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For immediate release: April 10, 2026

Close battle for Croatia Rally glory in store

Less than 15 seconds covered the top three drivers following a thrilling start to the fifth Croatia Rally to count towards the FIA World Rally Championship today (Friday).

With eight stages run, Sami Pajari is leading a WRC event overnight for the first time in his career with an advantage of 13.7s over Thierry Neuville. Takamoto Katsuta is just 0.9s behind Neuville in third place, 14.6s down on Pajari.

Competing in a Toyota GR Yaris Rally1 alongside co-driver Marko Salminen, Pajari reached the midday halt at Automotodrom Grobnik leading team-mate Katsuta by 8.4s. The Finn was then able to extend that gap to 10.2s after he won the first stage of the afternoon loop. But Hyundai-driving Neuville responded with back-to-back stage wins to narrow Parjari’s lead to 6.3s with just the repeat of the Učka stage remaining.

However, Pajari wasn’t done and his fastest time through the day’s final stage ensured a slightly more comfortable overnight advantage in his pursuit of a maiden WRC event win.

“The competition is so tough that you need to push,” said the 24-year-old. “The morning was not so straightforward, but this afternoon was really cool. It’s only one day done but it was really good and it has been a pleasure to drive today. It’s good news [to be leading the rally] but it’s such a long way to go.”

Chasing his first podium finish of the season, 2024 world champion Neuville lost vital time with set-up issues through stage eight but remained firmly in contention for a top Croatia Rally result heading into Saturday.

“It’s similar to the first pass of this stage [eight], there’s no balance in that kind of condition, long corners, full throttle and full understeer,” the Belgian said. “We have a good position, we had a good day, I think it’s the day we were looking for a long time for. We’ve been smiling all day and we’ve also been enjoying more so that’s positive. There is some work left. It’s a small step but a big step for us.”

Behind Safari Rally Kenya winner Katsuta, Hayden Paddon is fourth for the Hyundai Shell Mobis World Rally Team followed by team-mate Adrien Fourmaux, who dropped out of the podium fight with a front-right puncture on stage two. 

Josh McErlean was on course to finish day one in sixth position only to be forced to stop and change a damaged tyre on stage eight. The M-Sport Ford driver dropped outside the top 10 as a result.

An action-packed day delivered drama from the outset as not one but two pre-event favourites for victory hit trouble on the stages of Istria, west of event base Rijeka.

Running second on the road, Oliver Solberg understeered going through a right-hander 4.8 kilometres into the opening 14.12-kilometre Vodice - Brest stage, hitting an earth bank with the rear left of his Toyota GR Yaris Rally1 before a front-left impact spun the car off the road and down a steep ditch. Despite the best efforts of fans, Solberg and co-driver Elliott Edmondson were left stranded and out of the rally. 

“This morning was the first time on the hard tyres with this car, I just really struggled with the feeling,” Solberg said. “I just had a little bit of understeer really and eventually I just tapped the rear in the rock face. It’s a shame. I live and breathe this [sport] every day. It’s all I know in life. When it doesn’t go to plan it’s tough.”








Opening the road in his position as championship leader, Elfyn Evans claimed successive stage wins alongside co-driver Scott Martin to lead by 15.8s starting stage three, Beram - Cerovlje. But a pacenote issue caused the Britons to crash into some small trees on an uphill right-hand corner after 13.2 kilometres.

“We’ve just been caught out basically, it was a very blind corner, definitely braked too late,” Evans said. “Unfortunately, it’s one of those things. I’m not going to say one way or another [if it was a pacenote error], we’re going to keep that between ourselves. Of course we’re very disappointed we couldn’t use our potential in a way. It started really well with a good feeling in the car, we’re disappointed with the situation but we have to try and come back to good form now for Sunday (when bonus points will be available) and see what we can recover form the weekend.”

Jon Armstrong, the Croatia Rally winner in 2025 when the event formed the deciding round of the FIA European Rally Championship, was third fastest on the opening stage, delayed by a front-left puncture on stage two before he came within 0.1s of scoring his maiden fastest WRC stage time on SS3. But an off on a left-hand corner 4.2s kilometres into SS4 left his Ford Puma Rally1 with right-rear damage and an early exit. Like Evans and Solberg, Armstrong is expected to return to the action tomorrow (Saturday).

As well as watching the battle for the overall Croatia Rally victory, the thousands of fans lining the stages in the glorious Croatian spring sunshine also witnessed a close contest in FIA WRC2 for Rally2 cars. Yohan Rossel is the leader overnight ahead of Lancia team-mate Nikolay Gryazin. Alejandro Cachón is third after Romet Jürgenson, who occupied the final spot on the provisional podium after four stages, dropped back with a puncture this afternoon. 

Saturday’s itinerary features four double-use stages over 115.96 timed kilometres in the Primorje-Gorski Kotar and Karlovac counties to the east of Rijeka. The day takes in Platak (08h43/17h22), Ravna Gora - Skrad (09h41/16h23) and Pećurkovo Brdo - Mrežnički Novaki (12h03/14h12), which have been previously tried at WRC level, although Generalski Stol - Zdihovo (11h05/15h05) represents unchartered territory for the championship regulars. To add to the challenge, there’s only a remote service during the midday halt, in Karlovac, where limited repairs can be carried out.

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