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Comparison

AUDI A3 SPORTBACK 2.0T FSI

BMW 120i SPORT

MG ZS 180

RENAULTSPORT MEGANE 225

VOLKSWAGEN GOLF GTI
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2005 4 7wheels

For years the hot-hatch 
segment has laughed 
at VW’s attempts at a 
performance four-cylinder 
Golf. Now, in Mk5 guise, 
those three capital letters 
are ready to strike back   
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DECADES of disappointment end here. It takes 
just five minutes of hard driving to discover 

that Volkswagen’s all-new Mk5 Golf GTI is 
far beyond the mediocre efforts of all its   
predecessors (never-sold-here, 1976 original 
excepted). It’s the first Golf GTI sold 
in this country that goes as hard as it 
looks and, more importantly, actually 
fulfils your expectations of the badge.  

But is the best Golf to wear those three 
magic capital letters the best small/medium 
hot hatch in Australia?
Audi, too, has re-entered this combative 

arena, wielding largely the same tools as the GTI. 
The new A3 Sportback 2.0T FSI shares its platform, 
suspension and driveline with the hero Golf, but it’s 
packaged differently, drives differently, and looks 
substantially different. 

Mounting a challenge from way beyond leftfield 
is MG’s new ZS 180 – included here before MG 
Rover bit the dust. Ours is a sedan, not the dated-
looking hatch available overseas, mixing Honda-
derived underpinnings with Rover’s own KV6 
engine and a newly facelifted MG body. The ZS’s 
lineage might date back 10 years, but its muscular 
visual appeal helps shunt it straight into 2005. 
Likewise its reputation for involving handling. 

Next, the inimitable 1 Series. It’s BMW’s first-
ever Golf-class competitor, and, as the only 
small rear-driver in its sector, it holds a sizeable 
theoretical dynamic advantage over highly 
powered, front-wheel-driven adversaries. But 
the Sport-kitted 120i comes with a relatively 
high pricetag rather than high power.  

Rounding out GTI’s key rivals is Renaultsport’s 
Megane 225. With twin central tailpipes, 

intimidating front chin with cavernous air intake, 
and delightfully lurid metallic-orange paintwork 
of our test car, the saliva starts to flow even before 
depressing its start/stop ignition button. But 
beyond its boosted Clio 182 engine, does the 
225 share its baby brother’s dynamic talents?

Given a long, straight road, the Renaultsport 
Megane certainly has the grunt to slaughter 
every rival here, as well as the odd lamb or two. 
As the only car to crack a sub-15-second quarter 
(14.96sec), the Megane 225 is bloody quick, 
although it isn’t easy to get off the line in full-bore 
launches. It requires dexterous throttle control 
to avoid smoking the front tyres. But the Megane 
proves reasonably proficient at transferring all 
that power once on the move, no doubt helped 
by stability control that, if switched off, engages 
automatically above 50km/h.

Hit 2500rpm on its awkward-to-read tacho and 
thrust swells massively, the Megane charging 
past its three-grand torque peak (a fat 300Nm) 
and hauling with unburstable energy until force 
dissipates quite dramatically above six-five. The 
Megane’s half-second advantage over the Golf 
in third gear from 80-120km/h demonstrates the 
Renault’s feral acceleration, once boost is 
cranking. And it sounds fast, too – a mixture 
of underlying edginess and lusty turbo whoosh. 
There’s a slight delay between right-foot action 
and horizon-spearing re-action not evident in the 
torque-obsessed Golf, but few will find fault in 
the Renault’s buttock-clenching speed, or its 
inertia-free six-speed gearchange.

Like the chubby Megane, the Golf GTI serves 
up frenzied wheelspin if fed too much throttle 
from standstill (ESP off). More time at the track 
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Golf GTI’s 
turbocharged 
2.0-litre boasts 
superb throttle 
response and 
is absolutely 
bulging with 
torque
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incisive steering. Despite its crappy old three-
spoke leather wheel that’s positioned too low, 
the MG steers well, with minimal kickback and 
nicely judged off-centre response. But the ZS 
is flawed. Its ride is sharp, and road roar and 
suspension noise rudely invade the cabin. The 
driver’s leather/alcantara seat is well shaped, 
but the cushion is too flat, and the ZS’s spongy 
brakes lack both feel and confident stopping 
force in repeated hard use.

The Renaultsport Megane is equally 
susceptible to criticism. Its ride is both jiggly 
and noisy, leading you to expect the advantage 
to fall in favour of its handling. Sadly, the 
Megane has little of the luscious poise of 
a Clio 182. While it corners rapidly, grips 
strongly and rolls minimally, its balance feels 
relatively inert, and the 225 can be tiring to 

punt hard on a bumpy country road. Here, it 
bounces and bucks, the lamentable electric 
steering offering no tangible connection with 
the road, and no consistency of weighting. 
The Megane 225’s steering stiffens just when 
you’d like it to turn in, and impedes driver 
confidence simply because you must fight 
it the whole time. 

It doesn’t improve, either, when pottering 
about town, proving ridiculously light and 
disconnected, if reasonably accurate. You 
acclimatise, but that’s a poor excuse. If 
only the Megane steered as well as it 
braked – it boasts the biggest brake 
package here, with powerful Brembo 
calipers, lush feel and tremendous ability.

For a case study in how to tune a front-drive 
hot hatch, see Golf GTI. In a word, it’s brilliant. 

No rival can match the VW for its gorgeous 
mix of supple yet impressively disciplined ride 
quality with fluid, poised, adjustable handling. 
With its superbly controlled dynamics, the GTI 
makes its rivals feel compromised. 

It flows from corner to corner, its chassis 
rolling slightly but always remaining squat and 
balanced, and its meaty steering (and fabulous-
to-hold leather GTI wheel) communicates just 
the right amount of feedback. The turbo Golf 
is impressively quiet, too, with excellent road-
noise supression, and its brakes are both nicely 
progressive and unrelentingly powerful.

Unfortunately for Audi, the GTI makes 
the A3 2.0T Sportback seem a little hit and 
miss. In its favour, the four-ringed five-door is 
stiffer-suspended than the VW, sitting flatter 
in corners and delivering excellent grip on 

Audi A3 beautifully 
finished, but asks extra 
for leather and Bose 
audio. Flatter seats, 
less headroom than VW

BMW 120i cabin 
brilliant for two, if low-
set and a challenge 
for rear access. Good 
seats, okay gearshift

Nice trim, but MG’s 
seats are average, 
plastics horrible, finish 
downmarket. ZS shows 
its age inside

225 lacks cool 
instruments and colour 
(orange belts apart) but 
has lush seating and 
heaps of cubbies

Golf GTI the standard 
setter for value, 
comfort and style. 
Great wheel, lovely 
seats, sweet gearshift

2
3
4
5

1

Inside, A3 is bloody good, but GTI borders on 
greatness. Cabin suggests car costs $10K more  
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identically sized Continental rubber, and it 
doesn’t move around quite as much as the 
GTI, (subtly) proving a little sharper and 
more precise in its throttle adjustability. But 
it doesn’t feel as fluid, either, with lighter, 
less-connected (if still impressively accurate) 
steering, and a terser ride quality that, while 
still quiet and well-damped, isn’t as absorbent 
as the VW’s. And where every control in the 
GTI feels seamlessly integrated, the A3’s 
steering feels at odds with its tighter handling, 
and its brakes are a little over-servoed, if still 
immensely powerful.

The story continues inside – the A3 bloody 
good, the Golf bordering on greatness. Jumping 
from one to the other, you notice that the 
Golf’s seats (both front and rear, with funky 
tartan-esque upholstery) are deeper and more 

supportive, and that its headroom is greater. 
Plastics quality, however, is slightly inferior. 
But the GTI effect on the Golf’s cabin is all 
good: plenty of colour, gorgeous blue-lit GTI 
dials with a 300km/h speedo, super-cool flat-
bottomed steering wheel, lovely aluminium 
pedals and those superb seats. The Golf is the 
only car with rear-seat vents, has proper door 
grips, great armrests and excellent leg- and 
kneeroom in all seating positions, and it boasts 
a large boot. For a $39,990 base price, the 
GTI is staggeringly well equipped, its cabin 
suggesting the car costs $10K more, despite 
no leather (a $2990 option).

The Audi is more expensively finished inside, 
but its black-on-light-grey colour scheme is a 
bit too sombre, and its gauges and steering 
wheel are regular-issue A3. Leather isn’t 

standard, either, despite its $7660 premium 
over a DSG-equipped GTI, and the Audi’s seats 
are both flatter and less supportive than the 
GTI’s – particularly in the rear. There’s no rear-
seat centre armrest, or rear map pockets, or 
front-seat lumbar support, or a front armrest. 
For $50K, you’d expect stuff like this to be 
standard, not extra. But the A3 remains a 
roomy, competitive package. Its boot is huge 
– larger than the Golf’s – and its in-cabin 
refinement is equally hushed. It’s just that 
the VW does it noticeably better.

The Renault lacks the rear-seat room of 
the Audi and VW, despite having a longer 
wheelbase, but its (optional) leather seats 
are thickly padded and beautifully trimmed, 
with subtle orange stitching and perforations. 
For clever practicality, the Megane scores 

2005 5 3wheels

Power to weight: 114kW/tonne 
Speed at indicated 100km/h: 95
Speed in gears
57km/h @ 6500rpm
91km/h @ 6500rpm
129km/h @ 6500rpm
173km/h @ 6500rpm
219km/h @ 6500rpm 
235km/h @ 5900rpm* 
Standing-start acceleration
0-60km/h: 3.7sec  
0-80km/h: 5.3sec 
O-1OOkm/h: 7.6sec 
0-120km/h: 10.0sec
O-14Okm/h: 13.5sec 
O-16Okm/h: 17.1sec
0-400m: 15.4sec @ 152km/h 
Rolling acceleration: 3rd/4th/5th/6th
80-12Okm/h: 4.4/5.4/6.9/8.5sec

VOLKSWAGEN GOLF GTI

Power to weight: 121kW/tonne 
Speed at indicated 100km/h: 98
Speed in gears
59km/h @ 6500rpm
96km/h @ 6500rpm
133km/h @ 6500rpm
176km/h @ 6500rpm
229km/h @ 6500rpm* 
236km/h @ 5550rpm* 
Standing-start acceleration
0-60km/h: 3.5sec  
0-80km/h: 5.0sec 
O-1OOkm/h: 7.1sec 
0-120km/h: 9.3sec
O-14Okm/h: 12.3sec 
O-16Okm/h: 15.4sec
0-400m: 15.0sec @ 158km/h 
Rolling acceleration: 3rd/4th/5th/6th
80-12Okm/h: 4.0/5.1/6.9/8.9sec

RENAULTSPORT MEGANE 225MG ZS 180

Power to weight: 105kW/tonne 
Speed at indicated 100km/h: 96
Speed in gears
59km/h @ 6800rpm
102km/h @ 6800rpm
144km/h @ 6800rpm
182km/h @ 6800rpm
225km/h @ 6200rpm* 
 
Standing-start acceleration
0-60km/h: 3.5sec  
0-80km/h: 5.3sec 
O-1OOkm/h: 7.3sec 
0-120km/h: 10.3sec
O-14Okm/h: 13.4sec 
O-16Okm/h: 17.7sec
0-400m: 15.4sec @ 151km/h 
Rolling acceleration: 3rd/4th/5th
80-12Okm/h: 5.3/6.6/9.6sec

Power to weight: 87kW/tonne 
Speed at indicated 100km/h: 96
Speed in gears
52km/h @ 6600rpm
91km/h @ 6600rpm
137km/h @ 6600rpm
185km/h @ 6600rpm
217km/h @ 6300rpm* 
203km/h @ 5000rpm* 
Standing-start acceleration
0-60km/h: 4.1sec  
0-80km/h: 6.3sec 
O-1OOkm/h: 9.3sec 
0-120km/h: 12.8sec
O-14Okm/h: 16.9sec 
O-16Okm/h: –
0-400m: 16.6sec @ 139km/h 
Rolling acceleration: 3rd/4th/5th/6th
80-12Okm/h: 6.7/8.8/10.6/12.9sec

BMW 120i SPORT

Power to weight: 110kW/tonne 
Speed at indicated 100km/h: 97
Speed in gears
53km/h @ 6500rpm
86km/h @ 6500rpm
127km/h @ 6500rpm
172km/h @ 6500rpm
220km/h @ 6500rpm 
236km/h @ 5900rpm* 
Standing-start acceleration
0-60km/h: 3.5sec  
0-80km/h: 5.1sec 
O-1OOkm/h: 7.3sec 
0-120km/h: 9.9sec
O-14Okm/h: 13.3sec 
O-16Okm/h: 17.1sec
0-400m: 15.3sec @ 151km/h 
Rolling acceleration: Drive
80-12Okm/h: 4.9sec

Performance
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AUDI A3 SPORTBACK 2.0T FSI

Track: Oran Park, dry. Temp: 15ºC. 
Driver: Nathan Ponchard
*Estimated or manufacturer’s claim

Track: Oran Park, dry. Temp: 15ºC. 
Driver: Nathan Ponchard  

Track: Oran Park, dry. Temp: 15ºC. 
Driver: Nathan Ponchard

Track: Oran Park, dry. Temp: 15ºC. 
Driver: Nathan Ponchard 

Track: Oran Park, dry. Temp: 17ºC. 
Driver: Nathan Ponchard 
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