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For immediate release: October 4, 2025

CROATIA RALLY SERVES UP A THRILLING FIRST DAY

Day 1 of Croatia Rally, the grand finale of the 2025 FIA European Rally Championship, has delivered thrilling action throughout the field over six highly demanding asphalt stages.

The morning loop of three stages was dominated by championship contender Jon Armstrong’s M-Sport Ford Fiesta Rally2, who built a lead of more than 22.5 seconds over the Škoda Fabia RS Rally2 of Estonia’s Robert Virves.

Points leader Miko Marczyk from Poland was unable to convert his prized place as the first car on the road into super-fast stage times, feeling a lack of confidence in his Škoda’s setup on the tricky Croatian asphalt as he slipped back to seventh place. This not only put Marczyk behind Armstrong, but also behind the similar Škoda of his other championship rival, Andrea Mabellini.

After servicing at Westgate City in Zagreb, the field then returned to complete the same loop of three stages in the afternoon, with the roads in a very different condition after the full entry of both ERC and Croatian national rally cars had made their first pass. The majority of competitors elected to run harder tyre compounds than they had in the morning session, when wear was greater on the soft tyres due to unexpectedly warm conditions.

It was Armstrong’s team-mate Romet Jürgenson who struck first, winning the 22.70-kilometre test between Krašić to Sošice on SS4 despite an unfavourable road position. The Estonian charger crashed in Friday’s Free Practice and was forced to sit out the Qualifying Stage, which caused him to drop down the start list on Saturday. With the playing field levelled after the first pass, Jürgenson put in a scintillating drive to claim the stage by 0.6 seconds.

Virves was the second fastest man through, followed by the Hyundai i20 Rally2 of Czech star Erik Cais, while Armstrong could only muster the fourth fastest time after picking up a puncture, dropping 9.8 seconds from his advantage. 

The Irishman must score maximum points if he is to overhaul Marczyk for the title, but his hopes of lifting the ERC crown were helped when the Pole could do no better than the 11th fastest time after he felt that his Škoda had also picked up a puncture.

Marczyk’s woes were nothing compared to those of Mabellini, however, who crashed out of the event halfway through the stage. The devastated Italian ran wide and damaged the engine on the unforgiving Croatian countryside, forcing his retirement and ending his championship dreams.

A second pass through the 20.93-kilometre Hartje - Stojdraga stage marked SS5, in which Virves’ pace was slowed by a suspected puncture at the rear – although this proved not to be the case. “We had two right-hand corners in a row, and we had a massive snap, and I was sure we had a rear right puncture, but it seems to be okay,” the Estonian clarified.

Virves’ drama allowed Armstrong to reassert himself, extending his lead to 20.3 seconds as he claimed his fourth – and M-Sport’s fifth – win from the first five stages.

Behind the lead pair, Sweden’s Mille Johansson was the second fastest competitor through Stage 5 and overtook Mads Østberg for third place overall in their highly entertaining battle. Marczyk, meanwhile, dropped more time and started to come under pressure to hold on to his sixth place overall from Romanian Norbert Maior in his Citroën C3 Rally2.

Armstrong ended his day with yet another stage win on his second pass through the 14.70-kilometre Breganica - Smerovišće test, completing a clean sweep for M-Sport as it bids to claim the ERC Teams’ title. In so doing, he increased his advantage on the overall leader board to 27.3 seconds over Virves, who managed to post the second fastest time on the final stage of the day.

Østberg re-passed Johansson after setting the third fastest time of the stage, and was elevated back into third place overall after Jürgenson was slowed by punctures, stymying an impressive day for the Estonian. 

Maior posted the sixth fastest time, separated from the top three by Johansson and the Škoda of Romanian Simone Tempestini. Crucially, however, this time was enough to wrest fifth place from Marczyk, who was ninth fastest on the stage.

“I would say that the first loop was quite normal from our side, we had really good road conditions, but probably the change of road conditions in the second loop… was tough for me,” said the championship leader. “We changed some things on the setup, which I thought would be better, but it was not like that.

“I need to sleep well and come back one more time to get into the rhythm I know I can drive.”

No such troubles hampered Armstrong at the top of the overnight leader board, and if the positions remain as they are, he will be crowned as ERC champion – although the Irishman is refusing to allow himself to think in such terms with another challenging day ahead.

“Not really been thinking about it (the championship battle) too much today,” the rally leader declared. “But yeah, it’s still a long way to go, and tomorrow the rain’s going to come, so I had that in mind this afternoon. I could have gone faster, but with the puncture (on SS4), it was a question of risk and reward.”

All of the remaining crews have returned to service at Westgate City in Zagreb before they go into Parc Fermé overnight. They will return to action tomorrow morning with the first of two passes through the day’s two stages: the 13.61-kilometre Veliko Trgovišće – Klanjec and 14.24-kilometre Zagorska Sela – Kumrovec.

USEFUL LINKS
Event website (including news, itinerary, other documentation): https://rally-croatia.com/en/
FIA.com
FIAERC.com
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