, he appears to be match-
ing what is expected of him. 
Of course, how the pressure 
of battling for a championship, 
as well as that of knowing his 
days are numbered should his 
performance dip, affects him 
remains to be seen.

Marquez pegged Suzuki and 
Alex Rins as being ready to 
throw their hats into the ring as 
championship protagonists at 
the end of last year, after Rins 
tallied up five podiums on his 
way to fifth in the standings on 
the ever-improving GSX-RR. 
Suzuki team boss Davide Brivio 
also believed Rins was ready 
to lead the team when asked in 
Valencia last year and through 

the course of the pre-season 
the young Spaniard looks to 
have really taken to the role.

Rins now has great influence 
over bike development, claim-
ing at the end of the Qatar test 
that Suzuki had delivered on 
all of his requests. How Rins 
copes with the pressure now 
on him to match the hype 
quickly swirling him, much like 
with Petrucci, remains uncer-
tain. But it’s clear he is now 
being seen as a threat from the 
off in Qatar.

“For me, Maverick [Vinales] is in 
a great shape,” said Yamaha’s 
Valentino Rossi. “He is rid-
ing very well and here and 
in Malaysia he was always in 
front. The other name is Rins, 
he is very fast and he rode very 
well, and it looks like the Suzuki 
improved. Also [rookie team-

mate Joan] Mir is fast.”

As the pre-season progressed, 
Vinales more and more estab-
lished himself as perhaps the 
biggest threat to Marquez’s 
crown, just as he did in the 

winter ahead of his debut 
Yamaha season in ‘17. And just 
as he did two years ago, he 
ended testing fastest of all.

Yamaha has to get it right in 
2019. After such a strong start 
to 2017, things quickly went 
downhill, and it took 25 rac-
es between Assen 2017 and 
Australia last year for an M1 to 
stand atop the podium. It’s hard 
to tell how far along Yamaha 
has come. Vinales from the off 
in testing in November heaped 
praise on the M1’s new engine, 
and felt he could be a title con-
tender again after the Jerez 
test. Rossi was not convinced 
much of a step forward had 
been taken. Both continued to 
make contradicting statements 
in February.

Both agreed the new engine 
offered better acceleration 
and looked after the rear tyre 
a bit better. But Vinales made 
a face-slapping comment dur-
ing the Qatar test, as both he 
and Rossi’s struggled to punch 

out the corners effectively re-
emerged: “Still we have found 
nothing on the electronics 
to improve acceleration”. But 
Vinales felt Yamaha would be 
“ready” to fight once this has 
been fixed.

More positively, he feels he 
can carry much more speed 
into and through the corners 
– and that’s despite suffering 
from a lack of edge grip, some-
thing Sepang Racing’s Franco 
Morbidelli complained of also. 

Rossi, now 40 and entering his 
24th grand prix campaign, was 
pleased with the work Yamaha 
has done this year, but feels 
it stills needs a little more to 
match the pace of Honda and 
Ducati. Hopes of a tenth world 

title are keeping the veteran 
Italian motivated, but 2019 
at present looks more like a 
dry run for a proper bid next 
year while it continues to work 
through its issues. 

But, more so than over the pre-
vious two years, Yamaha stands 
a strong chance of compe-
tently working its way out of its 
problems. For starters, Yamaha 
has finally backtracked on its 
original philosophy regarding 
satellite teams and is now of-
fering factory support to SRT. 
Not only will it benefit from 
added input, both Morbidelli 
and rookie team-mate Fabio 
Quartararo are set to be strong 
campaigners.

A new European test team, 
with former Tech3 podium fin-
isher Jonas Folger at the helm, 
will also play a significant role. 

Yamaha 
seeks revival 

in fortunes

CAPTION

Title number 
10 looks out of 
reach... for now



Add to this numerous person-
nel changes, including a new 
project leader in the form of 
former chassis department 
head Takahiro Sumi, electronics 
guru Michele Gada coming on-
board full-time from the World 
Superbike project, and Esteban 
Garcia as crew chief for Vinales 
- who has brought a revival in 
confidence for the Spaniard – 
and Yamaha has all the ingre-
dients to return to fore.

This might prove be a tough 
watch for Johann Zarco, who 
has stepped from Yamaha 
[along with his former Tech3 
team] to KTM machinery with 
the works Austrian squad 
alongside Pol Espargaro. 
Zarco’s transition to the RC16 
has been soul-crushingly dif-
ficult thus far. Coming from 
the silky-smooth M1, the radi-
cally different KTM by com-
parison was never going to 
be an easy beast to tame. He 
ended testing second-to-last 

and a second adrift of eighth-
placed Espargaro in Qatar. The 
Frenchman, unsurprisingly, is 
struggling to carry the kind of 
corner speed his style com-
manded on the Yamaha, and 
can’t extract what Espargaro 
can from a fresh tyre over a 
single lap.

Zarco turned down a seat at 
Honda to come to KTM and ‘do 
a Marquez’. This is a long-term 
project for the Frenchman, and 
expecting success straight 
away is folly. But it’s clear the 

gravity of the task at hand is 
hitting home harder than ex-
pected. But KTM’s hopes in 
2019 don’t live and die with 
Zarco, though. While his adap-
tation continues, KTM is still 
expecting consistent “single-
digit” results across the 2019 
campaign. Espargaro has 
proven in his first two years at 
KTM he is up to the task, as his 
debut podium at Valencia last 
season demonstrated. Half a 
second off the pace at the end 
of the Qatar test, the aim will 
surely be to keep that deficit 

Zarco’s KTM 
adaptation 
taking time

Iannone 
Aprilia’s 

ace?

www.motortrendondemand.com/mmonday


to the frontrunners across the 
season.

At the very least, KTM should 
aim to finish further away from 
Aprilia than the 13 points it did 
last year. The Noale marque 
has almost certainly not 
pumped the same €40m in its 
2019 MotoGP project, nor does 
it have two extra fully-support-
ed bikes on the grid to speed 
up development. But that’s not 
to say it’s not in a position to 
also be a regular factor inside 
the top 10.

Aleix Espargaro displayed 
some encouraging race runs in 
testing, though expected the 
RS-GP to be better than what 
it currently is over long dis-
tances. For the time being, he’ll 
settle for it feeling “similar” to 
the 2017 bike. Aprilia admits 
it went in the wrong direction 

with the 2018 bike, losing the 
strong points of the previous 
year’s RS-GP and suffering as 
a result. From the seven top 
10s Espargaro secured in 2017, 
he managed just four last year.

Andrea Iannone’s fast-but-
fickle nature has seen him 
ousted by Ducati and Suzuki 
over the past three years, and 
surely his current deal with 
Aprilia is his final throw of the 
dice as far as being a works 
rider is concerned. The winter 
has been difficult. An infection 

in his jaw, a legacy of alleged 
plastic surgery, meant run-
ning was limited at Sepang. 
He goes into his Aprilia debut 
not expecting much. But, if he 
can be whipped into shape, 
Aprilia will have at its disposal 
a campaigner with devastat-
ing speed. New CEO Massimo 

Rivola, former sporting direc-
tor at Ferrari in Formula 1 and 
instrumental in rearing Charles 
Leclerc, is well placed to mould 
Iannone into Aprilia’s first truly 
great MotoGP rider.

It’s become almost cliché at 
to hail each new MotoGP sea-
son as ‘the most competitive 
ever’. But, in the 70 year the 
World Championship has ex-
isted, never have we seen such 
a competitive field. Half of the 
22-strong grid have won at 
least one world title in one of 

the three classes, while all bar 
two on the grid are Grand Prix 
winners in at least one of the 
categories.

Injury setbacks aside, the 2019 
season is shaping up to be 
Marquez’s toughest challenge 
yet.

SPOTLIGHT
ON THE KIDS
MotoGP has enjoyed a strong crop of new faces 
making the step up from Moto2 in recent years, 
but the four joining the grid in 2019 look set to 
the most instantly impressive yet.

Reigning Moto2 champion Bagnaia has been 
pinned as the favourite for top rookie honours 
from the moment he penned his deal with Ducati 
and Pramac last January. Second-fastest at the 
end of the Sepang test on his year-old GP18, 
Bagnaia did nothing to alter this viewpoint. But 
impressive showings from Suzuki’s Mir and SRT 
Yamaha’s Quartararo in Qatar have made this 
fight harder to predict.

Arguably, Mir has something of advantage be-
ing in a factory surrounding. Quartararo does 
have the latest M1 (having originally been set 
to ride the 2018 bike) but it is 500rpm down 
on the other three Yamahas, won’t be updated 
through the year and is running slightly heavi-

er forks. But the Frenchman was exceptionally 
strong over race distance in the Qatar test, lap-
ping quick enough over a 20-lap average to be 
eighth had it been a race. The most unlikely of 
the signings to take place last year, 19-year-old 
Quartararo looks best placed to take an early 
lead in the rookie battle.

Miguel Oliveira may struggle to be a factor, but 
that’s through no lack of talent from last year’s 
Moto2 runner-up. Debuting on the Tech3-run 
KTM will be far more difficult than doing so on 
the user-friendly GSX-RR and M1, and even the 
vastly improved Desmosedici. Oliveira shares 
the same pressures as Mir in having to develop 
a factory machine, but already looks more set-
tled on the bike than works counterpart Zarco, 
ending the Qatar test four tenths clear. Once 
fully adapted, Oliveira will be a vital asset in the 
development of the RC16.

Who will emerge as leading rookie at the end 
of the year will be hard-fought, but one thing is 
clear: this is the most exciting group of rookies 
the premier class has seen for some time.

Oliveira could prove 
a key asset in RC16 

development

2019’s 
rookies 

set to stun



Desert Six Pack for Al-Attiyah!
FIA World Cup: Qatar Cross Country Rally

Three of last year's four title pro-
tagonists went head-to-head in the 
opening round of 2019’s FIA World 
Cup for Cross Country Rallies but 
only one man was going to be vic-
torious in the dunes of Qatar. Last 
year it might have slipped away 
from him on the final stage but this 
time around, local hero Nasser Al-
Attiyah made his sixth win in the 
desert, on his home event, all look 
rather easy.

“This is my home event, and that 
is always special,” said Al-Attiyah 
on Friday evening. “It is a 

very difficult race, but even though 
I have a good record here, last year 
showed that anything can hap-
pen. But we started well today, and 
I’m hoping we can set the record 
straight this time.”

While Al-Attiyah strolled off into the 
distance the real 
battle in 
Qatar 

was for second place. Reigning 
FIA World Cup Champion, and 
last year’s Qatar winner, Jakub 
Przygonski was keen to start his 
title defence early. In 2018 the Pole 
was only off the podium twice in 
11 rallies and proved that he was a 

formidable 
competitor 

indeed. Vladimir Vasilyev, 2014 
champion, was another driver ex-
pected to perform strongly in 
Qatar and the fellow Toyota Hilux 
drivers Yazeed Mohammed Al-
Rajhi and Bernhard Ten Brinke 
soon proved themselves not to be 
underestimated.

For 2019 the FIA World Cup for 
Cross Country split into two catego-
ries, so while the first baja of the 
season took place last week in the 

snowy climes of Russia, Qatar 
marked the first cross coun-

try rally event of the year.

ANNA DUXBURY
RALLY REPORTER



Friday Day 1

Qatar is a navigational 
nightmare, but right from 
the outset it was clear 
that nothing would faze 
Al-Attiyah and co-driver 
Matthieu Baumel. By the 
end of the short opening 
leg the Qatari held a lead 
of three minutes over his 
rivals and Toyota Gazoo 
Racing’s Dakar-winning 
and South African built 
Toyota Hilux pick-ups 
filled all three of the top 
spots. Glyn Hall and his 
Johannesburg based 
Toyota Gazoo Racing 
crew sure know how to 
build these off-road red 
and white wonders…

A clean run was the se-
cret of Al-Attiyah’s suc-
cess, as he admitted: “For 
a short stage, to have a 
lead of three minutes is 
very good. It was a little 
bit tricky with the naviga-
tion but we did not have 
any mistakes.”

Behind them, the running 
was less problem-free. 
Teammate Ten Brinke, al-
though sitting in second 
place, suffered from run-
ning in Al-Attiyah’s dust 
and both Eugenio Amos 
and Yasir Hamad Seaidan 
encountered navigational 
issues during their battle 
for seventh. As the event 
progressed it would be-
come increasingly clear 
that the key in Qatar was 
to avoid trouble at all cost.

Saturday Day 2

It was more of the same 
for Al-Attiyah on Saturday, 
extending his lead to 
eight minutes even af-
ter stopping to change a 
puncture. But this time it 
was Przygonski in second 
place, the Polish driver 
catapulting himself up 
from fourth by taking ad-
vantage of the tracks of 
other crews and the mis-
fortune of the cars ahead.

The reigning champi-
on benefitted from Ten 
Brinke’s broken steering 
arm which dropped him 
out of the top 10 and Al-
Rajhi’s three punctures, 
all incidents coming from 
the very rocky terrain. The 
conditions were tough 
enough for fifth-placed 
Amos to declare it the 
most difficult stage of his 
life in his Ford 2WD buggy 
after he suffered two tyre 
de-laminations over the 
day.

Sunday Day 3

Sunday was arguably Al-
Attiyah’s most dominant 
leg, fastest through all 
four passage controls and 
holding an almost 10-min-
ute lead over those in his 
rear-view mirrors. Holding 
position and finishing the 
event now became the 
priority rather than trying 
to extend his already ob-
vious dominance.

The crews aren't the only 
ones navigating their 

way through the desert



Przygonski was 4kg under 
the minimum weight- 
leading to disqualification “It was a good day, not 

easy near the start in the 
dunes and the naviga-
tion was difficult, but we 
made no mistakes,” Al-
Attiyah said. “We tried to 
push in places when the 
feeling was good, but we 
were also saving the car 
too. We had no naviga-
tion mistakes, just one 
problem with a tyre de-
lamination near the end 
of the stage but we man-
aged to finish okay.”

And once again it was 
a different face in sec-
ond place as a resur-
gent Al-Rajhi moved past 
Przygonski in the stand-
ings, despite suffering a 
puncture himself. And be-
hind this warring pair sat 
Vasilyev who had been 
quietly consistent across 
the event. The Russian 
struggled through dust 
clouds, encountered me-
chanical issues and suf-
fered punctures but man-
aged to hold his position 
in his BMW X3CC.

With the long Sunday sec-
tion now over, all that was 
necessary of Al-Attiyah 
was to cruise to the finish 
of the five-day event dur-
ing the final two days.

Monday Day 4

Monday was the only 
day of the event to con-
tain two stages and with 
Al-Attiyah taking it a bit 

easier Al-Rajhi made the 
most of the opportunity 
to break the rally leader’s 
stage win stranglehold. 
He was fastest by eight 
seconds in the closing 
stage of the day which 
helped to increase the 
gap back to Przygonski in 
third.

Przygonski, meanwhile, 
lost time with three punc-
tures but it still left him 
with a not insurmount-
able time of three min-
utes to second, although 
it did damage the Pole’s 
confidence over the tricky 
terrain. 

“I then lost a bit of confi-
dence; we were trying to 
survive because with one 
more [puncture] it would 
be over,” the deflated 
Przygonski said.

Meanwhile further back 
down the field Ten Brinke 
had recovered back up to 
sixth after his drop from 
podium contention with 
steering-arm problems 
earlier in the rally while 
his rival for the position 
Miroslav Zapletal lost 
out thanks to a broken 
driveshaft.

Tuesday Day 5

As expected Al-Attiyah 
romped to his sixth Qatar 
victory without seeming 
to break a sweat, put-
ting 11 minutes between 



In the end it 
was sixth place 
for Varela

Amos bounced back 
after being taken ill 
during the event

Six wins at his 
home event isn't 

bad for Al Attiyah

Al-Rajhi did 
well to cling 
to second

himself and Al-Rajhi, but it was what hap-
pened behind them that became rather more 
interesting.

First of all, Przygonski had been reeling in Al-
Rajhi all day and had taken the stage win in 
the process, but there simply wasn’t enough 
road and he ran out of time to beat him into 
second place. But in the end the whole fight 
for second place was academic as during the 
post-rally scrutineering Przygonski was dis-

qualified for being 4kg below the minimum 
weight limit, promoting Vasilyev to the final 
podium spot. The Pole’s valiant efforts over 
the dunes counting for nothing in his efforts 
to retain his title.

Fourth place went to Seaidan, with Ten 
Brinke in the third Toyota Hilux promoted to 
fifth while sixth went to Reinaldo Marques 
Varela, ahead of Fedor Vorobyev and Camelia 
Liparoti. Amos finished ninth despite being 

hindered by illness on Sunday and Zapletal 
bounced back from his broken driveshaft to 
make it into the top 10, just.

“I am happy to win my rally in Qatar seven 
times,” said Al-Attiyah, referring to his addi-
tional victory on the 2011 Qatar International 
Baja. “This is nice for the championship. I took 
it easy this morning with no risks. We had a 
good gap over the last four days and we just 
needed to finish without any problems.”

Co-driver Baumel added: “It’s never really easy in 
Qatar, but one of the big differences is Nasser’s 
experience and knowledge here; he knows very 
quickly to choose the direction. It’s a very sat-
isfying win, especially for Nasser, Qatar and the 
start of our Championship.”

With the championship continuing at the end of 
March in Abu Dhabi, Al-Attiyah will be hoping for 
more of the same. His rivals, however, will not…

Al Attiyah and 
Baumel were 
unbeatable in Qatar



WORDS // Jerry Williams

RALLY NEWS
WHY I DROPPED ANDREAS, BY ADAMO

Hyundai boss Andrea 
Adamo has explained and 

defended his decision to bench 
Andreas Mikkelsen for the Tour 
of Corsica. It was, he insisted 
simply a matter of choosing 
the strongest team for the all-
asphalt event. Mikkelsen had 
been scheduled to contest the 
complete WRC season with 
Hyundai - with his management 
team going to great lengths 
to ensure every aspect of his 
contract was observed. 

But Hyundai recently said that 
Mikkelsen would not be in an 
i20 for Corsica, where it will run 
Sébastien Loeb and Dani Sordo 
alongside team leader Thierry 

Neuville. It was a decision met 
with widespread surprise in 
the WRC, given knowledge of 
Mikkelsen’s contract situation. 
But an insider at a rival team 
said the move was a “no-
brainer” given the options at 
Hyundai’s disposal.

“I am paid to take decisions 
and I take decisions,” Adamo 
said. “I have to make the best 
for Hyundai and looking at the 
drivers and crews Hyundai has, 
it’s easy to see that, on paper, 
Loeb and Sordo and Thierry are 
the strongest guys on Tarmac 
that we have. I am very focused 
to win the manufacturers’ 
championship. I grew up in 

Lancia days, I have the roots 
there and we grew up with the 
focus to win the manufacturers’ 
title. I would be quite happy to 
win the drivers’, but the priority 
is the manufacturers’.”

Instead of competing in Corsica, 
Mikkelsen will be gravel testing 
of new homologation parts 
coming to the i20 later in the 
season.

“I thought the best opportunity 
was to ask Andreas to focus 
on the gravel test,” Adamo 
continued. “This is really 
important to the team, we 
are homologating new parts 
from this test. I’m lucky that I 

have enough drivers to make 
this choice and I think a lot of 
people would like to be in my 
shoes to manage four crews 
who are so strong.”

Adamo insisted that Mikkelsen 
and his co-driver Anders 
Jaeger understood Hyundai’s 
reasoning and were happy to 
be entrusted with the important 
test, despite their contract 
stipulating all 14 rallies.

“Everybody is seeing this 
on the cloudy side, but they 
understand that I trust them a 
lot to use them for this test on 
gravel,” Adamo added. “I spoke 
to them after their Mexico pre-
event test last week and they 
were very focused on this. 
It’s not a matter of how many 
rounds you do or not and I 
won’t disclose what is written in 
the contract. I like to read books 
and I read once where it was 
written that the truth makes 
you free.  I explained clearly my 
point of view and the reasons 
behind. Andreas and Anders are 
clever and professional guys, 
they more than understood and 

they will be more than focused 
to help Hyundai win the 
manufacturers’ championship 
doing what I asked them to do.”

Adamo said no decisions 
had been taken about plans 
for asphalt rallies later in 
the season. Mikkelsen is still 

searching for his first podium 
with Hyundai, which he joined 
in late 2017. He was in the top 
three fight at both events so 
far this season, but crashed 
in Monte Carlo and faded to 
fourth in Sweden.

Mikkelsen will be 
gravel testing of new 
homologation parts

It was a no-brainer 
bringing in Loeb 
as a replacement! 

Adamo insisted that 
Mikkelsen understood 
Hyundai’s reasoning



M-Sport has proved to its 
WRC opposition that it is 

still a team to be feared, says 
team boss Rich Millener. After 
a brief period when the team’s 
continuing presence in the 
2019 WRC was left in doubt, the 
outfit’s driver Teemu Suninen 
battled with Toyota’s Ott Tänak 
for the Rally Sweden lead 
earlier this month. Suninen later 
crashed but Millener said his 
performance was a “perfect” 
boost after both Suninen and 
team-mate Elfyn Evans had 
gone off the road on year’s first 
event, the Monte.

“After a bad Monte Carlo, I 
think some people were saying: 
‘I hope this isn’t the future’,” 
added Millener. “But we’ve 
bounced back straight away 
and shown people immediately 
what we’re capable of. This has 
motivated and pushed the team 
on even more - and it’s shown 
everybody that we’re not to be 

discounted. We’re here to get in 
the fight and push for the wins 
and that’s what we’re going to 
do.”

M-Sport ran Sébastien Ogier 
to the 2017 and ‘18 WRC titles, 
and won the teams’ and 
manufacturers’ crowns in 2017. 
Before that success it had been 
winless since 2012.

“Before Seb came, we were 
perhaps seen as the team 
that was not fighting for the 
victories,” he continued. “We 
got the odd podium here and 
there, but they came through 
misfortune. Then we upped 
the game and won three 
championships. What we did in 
Sweden showed we are still a 
threat. We want people to look 
at the line-up before rallies and 
say, ‘Yes, Elfyn and Teemu are a 
threat’. We don’t want to be the 
team that might have a chance 
of the win if everybody else 

has a problem.  The speed’s 
been great. We set Teemu the 
target of leading rallies, winning 
stages and he’s done that 
already.”

Before the season, M-Sport 
uber-boss Malcolm Wilson 
said there would be no let-up 
in the effort or investment in 
performance from the team. 
And Suninen said the Fiesta’s 
Swedish speed was testament 
to that. 

“From last year, the car is fully 
different,” said Suninen. “The 
team worked so hard. We have 
much more grip generally on 
the car and this is coming from 
the extra downforce we got 
from the aero work. This is 
where the Ford help is really 
showing. It’s great that we keep 
pushing forward with the car 
and I really think we can fight 
this year.”

DON’T WRITE US OFF, INSISTS M-SPORT BOSSES

Suninen shone 
on day one in 
Sweden!



Scotland may soon get closed 
road rallying again after a 
consultation found that 98 
per cent of the population in 
affected areas supported it. 
The country aims at following 
the lead of England and Wales, 
where Motorsport UK, which 
governs the sport in the UK 
and the relevant local authority 
combine to permit such events.

Previously an Act of Parliament 
was needed to close roads for 
motorsport. Scotland had this 
but then an insurance loophole 
was spotted which meant 
that the alpha event in the 
country, the Mull Rally couldn’t 
run. It was last used in 2017. 
In addition the Jim Clark Rally 
wants to come back alongside 
Mull for 2019.

With the consultation process 
a success, a new law can be 
completed and put to law 
makers. Iain Campbell, who is 
one of the Mull organisers as 
well as heading up the British 
Championship and Rally GB, 
said: “The number of responses, 
98 per cent in support. We 
recognise that it’s never going 
to appeal to everybody but that 
is some response.”

Mull organisers have said 
that they are already busy 
organising an event so that 
they will be ready for the 
legislation being passed.

“Our view is that it’s better to 
plan in anticipation rather than 
not having an event ready if 
the legislation is approved,” 
Campbell said.

Then Swedish Rally’s 
defiance of the FIA over a 

recommendation not to run 
Historic cars in the middle of its 
WRC round could put its future 
in the series in doubt. Trying 
to balance its books the event 
offers Rally Sweden Historic 
as part of its programme. It 
is a stand-alone event with 
its own classification, running 
between the first and second 
loops of stages. For the second 
year running that move was 
criticised by WRC drivers who 
say the historic cars damage 
the road and compromise ice 
and snow conditions.

In perfect winter weather - with 
a thick ice layer on the road - 
the problem would not be as 
pronounced, but with Swedish 
stages already being softened 
by warmer-than-expected 
conditions, the roads were, 
said some drivers, “ruined”. 
The FIA had recommended 
before the rally that organisers 
should rethink how the historic 
rally fits in, but it went ahead 
unchanged.

And event chief Glenn Olsson 
said: “I don’t feel any pressure 
from the FIA”. He added that 
safety delegate Michele Mouton 
had told him “they were all 
happy”. Asked about his plans 

for 2020, Olsson replied: “Next 
year will be the same.”

However, although FIA rally 
chief Yves Matton sympathised 
with Olsson’s financial plight, 
he said the matter would be 
taken further, adding: “The FIA 
advice to the organiser is not 
to have this kind of situation. 
We understand it is part of the 
business case for the event to 
survive. On the other hand, it’s 
part of the evaluation of the 
event for the future and their 
place in the calendar; when the 
parallel historic rally affects the 
show from the WRC it needs to 
be taken into account on the 
evaluation of the event.”

He was adamant that there was 
a place for a snow rally in the 
WRC and said he would like to 
see more winter rounds.

“I am in favour of having two 
snow rallies in the season,” 
Matton added. “It’s part of the 
DNA of rallying that we drive 
in all conditions. It’s fantastic 
to have a snow rally in the 
calendar. But, for sure, we have 
to take into consideration that 
the snow event we need in the 
calendar is a proper snow event 
guaranteed to have the level of 
snow or ice expected.”

But he did not agree that the 
only option was to look outside 
of Europe for more certainty of 
snow, saying: “There are still 
places in Europe where we can 
have this guarantee. Still some 
parts of Sweden and Lapland 
and some other regions. We 
need to get some guarantees 
that the snow rally is a proper 
snow rally.”

IS THE SWEDISH RALLY IN TROUBLE OVER LACK OF SNOW? CLOSED ROAD RALLYING GET CLOSER FOR SCOTLAND

Rally Sweden is the 
only snow rally on 
the WRC calendar

Rallying on public 
roads on the Isle of 
Man is quite normal

Rallying on public roads in Scotland 
stopped after the tragic events of 
the Jim Clark Rally in 2014

Rally Sweden Historic 
is an important part 
of the whole event



WRC TEAM NEWS
WORDS // JERRY WILLIAMS

RALLY MEXICO // FORD M-SPORT

M-Sport’s Elfyn Evans and 
Teemu Suninen will be looking 
to show the Fiesta’s speed on 
gravel when the FIA World Rally 
Championship ventures to next 
week’s Rally Mexico. On the 
year’s first loose-surface event 
in Sweden last month the team 
showed their potential with five 
stage wins on snow and ice. 
Suninen led a WRC event for 
the first time in Sweden and the 
team will be looking for more 
of the same in Mexico’s dusty 
mountains.

A two-day test in the hills north 
of Barcelona allowed altitude 
running and was supplemented 
by a further two days at Ford’s 
state-of-the-art climatic cham-
ber in Dunton – perfecting en-
gine maps to ensure optimum 
performance at high altitude 
and temperatures.

“This is the first gravel event of 
the year and I’m excited to see 
what we can do,” team chief 
Richard Millener said. I think we 
made our intentions pretty clear 
in Sweden… with five stage wins 
we’re not just here to make 
up the numbers. We’re here to 
challenge for the top results, 
and I think we’ll have a good 
chance of doing that next week. 
Elfyn and Teemu both have the 
speed, and they’ll both have a 
good road position on the first 
day that we will need to make 
the most of. If we work on our 

consistency I see no reason why 
we can’t bring some trophies 
home.”

Rally Mexico is truly unique with 
high altitudes and temperatures 
to test both man and machine. 
The 30°C heat can be closer to 
50°C in the cockpit. Crews must 
be in peak physical condition, 
and every technical compo-
nent must also be able to with-
stand the punishing tempera-
tures – plus stages that climb 
to more than 2,700 meters 
above sea level, where engine 
performance is reduced by as 
much as 20 percent. The gravel 
stages can also be rough go-
ing, especially over the second 
pass, and the crews must keep 
concentration high to avoid the 
many pitfalls.

Mexican fans’ enthusiasm is 
best captured in the historic 
town of Guanajuato with the 
opening evening super special. 
Elfyn Evans has twice finished 
fourth in Mexico, and proved his 
speed with three stage wins in 
Sweden. 

“I’ve always enjoyed Rally 
Mexico and have had some 
good results here in the past,” 
said the Welshman. “I’ve come 
close to the podium a couple 
of times, and the aim will be to 
challenge for the top results 
again next week. The whole 
team showed good speed in 

Sweden, and we want to con-
tinue that in Mexico. We’ll have 
a good road position on the 
first day that we’ll need to make 
the most of. But this rally isn’t 
without its challenges. It’s a 
notoriously demanding event 
with high temperatures and 
rough stages. So we’ll need to 
be fully focused. We’ll also en-
counter the highest altitudes of 
the year, and will need to adapt 
our driving style to contend 
with that – being really smooth 

and not so aggressive behind 
the wheel – to ensure we’re get-
ting 100 percent of available 
performance.”

Teemu Suninen may have only 
contested Mexico twice before 
but he won in WRC2 in 2016. 
Having led a WRC rally for the 
first time last month, he is hun-
gry for more.

“It would be nice to continue 
our strong performance,” said 

the young Finn. “We drove a 
one-day test in Spain last week 
and, although the temperatures 
aren’t very close to those we’ll 
see in Mexico, it was a good op-
portunity to get a feel for the 
car at high altitude on gravel. 
The feeling was really good, but 
there is always a little uncer-
tainty going to the events as 
we don’t know what our rivals 
have done. I don’t know if we’ll 
be able to challenge with the 
top guys next week, but we’re 

all working really hard and team 
have put a lot of effort into de-
veloping the Fiesta. That hard 
work showed in Sweden, and I 
hope it will show in Mexico too. 
I’ll have a later start position, 
but that’s not always a good 
thing as there could be a lot of 
stones dragged onto the line. 
The key for me will be to drive 
neatly and have the consistency 
as well as the speed.”

ELFYN EVANS TEEMU SUNINEN



RALLY MEXICO // HYUNDAI

Hyundai heads to Mexico just 
one point behind Toyota in 
the Manufacturers’ champi-
onship standings and lead-
ing the drivers’ race with Ott 
Tänak. Success in the opening 
two rounds has seen the team 
outline its ambition and po-
tential. In Mexico the team will 
again field a three-crew line-up 
with Dani Sordo joining Thierry 
Neuville and Andreas Mikkelsen.

As is well known, the event 
has unique challenges of high 
altitude, intense heat, and 
punishing gravel stages. From 
the colourful street stage in 
Guanajuato, the event climbs 
into the stunning Sierra de 
Lobos and Sierra de Guanajuato 
mountains that surround rally 
HQ city Leon. Over the years the 
team has taken numerous podi-
um results in Mexico with a best 
of second place for Dani Sordo 
last year. Not it aims to go one 
better.

“From ice and snow, we move 
onto the hot and equally tricky 
conditions of Rally México, 
where we want to assert our 
rally-winning credentials,” team 
boss Andrea Adamo said. “The 
first two rallies of 2019 have 
delivered an exciting specta-
cle and we have been able to 
feature strongly in the battle. 
However we have to redou-
ble our efforts and push that 
bit harder for the results we 
know we are capable of. For 

Dani Sordo, this is his first WRC 
event of the season but he has 
already begun the year with a 
winning mentality, having taken 
victory in Portugal with our i20 
R5. We hope this will have a 
positive impact on all three of 
our WRC crews in Mexico.” 

Number one team driver Thierry 
Neuville was confident ahead of 
the Mexican round.

“We have got the 2019 season 
off to a solid start with two sat-
isfying podium results,” said 
the Belgian. “It’s early days in 
the championship but we have 
shown our pace and potential, 
as well as identifying areas of 
improvement. Mexico is the 
first rally of the year with hot 
temperatures, a real contrast 
to Monte-Carlo and Sweden, as 
well as being high in the moun-
tains. The reduction of oxygen 
at altitude will mean less horse-
power, while the heat makes life 
more demanding in the cockpit. 
It’s a rally where we’ve fought 
for podiums in the past, so we 
know what we have to do to be 
successful.”

Meanwhile, teammate Dani 
Sordo said: “I am happy to be 
starting my first WRC event 
of the season, having fol-
lowed the opening rallies very 
closely. The other crews have 
already warmed themselves up 
at Monte-Carlo and Sweden. 
Now it’s time to begin our own 

season! Carlos and I used Rali 
Serras de Fafe as a way of pre-
paring ourselves for Mexico, 
and we had a successful week-
end in the R5 car. We will use 
this experience, as well as 
Thursday’s shakedown, to get 
quickly up to speed, as we aim 
to fight for the podium. Mexico 

is a tough event but one I enjoy 
and with incredible support from 
the fans.”

Mikkelsen, who’s best finish in 
Mexico was a podium in 2015, 
said: “The difference in condi-
tions from Sweden to Mexico 
could not be greater! It is one of 

the warmest rallies of the sea-
son, at high altitude and with 
some long, hard gravel stages. 
The combination of heat and 
height makes it a gruelling rally 
for crews and cars. The altitude 
reduces the engine power out-
put, which means we are con-
stantly looking for something 

more from the car. The start of 
the season has brought some 
positives for us as a crew, and 
for the team. We were fighting 
for second place in Sweden, so 
we’ll be hoping to feature near 
the front in Mexico too.”

THIERRY NEUVILLE ANDREAS MIKKELSEN DANI SORDO



RALLY MEXICO // TOYOTA

Like all the big teams, Toyota 
are preparing for a very differ-
ent challenge on Rally Mexico 
after their victory on the snow, 
ice and slush of Sweden. Now 
crews are on the first true 
gravel event of the season with 
Ott Tänak topping the drivers’ 
standings for the first time after 
his Swedish success. His team-
mates Jari-Matti Latvala and 
Kris Meeke are both past win-
ners of the central American 
rally. As well as usually being 
one of the warmest events on 
the WRC calendar, with daytime 
temperatures often topping 
30°C, Rally Mexico is also the 
highest round of the season. 
The route peaks at 2,737 metres 
above sea level, where the thin-
ner air reduces engine power by 
up to 20 per cent. 

This year’s event kicks off – 
as usual –  with a spectacu-
lar Thursday evening stage 
through the colourful streets 
and tunnels of Guanajuato. 
There is another street stage 
next to the service park in Leon 
on Friday and Saturday plus 
laps of the city’s race circuit. On 
Sunday the new Mesa Cueta 
stage features the first half of 
Friday’s El Chocolat test, while 
a second visit to Las Minas runs 
as the event-ending Power 
Stage. 

“After our brilliant win in 
Sweden, the team is feeling 

very confident that we can also 
have a good rally in Mexico,” 
Toyota team chief Tommi 
Makinen said. “It is always a 
tough event for the teams be-
cause of the altitude and the 
high temperatures, but over 
the past year we have done 
a lot of work to make our car 
more reliable in these condi-
tions, while also improving the 
performance. We have worked 
very hard with the cooling pack-
age in particular. Our pre-event 
testing in Spain last week went 
well and we’re feeling ready.” 

His title-leading driver Ott 
Tänak said: “It was a great feel-
ing for us to win in Sweden, but 
we quickly changed our focus 
to Mexico. We flew straight to 
Spain for two days of gravel 
testing on the Monday and 
Tuesday after the rally and 
worked on a number of different 
things to be as well-prepared 
as we can be. The whole team 
has been working hard and I 
believe we should be competi-
tive in Mexico. As championship 
leaders, we will have to run first 
on the road on the Friday. That 
won’t be easy but we saw in 
Mexico last year that it is pos-
sible to have a good result from 
this position.” 

Jari-Matti Latvala, who won in 
Mexico in 2016, added: “I am 
looking forward to it: particular-
ly the warm sun! So far, it hasn’t 

really been the start to the sea-
son for me that I would have 
wanted. If there is one positive 
from this, however, it is that 
I will have quite a nice start-
ing position for the first day in 
Mexico, as the eighth car on the 
road. I had a good test in Spain 
last week, using pretty much 
the same setup that I used to 

win in Australia, with just a few 
small tweaks. Most importantly, 
I am confident that as a team 
we are totally prepared this year 
for the altitude and the high 
temperatures.” 

And Kris Meeke, a Mexico winner 
in 2017, said: “I had two days of 
testing in the south of Spain last 

week, which was my first time 
driving the car on gravel outside 
of Finland. It was really useful 
for me and I came away feeling 
comfortable. Mexico is a place 
I’ve gone well in the last few 
years: I’ve won before and last 
year I finished third. Now with a 
different car I hope to be com-
peting at the sharp end again. 

Monte Carlo and Sweden were 
events with very complicated 
conditions where it would have 
been easy to make a mistake. 
Mexico is usually a lot more con-
sistent, and I’m looking forward 
to it.”



RALLY MEXICO // CITROEN

The WRC moves to gravel 
for the first time in 2019 with 
Citroën fielding a team of 
Sébastien Ogier and Esapekka 
Lappi, who will battle over the 
hot, high altitude roads around 
the city of León; both deter-
mined to score their third con-
secutive podium. Mexico brings 
characteristics – heat and alti-
tude  –  not seen encountered 
elsewhere on the calendar. They 
cannot be reproduce in Europe, 
which means that experience is 
vital. However, Citroën has vast 
experience in Central America, 
holding the manufacturer’s re-
cord by winning seven of the 
fourteen times the rally has 
been run in the WRC.

With Sébastien Ogier and Julien 
Ingrassia, Citroën also have the 
crew with the second best re-
cord at the event, winning four 
times, including last year. They 
also start third on the road for 
day one, looking better placed 
to get the absolute maximum 
from the C3. Lappi, runner-up in 
Sweden, will start fifth and can 
expect more of the fine layer 
of sandy gravel to have been 
swept away by earlier cars. The 
rapid Finn will want to take ad-
vantage of the cleaner roads, 
although their previous knowl-
edge is sketchy. 

After claiming its maiden career 
win at Rally Mexico in 2017 in 
only its third race, the C3 WRC 

also finished on the podium, in 
third, last year. In preparation 
for the rally each crew had two 
days’ testing in the south of 
Spain.

“We head for Mexico looking 
to confirm our strong start to 
the season and finish on the 
podium again, especially as 
Sébastien and Esapekka have 
decent road positions given 
that the level of grip will im-
prove gradually as more cars 
come through the stages,” 
Citroën team boss Pierre Budar 
said. “We know that things can 
be completely shaken up on this 
first gravel event of the season, 
especially due to the unusu-
ally high stresses placed on the 
cars related to the altitude and 
the heat, but we’ve always done 
well here. Once again, we’ve 
done everything we can to 
come into the rally with the best 
possible preparation.”

No 1 driver Ogier added: “We 
had two good days of pre-event 
testing, on roads that were fair-
ly representative of the kind of 
stages we’ll have to tackle this 
weekend. We were lucky with 
the weather during the tests, 
which was very warm. After a 
tough time in Sweden I can’t 
wait to get started and realise 
our full potential. The stages are 
beautiful here but you do need 
to be careful on the afternoon 
loop, when it’s warmer. The 

second passes are always hard 
on the cars, especially as the 
high altitude means not only re-
duced horsepower but can also 
cause issues cooling issues.”

And Esapekka Lappi reckoned: 
“The tests held in Spain enabled 
me to feel even more comfort-
able in my C3, building on what 
we achieved at Rally Sweden. I 

feel increasingly at one with the 
car. Having said that, I know that 
my experience of Rally Mexico 
is very limited. I only have one 
competitive appearance here, 
at last year’s rally, in addition to 
the recce in 2017. So a top-five 
finish would be a good result for 
me. Our starting order will give 
us an advantage over the first 
few crews so it’ll be up to us to 

make the most of it. You really 
need to be clean and efficient 
in your driving on these roads, 
given that we lose about a hun-
dred or so horsepower due to 
the high altitude.”

The rally features 21 special 
stages covering a total of 313.87 
km, while cars lose 10 per cent 
of their power for every 1,000 

metres above sea level. The 
top of Ortega stage is at 2,756 
metres. Citroën has won seven 
times before in Mexico. With 
an average stage altitude of 
2,200 metres, combined with 
temperatures around the 30°C 
mark, Mexico is a real technical 
challenge.



Welshman Osian Pryce 
will again contest his 

home round of the British 
Historic Championship in 
a 1978 Escort Mk2 – as a 
fun day’s rallying to “fill the 
gap” whilst his 2019 rally 
plans are being finalised. 
The 26-year old from 
Machynlleth contested 
his local event last year, 
holding second place 
before a puncture dropped 
him to fourth. Pryce will be 
co-driven by Dale Furniss.

Triple ERC champion Kajetan 
Kajetanowicz will contest his first major 

WRC campaign in 2019, switching from 
Ford to VW in the WRC2 class. He first 
contested the WRC last year but could only 
win backing for a four-event bid. Now he 
will drive on seven events, and will switch 
cars for the first time since 2013. Last 
season he came fourth in the WRC2.

How time flies and how 
times change. Twenty 

years ago last week Colin 
McRae won the 1999 Safari 
Rally with M-Sport’s Focus 
RS. This first victory came 
on only the car’s third 
outing. It was the first rally 
car to be designed and 
developed at M-Sport, and 
remains on display at the 
team’s Dovenby Hall base, 
in Cumbria. 

Global motorsport star Ken Block will 
contest the International Rally of 

Whangarei, in New Zealand, in May as part 
of his ‘Cossie World Tour’ in his rebuilt 
Escort Cosworth. It will be his second stop 
after the 100 Acre Wood Rally in Missouri, 
USA. It will be the third time he has driven 
on Whangerai and he won in 2015. 

Rallye Sardegna, in June, 
will feature an almost 

unchanged route. The 
Italian WRC round moved 
to the island in 2004 and 
has earned a reputation as 
one of the toughest rallies 
of the season. This year 
promises more of the 
same, with high 
temperatures and narrow, 
rugged gravel roads to 
push cars and crews to 
their limit. The rally will 
again be based in Alghero 
with 19 stages.

Hyundai’s Dani Sordo got in the groove 
before his WRC season debut in Mexico 

next month by easily winning the Rali Serras 
de Fafe in Portugal. Driving a Hyundai i20 R5 
for the first time on gravel, the Spaniard won 
13 of the 14 stages to triumph by 1 min 14 sec 
from local driver Ricardo Teodósio. “It was 
really important for us to get into the rhythm 
before Rally México and Rali Serras de Fafe 
was a perfect opportunity.”
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PACENOTES

Dani 
won 13 
stages!

Kajetan will 
switch to the 

VW Polo R5

The famous Focus RS 
in action on the Safari!
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PARTINGSHOT
Romain Grosjean in the Haas VF19 during the penultimate day 
of Formula pre-season testing, just as the sun begins to set, 
giving the Circuit de Barcelona-Catalunya a golden glow
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