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For immediate release: April 10, 2026

Pajari in front after dramatic start to Croatia Rally 2026

Sami Pajari completed Croatia Rally’s opening loop of four stages leading his Toyota team-mate Takamoto Katsuta by 8.4s as the FIA World Rally Championship stars got their first taste of the event’s new-look stages.

Returning to the WRC schedule after a year away, thousands of fans headed to the stages, taking advantage of the spring sunshine to watch the epic action unfold. 

But while Pajari held the lead of a WRC event for only the second time, it proved a tough trip west from event base Rijeka to Croatia’s Istria region for Oliver Solberg and Elfyn Evans.

Winners of this year’s Rallye Monte-Carlo and Rally Sweden respectively, neither reached the midday service halt at Automotodrom Grobnik after a dramatic start to the fourth round of the WRC for the Toyota pair.

Running second on the road, Swede Solberg understeered going through a right-hander at 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 being on the hard tyres with this car, I just really struggled with the feeling all the way,” 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, Evans claimed successive stage wins alongside co-driver Scott Martin to a lead by 15.8s starting stage three, Beram - Cerovlje. But a reported misheard pacenote caused the Britons to crash into some small trees on an uphill right-hand corner after 13.2 kilometres, leading to their early exit from the day.

Although Thierry Neuville set the fastest time on 23.78-kilometre third stage, it was Pajari who led the rally by 2.7s, an advantage he grew to 8.4s after he set the pace on the morning’s fourth and final run, Učka.

“Maybe not the position I was expecting after the first loop but I’m not complaining,” Pajari said at the completion of SS4. “I still feel I need to improve but it’s so bloody long way to go, it’s too soon to say anything more. It’s not easy, but I was confident, we had a good plan to go with the hard tyre. I think finally it was not so different if you had a hard or soft, but I am still happy with the choice.”

Neuville completed the morning loop in third position followed by his Hyundai team-mate Hayden Paddon, with M-Sport Ford World Rally Team’s Josh McErlean in fifth and Adrien Fourmaux holding sixth place, 1m29.0s adrift, after the Frenchman picked up a front-right puncture early on stage two. “We had a puncture somewhere,” the Hyundai driver said. “I did not see anything. It was very early in the stage, I had no impact, nothing, I was in the line, I just don’t know where, very a shame.”

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.








In the Rally2-based FIA WRC2 category, Yohan Rossel led his Lancia-driving team-mate Nikolay Gryazin by 9.2s. Former Junior WRC champion Romet Jürgenson held third in a Ford Fiesta Rally2. Two-time WRC2 champion Andreas Mikkelsen was forced to change a puncture on SS3 while running in fifth place.

Opening round winner Calle Carlberg completed stage four leading Craig Rahill by 17.1s in the FIA Junior WRC Championship category.

Following service at Automotodrom Grobnik, the morning stages will be repeated this afternoon with Vodice - Brest up first from 15h15 local time.

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